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ABSTRACT 

 
Taijiquan is a Chinese martial art based on developing internal power by 

accumulating and controlling energy. The practice of Taijiquan can be applied to piano 

playing and teaching. Specific emphasis is placed on sitting position, breathing, 

maintaining focus, locating tension, and effectively balancing harmful tension in the body. 

Studies in complementary and integrative medicine including those by Dr. Roger Jahnke 

emphasize the neurological benefits of the study of Taijiquan. Some psychological 

exercises emphasize related forms of visualization and breathing relaxation. Similarly, 

Alan Fraser integrates the sensation of sitting position on the piano bench with Taijiquan 

form. All of this points to aspects of Taijiquan toward increased effectiveness in the practice 

room. 

One of its primary philosophical concerns is the interrelationship and coexistence 

of Yin and Yang. Incorporating the Yin and Yang into piano performance can bring the 

practitioner into a more balanced state by redirecting harmful energy. The practice of Taiji 

Qigong—slow, rhythmic and powerful breathing exercises to help increase the body’s 

energy can bring focus to the mind and bring positive energy that maximizes the 

effectiveness and success in practice sessions. The use of the “push hands” Taijiquan 

exercise can prevent the accumulation of harmful physical tension in practice and 

performance. This project demonstrates the application of Taiji Qigong and the “push 

hands” Taijiquan to piano performance. 

This thesis uses Qigong breathing techniques and “push hands” Taijiquan-based, 

upper-body exercises, to argue that aspects of Taijiquan may be effectively integrated into 

the pianist’s repertoire of mental and physical preparation toward a more holistic approach. 
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These techniques can introduce the integration of Eastern meditative practices that can 

have lifelong value, enabling one to experience a more calm and enjoyable experience. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUTION 

 
Overview 
 

This study focuses on a piano pedagogical practice that can be developed from an 

Eastern Chinese philosophy. Taijiquan is regarded as a martial art, which can make people 

healthier and reduce their possibility of injury. Rooted in China, the practice of Taijiquan 

encourages the practitioner to focus on the understanding of its philosophical 

underpinnings to build self-awareness, which leads to healthy mental balance and stress 

relief. I will elucidate this Eastern Chinese philosophy with both theory and physical 

movements, explaining and indicating how to use it in practicing piano to accumulate 

positive practice habits and enjoyable performance experiences. The paper resulting from 

this research draws from my own experience as a Taijiquan practitioner, pianist, and a piano 

instructor as well as from scholarly sources.  

 

Justification 

Taijiquan is a form of meditation in motion. It is an ancient martial art appreciated 

around the world for promoting health, stress control, tension release, serenity and inner 

peace. Age, gender and physical disability do not obstruct one`s practice of it. Its gentle, 

flowing movements allow one to treat the entire body to a relaxing workout, relieving the 

stresses often experienced by the pianist in rehearsals and performances. 

One of the common experiences shared by pianists is practicing a difficult passage 

in a piece for a long time only to find the problem is still unresolved. We often think that 
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we practiced well enough but discover we are still making the same mistakes on the same 

section. It becomes clear that something is wrong with the practice approach.  

Another experience is the problem of injury, such as tendonitis as well as neck and 

shoulder tension, which brings misery to many pianists. The list of famous pianists with 

injuries is much longer than many people might think. It includes Gary Graffman, Leon 

Fleisher, Wanda Landowska, Artur Schnabel, Alexander Scriabin, Ignaz Friedman, Sergei 

Rachmaninoff, Clara Schumann, Glenn Gould, Michel Béroff, Richard Goode and many 

others.1 A person who repeatedly moves in a stressful way over a long period of time is 

more likely to develop an injury and experience life-long pain. It is important to know a 

variety of techniques to prevent the harmful energy circulating in the body.  

How do we generate more effective practice techniques by using Taijiquan? There 

are many approaches, including Taiji Qigong, “push hand” exercises, and utilizing “Jing” 

to help pianists find more ways to practice piano successfully. The use of Jing refers to 

using Qi (energy flow) or concentration to lead muscles to do things. It centers on 

“character training” which implements learning to sense your body and your opponent’s 

energy. Practitioners often ignore information sent from their bodies by focusing too much 

on the goal and by losing sensitivity to the feeling of muscles and the aural skills. In practice 

one is often distracted by trying to do multiple things at the same time, consequently losing 

focus. Qigong is a great mental and physical breathing exercise to train sensitivity and 

focus as it emphasizes full concentration, which helps correct faulty or distracted decision 

making. As Qigong illustrates, Qi develops and directs the flow of one’s “life energy” when 

                                                             
1 Mayumi Osada, “The Lister-Sink Method: A Holistic Approach to Injury-

Preventive Piano Technique” (DMA diss., University of North Carolina, Greensboro, 

2009), 5. 
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it is the single-minded focus of the practitioner. The movements are slow, providing enough 

time to pay attention to the body, to the quality of movement, and the influence of one`s 

thoughts on personal awareness. Practicing piano can be a self-cultivating activity through 

such meditation. This inner training and discipline improves the human condition and 

learning process. It views human body parts in relationship to each other as a whole, which, 

in turn, can lead the pianist to healthier and more efficient practice methods.   

Taijiquan follows the opposing principles of Yin (dark/negative/feminine) and Yang 

(light/positive/masculine). Although they are opposites, the energy that changes one to the 

other also involves seeking a balance between their differences and bringing them into 

harmony. One could compare it to the pianist practicing. Correct sitting position can bring 

balance and harmony to relax our movements while we are playing. The balance between 

the body, mind and spirit can create harmony in music performance.    

In addition to implementing an understanding of Yin and Yang, the “push hands” 

Taijiquan exercises yields to the attacker`s power, diverting it away from oneself by 

changing the angle for a counterattack. The basic rule is that the attacker will continue 

coming back and will eventually harm you if you continue against the pushing or pulling. 

In the playing of octaves, if a pianist plays against a difficult octaves passage, the passage 

might not be mastered and even result in an injury. Instead, the pianist must relax to yield 

the power and change the angle of the counterattack. When the angle is changed, the energy 

flows through continuously without blockage in the arms and wrists.  

Just as Taijiquan “push hands” is focused on defeating opponents through their own 

weaknesses and strengths, the pianist can use weaknesses and strengths to successfully 

learn difficult music. To prevent accumulating harmful physical tension when the pianist 
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practices or performs, one could train to keep the unnecessary force to a minimum, by 

manipulating one’s energy to the place where it is most needed: the finger tips. The 

practitioner should also emphasize studying and feeling the opponent’s Qi. However, the 

only opponent in piano playing is the pianist if he or she resists his or her own force, which 

is the energy of harmful tension. The pianist should, therefore, make predictions and 

decisions based on internal, self-listening to prevent further injury. I think this will make it 

possible to apply the above approaches and bring the needed balance to playing the piano. 

 

Methodology 

The primary methodology used in this project is logical analysis of Taijiquan and 

selected Chinese philosophies associated with Taijiquan, coupled with application of these 

ideas to piano playing and practicing. Specific emphasis is placed on correct sitting position, 

breathing, maintaining focus, locating tension and effectively balancing the tension.  

Another important method in the project involves my own practice of Taijiquan 

movements and applying those techniques to my own piano practice, performance, and 

teaching. 

 

Limitations  

This paper covers limited topics that connect to Taijiquan. This ancient Chinese 

treasure has numerous teachings that we can draw from to provide different approaches in 

piano, including playing arpeggios smoothly, using pedals effectively, and making 

beautiful phrasing. I believe Taijiquan can help pianists study many techniques toward 

better musicality, but an in-depth analysis of every method would have been impossible. 
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For example, Alan Fraser utilized the Yin and Yang philosophy as an approach and gives 

detailed instructions on his The Craft of Piano Playing: A New Approach to Piano 

Technique. He discriminates the fingers to a Yin finger and a Yang finger, mentioning that 

it will be easier to employ the complementary opposition of Yin and Yang to feel when to 

transition from one finger to the other. It can enrich not only the realm of lyrical tone quality 

but of melodic inflection.2 In my own practice, however, I was not able to successfully 

incorporate this idea into my own piano practice, so I have not included it in this project. 

This paper is limited to the consideration of theoretical aspects of Taijiquan, not, at 

this time with either the more readily-recognized physical aspects of martial arts training, 

nor with group scientific testing. Neither was it feasible to test the concept on a large 

number of students although I have successfully worked with my own students and given 

a several workshops to trombone and oboe studios.  

Millions of Chinese people have cultivated Qi into their minds, bodies, and lives. 

Connecting this Eastern culture into the Western environment, even to the pedagogical 

piano performance, David Palmer in his book Qigong Fever: Body, Science, and Utopia in 

China, points out that this angle reflects the analytical aspects from social scientists, 

biologists, and physicists.3 It is hoped that this paper may give pianists, pedagogues, and 

musicians the opportunity to explore more insights and connections between Taijiquan and 

music.       

 

 

                                                             
2 Alan Fraser, The Craft of Piano Playing: A New Approach to Piano Technique 

(Lanham, Maryland, and Oxford: The Scarecrow Press Inc., 2003), 218. 
3 David Palmer, Qigong Fever: Body, Science, and Utopia in China (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2007), 28. 



Texas Tech University, Meiling Jin, May 2018 

  6  
 

Contributions 

Taijiquan has over 200 million Eastern and Western practitioners worldwide.  It has 

gained global recognition and cultural understanding. International in scope and innovative 

in its incorporation of Eastern meditative elements into the study of piano, this paper will 

offer a new paradigm for Western performers. 

As a pianist, I have found immense value in practicing Taijiquan mentally, 

psychologically and physically. It is worth learning and can have lifelong value in practice 

techniques, enabling one to become a better pianist and performer, an effective instructor 

and most importantly, a fine human being with an improved quality of life. 
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Chapter II 

Background 

 

How did Taijiquan begin? 

There is no record about exactly who invented Taijiquan and when or how it 

became known, but there are two main legends that are accepted to be the origins of 

Taijiquan.  

In his book, Advanced Yang Style Tai Chi Chuan, Jwing-Ming Yang provides a 

more detailed history of the Taijiquan origin.4 The legendary key figure is Zhang 

Sanfeng, who lived most probably in the thirteenth or fourteenth century. He was trained 

in the hard boxing tradition of the famous Shaolin Buddhist Monastery, and then he 

continued his studies at the Taoist Purple Summit Temple in Wudang Mountain.5 

According to some legends, he witnessed a fight between a crane and a snake. The crane 

kept trying to stab the snake with its beak, but the snake used circular and spiral motions 

to make its movements flexible, which allowed it to easily escape from the crane`s 

straight and forceful thrust. The fighting lasted for several hours, and finally the snake 

conquered the crane. From this incident, Zhang Sanfeng revealed two very important 

truths: softness overcomes hardness, and circular movements overcome straightness. 

Based on these observations, he created Taijiquan martial arts.6 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Ming-Qing dynasty was on its last 

                                                             
4 Jwing-Ming Yang, Advanced Yang Style Tai Chi Chuan, Volume 1 (Hong Kong: 

Yang's Martial Arts Academy, 1986), 2. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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period of decline. Domestic corruption raised chaotic and violent issues. In such an 

environment, knowing how to protect oneself and the community became a priority to 

daily activities. Martial arts became popular in this period. The combination of fighting, 

healing, and self-cultivation became necessary components of how martial arts developed 

historically.7 

Another legend concerning the origins of Taijiquan is discussed by Alfred Huang 

in his book Complete Tai-chi: The Definitive Guide to Physical and Emotional Self-

Improvement. Here he states that Cheng Wangting, who was serving as a general in the 

Qing dynasty, invented Taijiquan in the nineteenth century. He had a rich military 

experience in combat, had mastered many martial arts forms, and had studied the Jingluo 

energy path system of Chinese acupuncture.8 Cheng Wangting created his own “soft” 

Taijiquan fighting style. It helps to develop a balance of internal and external energy, and 

to revitalize the body, mind and spirit by developing strength and flexibility in muscles 

and tendons. He also invented an exercise called “push hands” as a routine practice. 

“Push hands” is a practice of internal Chinese martial arts for two people. It takes actions 

of pushing and pulling to manipulate the other person’s balance.  The “push hands” goal 

is to undo a person's incoming force, teaching our body to yield the force or redirect it. 

This exercise helps Taijiquan practitioners learn to sense, generate, coordinate and deliver 

one’s power while effectively neutralizing incoming forces in a safe environment.9 

 

                                                             
7 Meir Shahar, The Shaolin Monastery: History, Religion, and the Chinese 

Martial Arts (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2008), 3. 
8 Master Alfred Huang, Complete Tai-chi: The Definitive Guide to Physical and 

Emotional Self-Improvement (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1993), 51-52. 
9 David Gaffney, Davidine Siaw-Voon Sim, Chen Style Taijiquan: The Source of 

Taiji Boxing (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2002), 15. 
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What is Taijiquan? 

The Chinese martial arts systems have developed in two distinct approaches: 

external and internal, also called hard and soft. External martial arts are based on the idea 

of outer strength; people develop their body by building muscles and power, represented 

by the Shaolin “kung-fu”. The internal arts are based on developing internal power or 

“Jing” by accumulating and controlling one’s energy. The internal martial arts are 

represented by Taijiquan, Ba Gua Zhang and others.10 It should be clarified that when we 

mention internal martial arts, it does not mean that one only trains internally, as there are 

many external strength exercises when we train the internal martial arts.  

In the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, Taijiquan was performed by thousands of 

people during the opening ceremony. For sporting purposes, Taijiquan has been included 

as a formal event in many local, national, and international tournaments, such as the 

Asian Games, both Junior and Open World Martial Arts Championships.11 

Taijiquan was originally created for combat and self-defense purposes. It has been 

refined during more than one thousand years of research, study and experiment by many 

Taijiquan artists.12 It is based on the concept of Yin and Yang, of yielding to the 

opponent's power and redirecting it based on the opponents’ weakness. One learns to 

sense the other person’s motivation and make predictions and decisions based on this 

sensation. In effect, Taijiquan is a martial art that focuses on defeating the opponent 

                                                             
10 Barry Allen, Striking Beauty: A philosophical look at the Asian Martial Arts 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 54. 
11 Yucheng Guo, Pixiang Qiu, Taoguang Liu, “Tai Ji Quan: An overview of its 

history, health benefits, and cultural value,” Journal of Sport and Health Science 3, no.1 

(2014): 5. 
12 Yang, 1-2. 
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through his own weaknesses and strengths.13 

On a deeper level, Taijiquan can be a self-cultivation. It develops the practice 

through meditation. It begins with postures like standing or sitting and then progresses to 

maintaining a calmed mind while moving. The movements are slow; the practitioner of 

Taijiquan has enough time to pay close attention to his own body, to the quality of the 

movements, and the influence his thoughts have on his awareness. The uniqueness of 

practicing Taijiquan is in the belief that long practice in softness, which is slow and 

meditative movements, ultimately produces internal hardness, the calm stillness, and 

mindfulness self-cultivation.14 

Taijiquan has five major styles – Chen, Yang, Wǔ, Wu, and Sun. These five main 

styles share much of the same philosophy, but their training movements are different. All 

of their movements have the goal of increasing energy and strengthening the body with 

respiration.15 Respiration is based on Taiji Qigong, which involves slow, deep, rhythmic, 

and powerful breathing exercises to help generate and control body energy.16 The flowing 

movements of Taijiquan contain extensive internal strength. Dr. Paul Lam describes it as: 

“the water flowing in a river; beneath the tranquil surface there is a current with massive 

powers—the power for healing and wellness.”17 

Taijiquan practitioners have experimented over long periods of time aiming to 

                                                             
13 Ibid., 5. 
14 Allen, 39. 
15 Tsung Hwa Jou, The Tao of Tai-Chi Chuan: Way to Rejuvenation (New York: 

TAI CHI FOUNDATION, 1991), 83-85. 
16 Jong-Won Park, "On the Voice: Breathing without Breathing: Incorporating Tai 

Chi into Choral Warm-ups." The Choral Journal 49, no.8 (2009): 61. October 18, 2017, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23557030. 
17 Paul Lam, “What is Tai Chi?” Tai Chi for Health Institute, October 20, 2017, 

http://taichiforhealthinstitute.org/what-is-tai-chi/. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23557030
http://taichiforhealthinstitute.org/what-is-tai-chi/
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improve the human condition. Its application is based on Chinese Philosophy and 

demands a better understanding of the ancient philosophical teachings. This, with 

practices of breathing and physical exercises, together with meditation forms the 

approach to self-cultivation.  

 

The Philosophy of Taijiquan 

To understand Taijiquan, one must understand its philosophies. Taijiquan has a 

strong philosophical foundation that contains several of the most influential Chinese 

philosophies at its core. According to Tsung Hwa Jou, ancient Chinese philosophers 

believed that the universe consisted of the ultimate nothingness—in Chinese, we call it: 

Wu-Ji. “Wu” translates to “nothing,” “infinite,” or “not being.”18 He describes it as: 

“something that has form yet is unformed; it has a shape that is still without shape.” 

Following Tsung Hwa Jou’s description, everything in the universe, is believed to 

develop continually from this philosophical source.19 Wu-Ji was originated from the 

Taoist classics then developed to Tai-Ji.20  The Book of Changes defined: “‘Tai-Ji’ as the 

‘Supreme Ultimate.’ ‘Tai-Ji’ philosophy explains that everything has an infinite potential, 

the oneness before duality.” Tai-Ji is understood to be the highest conceivable principle, 

that from which existence flows.21  

Tsung Hwa Jou continues, “the concepts of ‘Wu-Ji’ and ‘Tai-Ji’ describe not only 

the aspects of creation of the universe, but also stages of all relationships between people, 

                                                             
18 Jou, 87. 
19 Ibid.  
20 Tao and Dao are both English language representations of the same 

philosophical content. My use of these throughout the dissertation will reflect the 

translations of the authors in question. 
21 Ibid., 87 



Texas Tech University, Meiling Jin, May 2018 

  12  
 

between objects or between people and objects.” Emptying the mind brings a state of 

serenity, representing the condition of Wu-Ji. This concept can be treated as a state of 

mind and a humble attitude.22 When one practices piano, one should empty the mind and 

ego. Then it supplies more space to learn things. No matter how easy one piece might 

seem, there is always an infinite potential to perform it better. Taoism is one of the most 

influential philosophies in China. Chinese call Taoist master Lao Tzu the “Most High 

Lord Lao.”23 Lao Tzu studied Dao his whole life and considers the Dao as “a Dao of 

antiquity,” which forms the foundational philosophy in Taoism. Dao as a verb means 

“way,” “path,” “to go through” or “to come through.” Lao Tzu gives the function of Dao 

as “to guide.” Dao is breathtaking; it can change the world. When a new Dao is cleared or 

opened up, things change.24 One of Lao Tzu’s famous sayings is: “Hold on to the Dao of 

antiquity in order to manage the being of the present, the ability to know the beginnings 

of antiquity is called knowing the genealogy of the Dao.” In Taoist textbook Daodejing, it 

explained: “one should begin with action, which is related to the existence (you), and 

with force; only then can one give way to non-action, which pertains to the not being 

(Wu) that is true existence,”25 then, “Those of highest virtue practice non-action.” “Non-

action” translates to Wu-wei and means no action or not doing. Taoist promotes 

“Naturalness”, “Simplicity.”26 In philosophical contexts, it describes action that does so 

little and almost seems to be nothing at all to others. Barry Allen quotes the author Yi Wu 

mentioning his thoughts that the art of Dao is doing the most with the least: “Looked for 

                                                             
22 Ibid., 88. 
23 Thomas Michael, In the Shadows of the Dao: Laozi, the Sage, and the 

Daodejing (New York: State University of New York Press, 2015), 80.  
24 Ibid. 
25 Allen, 38. 
26 Ibid. 
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but not seen; listened for but not heard, grabbed for but not gotten.”27 This quality 

requires that action flows instinctively, without deliberation, calculation, or indecision.28 

It encourages pianists to learn from nature, be mindful of the flowing movement while 

playing piano, and to be cognizant of the enjoyment one derives from a natural and 

flawless performance. 

About the symbol of Taijiquan, Jou gives further insight: “they are a half white 

circle and the other half is a dark circle, the two little circles are the Taiji circles.”29 

 

Figure: Yin Yang Symbol  

The white and dark color represents the Yin and Yang. Heaven is Yang (white 

circle), the earth is Yin (dark circle) and humanity is in between, Taiji (the two little 

circles). Continuous movement occurs between them, without beginning and without end. 

When Yin reaches its final movement, Yang is created, when Yang is completed, Yin 

begins again.30 

The movements become thus a study in Yin and Yang, alteration and conversion 

because it always deals with complementary opposites. It is this quality of having both 

sides of the coin, alternating within an indivisible whole that makes things balanced. Lao 

Tzu refers to this idea mentioning, “What is contracted must first be stretched out....” The 

                                                             
27 Yi Wu, Chinese Philosophical Terms (Lanham, Md.: University Press of 

America, 1986), 86 as quoted in Allen, 33. 
28 Ibid., 32. 
29 Jou, 91. 
30 Ibid., 88-89, 92. 
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basic premise of this entire system is that if one knows one side, one aspect of a duality, 

then one should be able to know its opposite and therefore a decision must be made based 

on the type of effect one wants to have. Knowing Yin and Yang in all their 

manifestations in one's body leads to knowing the world.31 

Jou describes: “The interrelationship and coexistence of Yin and Yang forms the 

foundation of Taijiquan. The Taijiquan postures are neither totally relaxed (Yin) nor 

totally tense (Yang); Taijiquan aims to combine relaxation with awareness for Yin and 

Yang balance.”32 Balance frees one from excess and deficiency, creating a neutral state. 

Powerful Qigong breathing exercise will help pianists finding a balanced state between 

the body and mind before practicing and performance. This will result in a calm and 

peaceful practice, which allows the movement to be totally flexible but maintain a 

mindful awareness. 

Taijiquan was influenced by another philosophy—Confucianism. Confucius is 

known as the “Great Sage and First Teacher.” Together with Daoism, they formed the 

original Chinese philosophy.33 According to Allen, Confucius says of the definition of 

Dao: “I transmit but I don’t create, I trust and love antiquity.”34 China’s military has an 

ancient tradition of weapons dancing with swords, bows, and other arms. Archery was 

one of them and was considered to be China’s premier martial art. Allen said, according 

to a historian of China’s military, these dances “were the earliest forms of martial arts. At 

first it did not provide a competitive function, but rather an artistic and spiritual one.”35 

                                                             
31 Allen, 37. 
32 Jou, 92. 
33 Michael, 67. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Allen, 44. 
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With prescribed forms and lineages of practice, these dances “were not just physical 

training but also emotional, mental, spiritual training.” The military historian Peter Lorge 

believes, “the long Confucian tradition of self-cultivation through archery practice points 

to a deep acceptance of the spiritual and intellectual power of the physical practice of 

martial arts.”36 With that being said, physical martial arts were used to serve people’s 

cultivation internally, and a peaceful harmony within people’s mind and their 

communities. Confucius emphasizes a social order and encourages harmony within the 

people. He mentioned, “if the ruler of a state is fond of benevolence, he will have no 

enemies in the world.” There is an ancient Chinese motto that says, “Use the military to 

get something; use culture to keep it.”37 

Confucius recommended a mindful life, noble spirit. To serve this teaching, Allen 

explained that people with such noble spirit fight with emptiness, not force. In order to 

adapt to emptiness, one must empty oneself. We need to learn to let ourselves go. Allen 

continued, “It is a surrendering of control over ‘this thing here’ and a willingness to 

‘invest in less’.”38 When we perform in a concert we over think our own existence and 

care too much about how others think of us, instead of realizing that we are the media 

through which the composer’s music passes to the audience and trying to be in harmony 

with all existence. We need to relax and to respect both good and bad things as they 

happen. With that in mind, a positive and peaceful energy will circulate through our body. 

Furthermore, this positive energy will transfer through the performance to the audience as 

harmony. 

                                                             
36 Peter Lorge, “Chinese Martial Arts” as quoted in Allen, 44-45. 
37 Ibid., 46. 
38 Ibid., 10. 



Texas Tech University, Meiling Jin, May 2018 

  16  
 

Chinese martial arts encourage the marriage of mind and body. Allen mentions 

that martial arts practice is both a way of self-cultivation and an effective fighting art. He 

said “When the martial is matched with the spiritual and it is experienced in the body and 

mind, this then is practice of martial arts…I have applied this to the martial arts, but it 

must not be viewed as a superficial technique. It must remain on a level of physical 

culture, self-cultivation, the dual development of body and mind.”39 Confucius believes 

the martial art is defined not by its violence but by its righteousness.40 

 

Its uses and benefits  

The principles of Taijiquan encourage one to communicate with nature and at the 

same time with the body, letting oneself go, relaxing and releasing tension. Taijiquan is 

appreciated around the world for promoting health, stress control, tension release, 

serenity and inner peace. As an exercise, Taijiquan has been shown to improve balance 

control and build flexibility. It is called a form of “meditation in motion,” which 

alleviates stress and anxiety. Advocates claim that it promotes serenity and inner peace.41 

Taijiquan is also regarded as a kind of sport which can make people healthier with 

a low possibility of injury. Today, Taijiquan has become a worldwide martial art. From its 

roots in China, its popularity has spread to become a form of exercise appreciated around 

the globe for its health, stress control, and self-defense benefits. 

International in scope and innovative in its incorporation of Eastern meditative 

elements into the study of piano, this paper will offer a new paradigm for western 

                                                             
39 Ibid., 58. 
40 Ibid., 59. 
41 Chia Siew Pang, Goh Ewe Hock, Tai Chi: Ten Minutes to Health (Sebastopol: 

CRCS PUBLICATIONS, 1994), 9.  
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performers. As a pianist, I have found a great value in practicing Taijiquan both 

psychologically and physically. It is worth learning and can have a lifelong value in the 

practice of piano techniques, enabling one to have a calmer and more enjoyable 

experience and performance. 
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Chapter III 

The Preparation 

 

Correct sitting position at the piano 

At your first piano lesson, I am sure the first thing your piano teacher taught you 

is how to sit at the piano. As one progresses, however, good habits in sitting at the piano 

may disappear. One is caught up in the performance, and we neglect the most important 

foundation in piano playing—having a correct sitting position. We are not patient and 

aware that once we are sitting on the piano bench we may have created a problem. Let’s 

suppose that we are building a house; if its foundation is not stable or is shaky, the higher 

we build the house, the potential of danger by falling increases. Also, the building would 

not last long and would be easy to destroy. Many pianists often draw their attention 

toward the technique itself without considering their body’s situations, or they only focus 

on the condition of these separate parts like shoulders, elbows and wrists only. 

Nonetheless, a poor sitting posture and an unconscious approach towards the piano while 

practicing or performing can create a bad and weak foundation that could eventually lead 

to habitual tension. This reduces the quality of a performance and even creates injury in 

our body.  A good sitting position requires balance and comfort for every part of the body 

as a whole. 

In his book, Tai chi ch`uan–the Chinese way, Foen Tjoeng Lie believes one of the 

best forms of physical training is the use of Taijiquan. This discipline has potential for 

helping a pianist develop an effective sitting position for practice and performance 
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purposes.42 Lie states, “When practicing Taijiquan, the upper body remains nimble and 

loose while the lower part of the body and legs are stable and planted firmly on the 

ground without being stiff.”43 As a pianist, when one sits on the piano bench the feet 

should be grounded and feel the center of gravity, “emptying” or freeing the upper body 

for movement as one aligns the spine in a natural and balanced position.  

Once the lower body is centered and well-balanced, one must establish a relaxed 

state on the piano bench. The relaxed state should contain two implications: one is the 

relaxation in the mind. A clear and a concentrated mindset are essential to prepare an 

effective practice. The mind is the body’s commander; in order to relax the body, we 

need to have a conscious relaxation of the mind.44 I will explain how to relax the mind 

through breathing later in this study. The other implication is the relaxation of the body. 

Many have a wrong concept of relaxation, thinking it means a laxness of body. This lax 

or limp position looks like bending forward or backward or leaning to one side. 

Unfortunately, this creates tension on the back and stomach.  Relaxing should mean that 

all the muscles and joints are not tense, and the body remains flexible, having no 

stiffness. Yang gives another definition of the second implication of relaxation. He 

describes it as a feeling of “stretching” the limbs. This feeling is neither a stiffness nor 

lax, but somewhere in between. It involves the whole body being in tune or aligned with 

the skeleton, specifically with the spine. The spines should be in a natural, erect position. 

The spinal column directs the body to do things like walking, standing, sitting or lying 

                                                             
42 Foen Tjoeng Lie, Tai Chi Ch`uan–The Chinese way (New York: Sterling 

Publishing Co., Inc., 1988), 15. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Yang, 16. 
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down.45 Consequently, when we sit on the piano bench, it is important for the spine to be 

in a natural, erect position to enable the body to practice with comfort and steadiness. 

Natural relaxation of the spinal column removes tension from movement, allowing the 

body’s center of gravity to remain in balance. 

 The spinal column gives the body form and function.  It holds and protects the 

spinal cord as it sends signals to other parts of the body. The many muscles that connect 

to the spine help support its upright posture as well as its movement. The natural “S” 

shaped spine helps prevent fatigue.46 As a performer, this contributes to a pleasant 

appearance for the audience.  

The ideal sitting posture should allow the head, torso, and arms to form and 

function as a unit. The upper body is comfortably straight, never bending forward or 

backwards or leaning left or right; otherwise, this will give extra tension to one part of the 

body over another. Your body is designed in a balanced way, so all the parts can work 

together and support each other at all times.47 Alan Fraser explained this by bringing the 

concept of spasticity in the aspect of nervous system:  

Every single thing I do needs activity of the whole central nervous system (CNS). 

For each activity the CNS creates a special movement patter. The pattern works 

against my intention if it freezes or fixes parts of the body- that is the spasticity. 

Directing attention to sensation opens the door to a neurological process of 

refining the movement….in other words, enrichment of sensation allows the CNS 

to direct the body in a more integrated way.48 

 

                                                             
45 Ibid. 
46 Lie, 19-20. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Alan Fraser, Honing the Pianistic Self-image (Serbia: Maple Grove Music 

Productions, 2010), 284-285. 
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Alan Fraser describes this experience as he is doing Tai Chi Forms. The slow 

movements in Taijiquan exercises bring the attention on how we feel the body and the 

influence of thoughts on our mind. He suggests some directions on how to investigate 

this sensation: “Where do you stiffen needlessly? How would that movement feel if it 

involved your whole self in an integrated way?”49 

Maintaining the best sitting posture requires keeping the upper body comfortably 

straight by using a good head position.50 A popular Chinese story recorded 

in Biographies of Virtuous Persons of the Chu State During the Eastern Han 

Dynasty tells of a famous politician named Sun Jing.51  As a young man, he was diligent 

in his studies, often forgetting to eat or drink. When he felt sleepy, he tied his hair to the 

roof beam. If he fell asleep, his hair was pulled upward by the rope, causing him to feel 

the pain and awaken so he could continue with his studies.  Although one would not want 

to follow his actions, imagine having something over the head to keep it suspended, 

helping the upper body stay in the correct position while sitting on the piano bench. One 

should never hold tension in the shoulders and elbows, especially when one plays with 

extra motions. Confucius' teaching: “let it go” should be remembered; only by dropping 

the shoulders and elbows can one connect the back with the arms. Then the upright 

position is not stiffness or laxity, and it will be easier to move the body with flexibility 

and fluency like water. 

With my study on incorporating Taijiquan in piano playing, I began to pay more 

attention to the bench height. Chuan Chang in his Fundamentals of Piano Practice 

                                                             
49 Ibid., 287. 
50 Lie, 18. 
51 Jin Li, Cultural Foundations of Learning: East and West (England: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 142. 
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mentioned the height of the bench and its distance from the piano as a matter of personal 

experience.52 The desire to find comfort through a correct sitting position has enabled me 

to experiment with the height of the bench in a variety of ways. At first, I sit lower than 

before in order to look for more engagement with the instrument. Gradually, through 

several steps of experimentation, I adjust the height to where I can make my movements 

more flexible. From this experience, I found myself more sensitive and paying more 

attention to the height of the bench wherever I perform. A better sitting position helps me 

to perform with comfort and confidence. In a pedagogy aspect, the sitting position can be 

different depending on the length of the legs, upper body, and arms, etc. Teachers can 

provide only a limited influence and instruction to students on the best sitting position. 

Modeling can only show the teacher’s ideal position, which can sometimes be misleading 

to the students who copy the teacher’s preference without understanding their choice. 

Louis Kentner mentioned Liszt preferred a low seat, Russian professor Milsten denies 

that position; Rachmaninov liked medium low, and Busoni preferred rather higher. In this 

case, it is very dangerous for a teacher to tell students to set an absolute rule about how to 

sit for an individual case.53 Students must pay close attention and allow themselves to 

follow their own instinct in order to find their personal proper position on the bench. As a 

teacher I will encourage my students to integrate Yin and Yang philosophy to search for 

the balance, find the harmony and comfort with the piano, and promote different sitting 

positions for them to experience and study.  

                                                             
52 Chuan Chang, Fundamentals of Piano Practice (North Charleston: Book Surge 

Publishing, 2007), 30. 
53 Louis Kentner, Piano (London: Macdonald and Jane’s, 1976), 48. 
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Many pianists complain about shoulder, back, hip, or even right leg pain. This 

means that their poor sitting position has become a habit that keeps bearing the extra 

tension on one side of the body for a long time. Our body is designed in a balanced way 

so all the parts can work together and support each other beautifully. I want to suggest 

placing a mirror on the side of the piano or video record ourselves. This allows us to be 

mindful about the quality of our practice gestures with more visual evidence to observe 

and study in this process. You might find the body feels so different from what you are 

used to and even overwhelmed. If we hold a positive attitude, let the old and more 

familiar habits go, we will find a more effective sitting position. You will be surprised 

that we might find the solution for some technique problems from simply correcting a 

poor sitting position.  

Taijiquan requires external and internal balance.  It requires balance and comfort 

for every part of the body, mind and spirit. Gail Berenson believes that piano playing can 

be viewed as a physically demanding activity like other athletes. Runners usually have a 

warm-up session before training to prevent a serious injury.54 For a pianist, warm-ups can 

be more effective through exercises performed away from piano before scales or 

technical exercises at the piano. When you arrive to the piano practice room, I encourage 

you to first give yourself a couple minutes away from playing the piano in order to find 

the relaxation of your mind and practice the correct sitting position to find the balance of 

the whole body. This will provide a clear, focused mind to have an effective and healthy 

piano practice. Berenson also mentioned the importance of a cool-down after practicing 

piano. She recommended stretching to relax the muscles so that students release tightened 

                                                             
54 Kris Kropff, A Symposium for Pianists and Teachers: Strategies to Develop the 

Mind and Body for Optimal Performance (Dayton: Heritage Music Press, 2002), 218. 
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muscles worked during the practice sessions.55 I will provide some Taiijiquan movements 

in Qigong breathing exercise to accomplish the cool-down session. With this cool-down 

exercise one will gain an enjoyable feeling and experience an accomplished state.     

 

Concept of Breathing and Qi 

In addition to using the correct sitting posture, a good breathing exercise will help 

one to find a better sitting position. Deep and calm breathing is a good exercise before or 

between piano practice or before performance. Unlike singers, wind, or brass 

instrumentalists, pianists traditionally do not have to think about breathing while playing 

the piano. However, breathing with the right methods enhances more focused and calmed 

movements while playing the piano. Kentner mentions in his book Piano:  

It is a good idea to learn early on the value and practice of regular breathing, 

through the diaphragm, as singers do, not through the open mouth. Holding your 

breath is not only uncomfortable but it also causes mistakes in your playing. 

‘Wrong notes’ and even memory faults can be the result of bad breathing 

techniques. Furthermore, it can cause the related fault of stiffening the stomach 

muscles.56 

 

It is much more difficult to breathe smoothly when one is stressed or nervous. 

Proper breathing works magically to enable the whole body to be relaxed and reduces the 

potential stiffness or clumsiness that hinders movement. This makes it possible to lead 

our muscles to do things efficiently.  

Huang suggests an ancient sage’s saying that: “Common people breathe through 

the throat; a true person breathes from the heels.” One must learn to breathe from the 

heels because breathing is not simply a matter of inhaling the air. It also involves 

                                                             
55 Ibid., 218-219. 
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absorbing the earth’s energy through the soles of the feet and to not let the breathing stop 

short in the throat.57 Many Chinese believe everything possesses Qi, and that Qi fills the 

universe. The heaven possesses heaven Qi, the earth possesses earth Qi and human beings 

in between call it Taiji. In the Book of change, these are called the “three primary 

powers.”58 Breathing earth energy through the soles of the feet is being in harmony with 

the existing environment. 

The word “Qi” means energy or force. It is a vital element in Taijiquan and the 

Chinese healing science of acupuncture. Qi circulates through the body in meridians to 

help in connecting every cell to every other cell. In Chinese medicine, when Qi flows 

smoothly through to reach every part of the body, it means you are in good health. When 

muscles tighten in these pathways, internal organs become imbalanced and weakened and 

can potentially lead to damage and illness.59 

Jarmey mentioned that the Chinese are a Qi-orientated nationality.60 Each person 

possesses his or her own Qi, and their Qi influences and affects each other. For example, 

when we are with people who are angry and depressed, we often feel uncomfortable 

because their negative energy affects us. If our Qi is balanced and in harmony with 

heaven Qi, earth Qi and human Qi, we will be happy and peaceful. Just like when we 

perform well in a concert, we are in harmony with the audience and the music.  

Scholars agree that the smooth flow of the Qi through the moving body comes 

with proper skeletal alignment and a coordinated bring into play of the muscular 

                                                             
57Alfred Huang, Complete Tai-Chi: The Definitive Guide to Physical and 

Emotional Self-Improvement (Vermont& Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1993), 37. 
58 Chris Jarmey, Taiji Qigong (Chichester: Corpus Publishing, 2001), 12. 
59 Park, 61-62. 
60 Jarmey, 14. 
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system.61 Only after this realization can one feel that the universe is beautiful, and life is 

meaningful; it is important to gain positive energy.   

Let me introduce some steps on how to do a breathing exercise. I hope that 

following and practicing these exercises can better serve pianists to understand this Qi 

concept. A quiet place is important in the early stage of training because it can set a calm 

environment to help maintain concentration on this detailed preparation. First, let us feel 

the Qi. Please put your hands together and rub them until you feel the heat in your palms. 

Then separate your hands and hang loosely beside your legs, you could feel a warm 

current passing through your arms, your arm, your hands, and feel tingling in your 

fingertips. The activity of the warm current is the activity of your Qi.  

Today the Qi is understood to be a type of vital energy. Dr. Roger Jahnke 

explained that in humans, Qi is considered a brother with blood. Traditional Chinese 

medicine suggests that the Qi and circular system function together. When you feel the 

Qi, this means that you feel the activity of the blood in a state of relaxed practice. The 

blood system expands, allowing more oxygen and nutrition to support function in every 

cell.62 

 

Qigong 

Qigong involves a slow, rhythmic and powerful breathing exercises to help 

increase the body’s energy.63 It can bring focus to the mind and therefore maximize the 

                                                             
61 Livia Kohn, Zhuangzi: Text and Context (Cambridge, Ma: Three Pines Press, 

2003), 86-87; Brian Kennedy, Elizabeth Guo, Chinese Martial Arts Training Manuals: A 

Historical Survey (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2005), 29 as quoted in: Allen, 29. 
62 Roger Jahnke, “The physiology of Tai Chi and QiGong”, YouTube video, 8:50, 

November 12, 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=11&v=ZJRtZAwVwgo. 
63 Park, 61. 
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effectiveness of practice sessions. When one practices Qigong, one feels the internal 

energy—Qi, and converts it to internal force. Constant practice of this mindful breathing 

exercise will help one train their concentration and allow one to direct the energy 

wherever s/he wants breath and positive discipline.  

Danny Conner argued that Qigong has been practiced for over 3,000 years as a 

Chinese health technique. He explained in his Tai-chi that hospitals and research centers 

have sprung up in China since 1980 and many claims are being made that various 

illnesses have succumbed to the regular practice of this method. This holistic approach, 

where the patient is part of the healing process, has been introduced with wide 

acceptance.64Connor also mentions that the practice of Taiji Qigong has a great 

effectiveness on people who suffer from cold hands and even cold feet, as well as 

hypothermia in winter time. Connor proved it worked for him, and he points out that 

practicing Qigong has longer lasting effects because it will help circulate the Qi, and in 

doing so, the blood moves more freely to the extremities of the body.65 I believe Qigong 

will benefit many pianists who are suffering from cold hands, especially when they are 

nervous. 

The Inner Training, a Taoist text of the fourth century B.C., discusses breathing 

and posture discipline: 

Be not joyous, be not angry, 

Just let a balanced and aligned breathing fill your chest, 

When your body is not aligned, 

The inner power will not come. 

….. 

Align your body, assist the inner power, 

Then it will gradually come on its own. 

When you enlarge your mind and let go of it, 
                                                             

64 Danny Conner, Tai-Chi (Musselburgh: Scotprint Ltd, 1989), 145. 
65 Ibid., 146-147. 
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When you relax your qi and expand it, 

When your body is calm and unmoving, 

And you can maintain oneness and discard the myriad disturbances- 

Then you will see profit and not be enticed by it, 

You will see harm and not be frightened by it. 

Relaxed and unwound, yet acutely sensitive, 

In solitude you delight in your own person. 

This is called revolving the qi. 

Your thoughts and deeds seem heavenly.66 

 

The next step is the extension the sensation of Qi to the whole body through a 

Qigong breathing exercise: Imagine yourself as an antenna between the earth and heaven 

and bring your body to a state of balance. Place your feet and shoulder-width apart and 

stand naturally straight. Feel the Qi in your palm. When inhaling, visualize and feel the 

sensation of a warm current coming from the soles of the feet running through every part 

of your body and lift both hands palm upwards to the top of the head; while exhaling, the 

sensation of the warm current will go down while you bring the arms down with palms 

facing downwards to the Dantian—the original source of Qi generates from Dantian, 

which is located around three fingers width below the navel. After repeating this exercise 

for a while, your body will experience a sensation of becoming warmer and warmer. 

Through constant practice one will be able to have a genuine internal force which will 

lead the energy wherever one desires. This meditative breathing exercise opens one to the 

heaven Qi and earth Qi through the center of the feet.67 

This meditative breathing exercise can also work well for some piano techniques. 

Its applicability may be seen through the exercise of playing chords. When you want to 
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play a forte chord, inhale and lift the arms while visualizing and receiving the energy or 

the warm current from the earth, into your legs through the soles of the feet, to your 

knees, to your pelvis, to your waist, to your shoulder, to your elbows and to your 

fingertips, and then exhale and send the energy out by releasing it to pass fully through 

your fingertips to the piano keyboard. The tone will be natural and with full sound. When 

doing this exercise, it is very important to remember the Yin Yang philosophy and 

perform the movements with a continuous flow. Avoid holding the breath or forcing the 

energy. In the beginning we can think of inhaling eighty percent then releasing it right 

away. Once this process becomes natural and you can visualize it quickly, you should no 

longer pay attention to the breathing, as it eventually becomes a habit.  

Qi has always been associated with the dynamics of Yin-Yang alternation. Jarmey 

explained that Qi is a total integration that can be perceived with the foundation of Yin-

Yang philosophy. For example, one can perceive the left side on the piano if one has the 

concept of right side. He adds that the ultimate Qigong state enables people’s perception 

to move between the reality of YinYang and a state of neutrality of YinYang.68In other 

words, Qigong breathing exercises can help us to find internal balance.  

Dr. Roger Jahnke gives an illustration in his A guide to the physiology of qigong 

through images and animations: 

When you practice Taijiquan continuously, your breath, movements, mind focus 

and self supply massage will all collaborate to enhance the efficiency of inner 

chemical activities, this chemical activity is a activity of Qi. It is feeling a relaxed 

and well and in much deeper levels, it shifts to a Neuro transmitter profile. If the 

body is filled with stiff strength, the vital energy will not be able to circulate and 

consequently the body cannot move with ease.69 

 

                                                             
68 Jarmey, 34. 
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According to Allen, research confirms that neuromuscular coordination, strength, 

endurance, balance, and agility contribute to a sense of competence and satisfaction with 

one’s body, and they are predictable results of regular exercises.70 

During a piano practice session, many tend to use willpower to try to feel the 

emotion of the music, which can create stiffness in our performance. The Qigong 

breathing exercises help to calm down and balance the Qi. Through this method one can 

gain energy, improve blood circulation, help to warm up the hands and body, and improve 

one’s concentration before, during, and after practice. Huang quotes an ancient sage: 

“When the body is upright, the breath will be smooth, when the breath is smooth, the 

mind will be still.”71 Taijiquan practice should be thoughtless but not mindless. It is full 

of mindfulness. First, being mindful of the postures and movements, then of the 

coordination of movement with breathing. At last, the postures, movements, and 

breathing will not be noticeable. In other words, at this last stage, we enter into another 

dimension. We are completely free. The practice of Taijiquan is a process of purifying the 

body, the mind, and the spirit.  

Alan Fraser shared his experience in Honing the Pianistic Self-image connecting 

to the Taiji movement: 

Through the correct stance my neuromotor system senses that my bones have 

come into alignment, my musculature is freed from any compensatory effort, and 

an incredible sense of empowerment floods my body. I feel potent, so much it`s as 

if I am vibrating with internal energy.72  

 

When one is playing the piano, a balanced sitting position at all times is vital and 

fundamental. One should also practice the breathing exercises in Qigong to balance our 
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minds, Qi, and postures. This preparation is balancing the force inside and outside of 

your body. 

When one practices Qigong, they feel the internal energy—Qi, and convert it to 

internal force. Constant practice of this mindful breathing exercise will help train 

concentration and allow one to direct the energy wherever it is needed. The ideal stage of 

Taijiquan is to bring the body and spirit to a unified phase. For the art of piano playing, I 

believe the unity of the body movement, emotion, and the connection of the body and 

mind will bring the ultimate satisfaction to the performer.  

It is generally acknowledged that the body follows the mind. Allen said body and 

mind are conceived in moral terms: “one dominates, the other submits. Either the mind 

dominates the body, or the other way around.”73 Allen quotes Spinoza said the only way 

to act on the body is to act on the mind.74 So how can we train our mind to be focused 

and lead our body to do things effectively? 

Qigong meditative breathing exercises are an effective approach to train the focus 

and connect the whole body because it involves concentration by visualizing the Qi flow 

in the entire body through a powerful breathing exercise. In the “International Journal of 

Sport Psychology”, one of the investigations conducted by Charmaine De Francesco and 

Kevin L. Burke concludes that the most common mental performance enhancement 

strategies used by professional tennis players are imagery and visualization. They spend a 

great deal of time visualizing perfect movements.75 Another breathing technique was 

created by Edmund Jacobson, he called it a progressive relaxation training. It includes 
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discussions and regular practices of a breathing method and repeated visualizations of all 

aspects of the performance circumstances to help calm the body and focus.76 A similar 

idea is expressed by Berenson, “As psychologists discovered, individuals have such a 

strong mind-body connection that they can control a number of physical functions 

through their thoughts.”77 

Musical performance and practice is similar to sports, in that, it requires the 

complete focus. The great piano pedagogue Alan Fraser said: “The instrument demands 

the utmost in your attention—if you are even a micrometer or a milligram off, it won’t 

give you that special sound.”78 He insists pianists give full attention mentally, aurally, 

without interference from physical movements. When pianists get excited while 

performing, a small amount of over-moving will change the desired amount of the focus 

on the keys. He believes that creating the “correct touch” requires a lot of mental focus. 

He describes the relationship between our mental focus with piano as if husband and wife 

took a great care of each other. In his book, Honing the Pianistic Self-image, he shared 

one of his breakthrough experiences from listening to a recital by Misha Dacic. He was 

amazed by the most beautiful rich overtones from the Horowitz Steinway piano. He 

claimed Horowitz gives the illusion of loudness on this instrument but didn’t actually 

perform it loudly. In order to create such multi-leveled tonal qualities, he trusts there must 

be the precise touch but not a heavy one. It is the upper harmonies that supply the 

loudness and rich tone. The stronger fundamental note will disrupt making the beauty and 

stunning tone.79 Alan Fraser said this quality of sound that can only accessed by careful 
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listening. Such specific sound needs the extremely intense concentration and then search 

for it with the ears. It takes mental efforts to search for beautiful sound and maintain it 

throughout, only then the precise signals can be sent to the body to create the beautiful 

sound.80 

I would like to take an example of my personal experience in applying Qigong to 

the piano playing. My professor once told me how to make the melody beautiful in 

Chopin’s Ballade: “differentiate the melody and accompaniment and create a distance 

between them.” This was a puzzle to me. For sure it cannot be done by physical 

technique only. From long practice time I realized that it takes full concentration to 

imagine such an effect, and then teach the body to produce it. This concentration can be 

easily disrupted and is very hard to maintain. The quality of the sound and phrasing is 

subtle. Many times, I lost full concentration even though I was trying for it. So I decided 

to practice concentration away from playing the piano. Meditative Qigong practice 

offered me a good start to maintain my concentration. I have been practicing visualizing 

the sensation of flowing Qi in every part of the body. By failing many times I found out 

that the key to focusing is relaxation. Surprisingly, relaxation gave me the ability to 

practice my concentration. Alan Fraser said: “you need to stay totally calm inside. You 

have to monitor everything that’s going on – if even one component gets away from you, 

you are lost.” I totally agree with him. Total calm and relaxed body create a fluid 

environment for the Qi and mind to be free to imagine and to create. Such harmonic and 

comfortable atmosphere enables my ears to open automatically. This is a totally different 

stage for me. My body moves with ease like a water, as a continuous flowing between the 
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body and fingers. I am better able to sense a flowing melody, differentiate the melody and 

accompaniment much more clearly.  

Alan Fraser points out: “on the piano, less is more – less effort gives more riches 

of tone and expression.”81 Confucius’s teaching—let it go then you can create the 

serenity and harmonic relationship between objects and people. Now it makes more sense 

to me in this case. Focusing mainly on body movement kept me from the ultimate joy and 

happiness of finding the aurally-expressive world. It also expressed the condition of Wu-

Ji: the universe that has form yet is unformed. This is also referred to as effortless action 

or flow. Some athletes use the phrase “in the zone” to refer to this type of flow. In order 

to form a beautiful melody in the music I have to un-form the tensed body. Yin and Yang 

philosophy taught me such balanced possibility can be reach through unlocking the focus 

on technique. A pure harmony of mind, body, and spirit results in finer touch, greater 

sensitivity, a new, calm, almost disinterested centeredness deep within yourself.82  

With the understanding of the Taijiquan philosophy, we can take Alan Fraser’s 

advice to further practice concentration through aural skills:  

…demand more from yourself in terms of orchestration. Don’t be satisfied just to 

learn the text. When you can perform the piece at tempo from memory, look upon 

that as the starting point, not the end point, and start looking for colours. And start 

finding new ways to produce them—force yourself on purpose into unusual 

pianistic situations, things that throw you out of your usual habits. Throw yourself 

into the deep end and learn to swim.83 

 

This reminds me again the philosophy of Taoist that universe consists of infinite 

nothingness—Wu-Ji. Meditative Qigong breathing exercise is a process of mental clean 
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and clear. It expresses the philosophy of Wu-Ji to empty the mind. Everything has an 

unlimited potential, which is the highest conceivable principle that forms the existence 

flows. This point of view offers to open more possibilities and a different way of 

thinking. Another important is to have not only openness to new ideas. But also has a 

positive spirit, which confusions called righteousness. Confusions teaches us to train our 

concentration and connect to the body and spirit, it is important to connect the mind to 

the righteous spirit. Spinoza took an example: “A moral monster like Adolf Hitler was 

passively dominated by irrational fears, blind hatreds, and credulous superstitions that 

precluded happiness and eventually destroyed him.”84 Spinoza argued:  

In this case that evil is the result of a mind trapped by its own imagination and not 

autonomously active, doing what it can do, being the cause of its own affections, 

rather than living life as a hostage to fortune. Choice requires us to reason about 

relative importance and not merely estimate a homogeneous quantity and make an 

obvious decision to maximize. To take advantage of our body’s ability, we have to 

think about the purposes that matter to us and how a given choice will affect the 

capabilities that these purposes require.85 

 

During the practice session, there will be many difficulties one cannot resolve in a 

short time, and many may even take lifelong practice. In this case Confucius’ teaching 

will help pianists to have a good spirit to practice. “Let it go and learn from nature.” One 

must not use willpower to over practice. This transfers to an unhealthy condition and 

creates stiffness in the body, resulting in a poorer performance or possibly injury. But let 

it go doesn’t mean doing nothing or ignore the difficulties. The focus should be on 

understanding what the trouble is, connecting to the body movements, and finding what 

causes the difficulties. Spinoza regarded this as a scientific knowledge, he said,  

…to avoid passive suffering and maintain activity. The scientific knowledge 
                                                             

84 Ibid., 195. 
85 Ibid. 
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means analyze the cause and understanding of the mechanism that makes the 

effect inevitable. The more you know about the nature, the better you will be at 

turning every occasion into joyful activity.86  

 

It is not easy to calm oneself and let the will power go when one faces a difficult 

passage during practice and performance. I suggest emptying the mind and letting ego 

leave as Confucius taught. Dylan Savage mentioned the core of the ego is fear. He 

explains:  

When we choose to listen to this fearful, defensive, and competitive internal 

voice, the result is negative thinking that is disruptive to our artistic selves. This 

negativity stems from the belief system of the ego, whose primary goal is to 

defend its need to continue to exist, to watch out for ‘number one’ at all times. 

This defensive stance gives rise to all fear-related thoughts.87 

 

Once you release the ego using the breathing exercise introduced earlier to 

reconnect to the body and maintain the concentration through focus, positive Qi flows 

smoothly throughout the body.  

I want to share my own experience to illustrate this approach. I consider myself a 

calm individual when comes to performance, but one of my recent solo recitals surprised 

me. I experienced extreme nervousness and anxiety before the performance. My 

professor immediately directed me to a quiet place, and then I forced myself to not worry 

about how my recital would be and did several Qigong breathing exercises. The first five 

minutes or so didn’t calm me down, I felt so hopeless and angry, my hands were shaking 

and cold. So, I gave myself a couple more minutes to continue doing the Qigong 

breathing exercises. Surprisingly I felt the sensation of warm current flowing in my hands 

and my body. Gradually my mind got out from many thoughts and started getting clear. I 
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was able to control my breath and focused for a few minutes on reviewing the music 

score. This experience started my habit of Qigong breathing exercises as a warm up 

before the practice and performance. I am able to focus faster and more effectively 

reconnect to my mind and body when I encounter difficult situations. Most importantly, I 

realize the preparation became the foundation on whether the practice can be more active 

and more joyous. It is possible to cultivate good habits that would give one better choices 

in the case of such a situation. This habit is not easy to build and might takes years of 

training, but I believe it is possible and can be a good habit to have in our practice and 

performance. 

In a difficult situation one must remember that good and bad can happen, which 

allows one to surrender control over both one’s own existence, as Allen has mentioned, 

and over the concern one has for the thoughts of others. Dylan Savage points out that: 

“Refined pianism is gained through constructive criticism, failure, struggle, and 

meaningful training.” The negative judgment from others and ourselves will wear us 

down and, more importantly take the joy out of making music. Savage mentioned; “the 

spirit is the true essence,” because “it promotes a free and expressive love quality and 

brings the feelings of joy, affection, devotion, and cherishing.” He encourages building 

such delightful love with the piano, only then your spirit will be in harmony with your 

instruments, which reflects your music into your unique voice.88 It explains Confucius 

teaching on self-cultivation and be in harmony with what you encounter. Releasing 

yourself from ego energy is the foundation to enable one to focus on bringing a positive 

and peaceful energy throughout our body and to the audience. 
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Chapter IV 

 How to Use Jing  

There was a recital I was preparing, and one of the pieces I chose by Franz Liszt 

had many octave passages. I have drawn from my own experience of practicing Taijiquan 

to conquer octave playing on the piano. The use of Jing helped me to understand how the 

body and force works. I would like to discuss how to play octaves effectively by using 

Jing.        

As we mentioned before, Qi can be affected by your mind. Therefore, Qi will 

possibly help us to calm down the mind and to also use it to guide the Qi circulation. 

Taijiquan is an internal martial arts style that specializes in using the Qi to support joints, 

tendons and sinews. Once we feel the Qi, we can generate the Qi.89 I would like to talk 

about playing octaves tied to the Taijiquan “push hands” exercise. In Taijiquan “push 

hands” fighting, the palms and fingers are extremely important because these are the parts 

which most often touch the enemy. They will sense or feel the enemy`s power, 

understand his intention through the enemy’s Qi, neutralize the incoming power, and 

finally counterattack with Jing.90 Pianists can apply this concept to sense their own force 

before, during, and after “attacking” the keyboard and then be able to control their own 

energy to play octaves effectively.  

 

Li versus Jing 

There are two kinds of forces. One is Li—it is explicit and shown externally as a 

                                                             
89 Yang, 27-28. 
90 Paul Crompton, T’ai Chi for Two: The practice of Push Hands (New York: 

Talman Company, 1989), 1. 
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muscular strength. The other is Jing—it is implicit and internal. You might ask in 

Taijiquan, if muscles are not used for fighting, then how can one win the fight? Training 

Jing is one of the most important parts of Chinese martial arts. According to Yang, Jing 

has two meanings. The first one applies to inanimate objects in a “strong, unyielding, 

muscular” meaning.91 For example, in archery, you cannot tell the strength of a bow by 

looking at it. When you pull the arrow, you can see if it has the potential to generate a lot 

of power. This action is implicit. The second definition refers to muscles, which are 

supported by Qi. Using muscles by themselves without your mind to lead them is 

considered using Li. You must feel the Jing in order to sense its strength because it uses 

your mind and concentration to lead the muscles to do things.92 

In piano, for example, when we play an octave passage many times it can result in 

a rather stiff and noisy sound. This happens because we only focus on using Li instead of 

Jing. Li is derived from the bones and muscles while Jing comes from the tendons, 

supported by Qi. If your force is derived from your bones or muscles, there is a strong 

tendency for you to resist and meet your opponent`s force directly.93 In piano playing, the 

opponent is the pianist if he resists his own force, and then the muscles of the arms and 

shoulders tend to be the source of energy instead of the mind, which may cause the arms 

and shoulders to be angular and jerky. This results in a rushed and banging tone. When 

you train Jing, you emphasize the relaxation to be free and flexible. You also concentrate 

all of your energy into the very small and most needed parts of the body. In terms of the 

speed of playing an octave, the use of Li will result in a slow-motion movement because 
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it emphasizes muscular contraction, which is stiff and responds more slowly; Li`s power 

stays on the surface. However, Jing is more relaxed, so it is easier to change the 

direction,94 play much faster and penetrate the power precisely and deeply. Yang 

explained that Western science reports that concentration generates a chemical reaction in 

your muscles that increases the power much more than usual. Once you have trained your 

Qi and muscles, you will find that you can generate the same power with a reduced use of 

muscle tissue.95 

There are several kinds of manifested Jing. When you rely primarily on muscular 

strength with Qi and concentration, it is a “hard” Jing. This can be seen as a tensed 

muscle. When muscle usage is reduced to a minimum, Qi will take charge the most, 

resulting in a “soft” Jing. This is expressed in the pulse.96 Let’s take an action of a whip 

as an example: when you snap a whip, it stays loose as it transmits a wave or pulses 

energy along its length to the tip. It expresses a vast amount of force in a very short time, 

concentrated in a very small area. In the same way, when you use a fast attack on the 

keyboard you use “soft” Jing and your muscles stay relatively relaxed as you transmit a 

pulse of energy through your tip of the fingers, without any angular changes in direction. 

You will relax more muscles and let the Qi flow even more easily. In all the actions, Jing 

uses Li, but the muscles must be supported by Qi. Most injured pianists are not aware of 

the fact that while playing an octave, the tension, hidden in the muscles, blocked the flow 

of force and Qi, which causes the ineffective playing. It implies that their spirits did not 

reach every part of the body. In consequence, the Qi and the mind did not reach those 
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points in balance. 

Sensing your opponent’s motion or energy is the highest level in Jing type. In 

piano playing, one actually senses the Qi flow of your body and are able to predict its 

intention. In general, the higher the level of Jing, the more Qi and less Li is used.97 

 

How to generate Jing 

Yang said, “Emitting Jing must begin at the foot`s root, which is controlled by the 

waist, expressed by the fingers, and is emitted by the spine and the back.” 98 

First, one must understand the ideal stage where Jing should work. Dr. Yang said 

that there are three major places to generate the Jing, including the legs, waist, and 

shoulders. In piano playing, these places are the foundation to accumulate power. Other 

parts such as the torso, elbows, hands, wrists, or hips can store the Jing and functions as a 

pathway to deliver the power. These joints will coordinate the three major places and 

enable the pianist to lead movements much more strongly and effectively.99 They should 

work as a unit. YinYang philosophy teaches us to keep a continuous movement without 

stopping.  When emitting Jing, the legs, waist, and shoulder move one after the other, 

without a break. When there is break between two parts, the Jing is broken, causing 

weakness in the technique. When you pass your Jing from the legs to the waist, your hips 

must be loose and relaxed, and they must be in the best position to store and pass the Jing 

in the same way. To pass Jing from the waist to the shoulders your chest and back must 

be in the correct position. And then in order to pass the Jing from the shoulders to your 
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fingers, which is the furthest destination to reach in your body, but that which makes the 

sound on the keyboard, your elbows and wrist must be in a correct posture. In many cases 

while playing an octave, our wrist will be locked, which results in overheating by the 

accumulated Jing. In order to connect the Jing from the feet to the fingers we need to 

train the entire body to work as a whole so all parts can become one and work more 

effectively.  

Once we understand how Jing should work, one should talk about how to 

integrate Qi to execute Jing. With Qi suffusing your muscles, they will then be more 

efficient and will respond to your will. After a great amount of training, your Qi will 

come from the dantian naturally and flow deeply within your bones. The most important 

aspect is to balance the Jing through circulation. As in the Yin Yang principle, every 

action has a reaction; when you emit the force in one direction, there will always be a 

counterforce in the opposite direction. We have to carefully balance the force in our 

posture and the mind when Qi flows. At the piano, when we play octaves, an unbalanced 

position gives a poor posture on the shoulders and wrist. Qi will not flow through because 

those areas of the body lack proper support from each other. Here we say Yang energy is 

dominant over Yin energy, which will accumulate the tension. This will also affect the 

speed and freedom required to correctly play an octave. To enable Qi to circulate 

smoothly and to support Jing, the muscles should be relaxed, and the tendons should be 

used to transmit force so that it is brought through the limbs and concentrated in one 

direction.  

When you generate Jing, do not hold it in your body; otherwise you will restrict 

its passage through your body which can even cause injury. In piano playing, we prepare 
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a good amount of energy, but we hold it before we pass on to the needed parts. The 

energy is then stored at the holding area without a full release directed to the finger. This 

results both in an undesired volume and a tensed tone. I believe that this happens because 

the student hasn’t learned how to use the body correctly to generate and transmit the Jing 

to the needed parts. Dr. Yang stated that Jing is usually emitted in a sudden, but smooth 

motion.100 If your hand muscles and arm muscles are tight, a jerky motion will stress 

them. More seriously, if the generated Jing is strong and constant, it can damage the 

internal organs like joint muscles, ligaments, and tissue. When Qi flow is understood 

properly, you can control it skillfully. Just like playing a soft piano passage, it should be 

the same technique when you play with full energy, but instead, skillfully holding the Qi 

and circulating that Qi well and smoothly. 

The ability to measure the opponent, which in piano playing is actually your own 

force, is impossible without being able to interpret energy. Interpreting energy is the 

experimental dimension of Taijiquan practice. According to Wu Cheng Ching, in his 

Treatise on Boxing, “in Taijiquan “push hands”, if you want to gain the ability to break 

and reconnect, you must be able to observe the hidden and disclose the subtle.”101 

1. Listening to Jing. 

Listening to Jing cannot be done with the ears only, but with the sensation of the 

skin.102 For example, if you are playing the octave, your wrist accumulates the tension, so 

you must be able to listen to it by feeling your wrist getting warmer and warmer. 
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2. Understanding Jing. 

The highest level of understanding Jing in pushing hands is when you understand 

the opponents’ intensions before he moves,103 so in playing piano, you will predict which 

part of your body gives you the force. The shoulders or the arms? The clue is to find out 

which parts hinder the heat—that is, where is it stopping, or where do you feel the most 

sensation? The wrist or the forearm? Once you understand it, you can be prepared to 

regenerate it.  

3. Generating Jing. 

Jing is expressed not by a bending motion but rather by the rotation of the wrist 

like the YinYang circle. I will borrow two “push hands” techniques to illustrate how to 

generate the Qi and play octaves efficiently.  

At first, you feel the existence of Qi and where it is. You know where it comes 

from, then you will track the Qi like a GPS. This is called an ‘Adhere-Stick Jing’.104 

When you play octaves, you keep track of where the Qi moves, and follow it with your 

mind. On the other hand, your own force lead by your muscles only, cannot reach you 

because you are always in contact with your energy in parallel motion. Therefore, you are 

relaxed by concentrating on the Qi with all your attention following wherever it moves. If 

you lose track of the Qi, you lose your balance; you should reconnect your Qi and your 

mind and stay attached to it at all times.  

Once you target the Qi`s movement you walk away from it when it is time, so the 

second technique is called Yielding Jing.105 This is pure Yin in character. In the “push 
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hands” technique, when the opponent pushes against your arm, you become insubstantial 

in the place where he is pushing. You may simply move directly away in the direction of 

his pushing, or you may empty the side of the body he is pushing against, turning your 

body to let his attack go past you. The enemy will feel emptiness wherever he advances. 

His power will also feel empty because it has nothing to push against. So, when you 

sense the Qi accumulating in your wrist while playing octaves, empty the tension from 

your wrist and let it go in order to let the Qi pass through.  

The next step is redirecting the Qi. Once you relax the tensed part you guide the 

energy through a YinYang circle to a rather needed direction, which is to your fingers. 

The accumulated energy will pass through your wrist and will flow continuously. 

While doing this, it is very important to have in mind the action of re-adjusting 

your hand position smoothly and swiftly like a water flow and move as little as possible 

in order to go back to the good position to keep balance at all times. In the beginning, we 

should do it slowly to feel the Qi accurately and practice in a small portion to train our 

body in a fully relaxed stage. 

Yang reminds the practitioner that one should focus on the mind instead of the force. 

The movements from the beginning to the end are continuous and in an endless circle, 

just like a river which flows on and on without an ending. The movement and mind will 

blend with tranquility. The slower the movement, the better the results because when the 

movements are slow, one can take a deep breath, sinking it to the dantian, which has a 

soothing effect on the body and mind.  With this healthy practice, pianists can experience 

a fully relaxed, balanced and solid technique in playing octaves.  
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

There are many theories and descriptions relating to Chinese medicine, 

philosophy, and martial arts, including Taijiquan. Some of these theories use the same 

terms, such as Jing, Qi (chi), li, dantian, yin, and yang. I have attempted to use these 

terms as they are used in Taijiquan, more commonly referred to in English as Tai Chi. My 

primary reference for the use of these terms is Jwing-Ming Yang, a renowned expert who 

has written over thirty books on martial arts.  

I hope that this paper has given the reader a better understanding of Chinese 

Taijiquan martial arts and its applicability to piano practice and performance. The 

practice of Taijiquan is designed to help people build self-awareness that leads to healthy 

mental balance and stress relief. Taijiquan is a composite of art, culture, skill, morality, 

and self-discipline. To facilitate potential use, I have listed some Taijiquan movements at 

the end to demonstrate how to practice feeling Qi. Please see the appendix.   

In the Taijiquan symbol, there is a circle with all curved shades. Sophia Delza 

explained “The circle embraces one with security and distills containment. The concept 

of the circle creates stillness and calmness. And contained as the multiple complexities 

are within it, the result is a balance of two forces of activity and stillness.”106 This symbol 

contains the continuous flow of energy and the complementarity of the Yin and Yang 

opposition. It forms the movements of Taijiquan and the harmonious condition of the 

body. It is invisible in form and it needs an imagination to create the harmonious state.  
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Taijiquan scholar Allen argues that western philosophy tends to look for 

conscious, verbal, explicit, formal, theoretically articulated studying,107 Chinese 

philosophy mentioned in this paper favors the implicit way. Many concepts discussed in 

philosophy are viewed as “superficial” phenomena because they lack of enough of the 

former scientific experiments. David Palmer argues that we tend to ignore the deep 

insights of these philosophies, which can have different benefits depending on the 

specific practice. This paper aims to promote Taijiquan and encourage musicians to 

practice it for a period of time: Taoist’s belief in nature and simplicity, the ultimate 

nothingness in Wu-Ji, YinYang philosophy to free one from excess and deficiency, 

Confucius’ philosophy of release -let it go, to be at harmony with one’s surroundings are 

all important that need to be experienced to be understood. All the teachings will make 

sense if we integrate them into practice and teaching.  

Using Qigong Meditative breathing exercises really gives a chance to free the 

thoughts to reach Wu-Ji, let the ego and extra concern leave. It provides the possibility to 

gain access to the creative processes and more enjoyment of aural practice. It heightens 

the mental concentration and increases the internal intuition. Many good habits may be 

influenced from such mindful exercise. It reminds us that a good condition includes the 

erect posture on the piano, gentle and flowing body movement aided by a breathing 

exercise, and a relaxed and calm stage in both the mind and the body. To find balance 

between the body, mind and spirit will help pianists have an effective practice approach 

and prevent unnecessary injuries. 

Besides the benefits for pianists, Jarmey mentioned Qigong exercises strengthens 

                                                             
107 Allen, 210. 



Texas Tech University, Meiling Jin, May 2018 

  48  
 

the heart, reduces headache, and harmonizes the functions of respiration, digestion, and 

elimination. He points out that Qigong training will build energy in your hands because 

hands are the sources to mobilize generating more energy through visualization. It can 

also be an excellent approach to an effective warm-up and cool-down due to its self-

healing function.108 

The Taijiquan “push hands” exercise can open a new door for pianists to 

understand our own bodies as the opponent. The technical strategies including ‘Adhere-

Stick Jing’ and ‘yielding Jing’ help pianists to neutralize and regenerate the force. There 

are hundreds of applications in “push hands” forms that we can borrow and coordinate to 

piano techniques. My experience on “push hands” study is limited. It took me a couple of 

weeks to find out how to use the concept to play octaves effectively and detect the 

harmful tension. It needs a life time of study to find the essence to fully connect with the 

art of playing the piano. Paul Crompton mentioned that at first he spent little time on the 

“push hands” methods because it is unusual and he did not feel the necessity to learn it. 

Proficiency in “push hands” is difficult and takes a lot of practice, the recognition of its 

importance increases as one become more proficient.109 The treasure of this ancient 

martial art is enormous, but implicit. It reveals the truth of humanity and Love. A real 

harmony between the objects and people cannot be fulfilled by the desire to win or 

destroy others because such habits will act like a disease that penetrates into the action 

itself, into the muscles, and cuts off sensitivity and the enjoyment from performing 

music.110  
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Beside Taijiquan, there are many other techniques, including Alexander Technique, 

Feldenkrais exercises, Yoga, etc. that all have much to offer in helping pianists become 

more mindful of body movement. Finding the appropriate technique and suitable methods 

is as important as finding a good teacher. You must be willing to explore and experiment 

in order to find the best approach for yourself.111 Just as one must earn the trust of the 

teacher through continuous practicing. For the ultimate success of this approach to become 

long lasting, one must integrate awareness of the individual condition into the holistic 

object. There are more techniques and wisdom still hidden in the forms and related 

philosophies waiting for you to discover them. I hope, however, that the practitioner may 

find ease and health through the application of Chinese Taijiquan martial arts to the art of 

playing piano.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Location: A quiet place is important in the early stage of training because it can 

set a clam environment to help maintain concentration on this detailed preparation. 

Feel the Qi: Please put your hands together and rub them until you feel the heat in 

your palm. Then separate your hands and hang loosely beside your legs, you could feel a 

warm current passing through your arms, your arm, your hands, and feel tingling in your 

fingertips. The activity of the warm current is the activity of your Qi.  

Qigong breathing exercise: Imagine yourself as an antenna between the earth and 

heaven and bring your body to a state of balance. Place your feet and shoulder-width apart 

and stand naturally straight. Feel the Qi in your palm.  

When inhaling, visualize and feel the sensation of a warm current coming from the 

soles of the feet running through every part of your body and lift both hands palm upwards 

to the top of the head;  

While exhaling, the sensation of the warm current will go down while you bring 

the arms down with palms facing downwards to the Dantian—the original source of Qi 

generates from Dantian, which is located around three fingers width below the navel.  

After repeating this exercise for a while, your body will experience a sensation of 

becoming warmer and warmer. Through constant practice one will be able to have a 

genuine internal force which will lead the energy wherever one desires. 

 


