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Taiji at Towerland 
Taiji and Qigong practice in the Reading from Nature programme, 
October 2010 

On each day of the 5 day programme we met for a 30 minute Taiji / Qigong 
session at the beginning of the afternoon. This practice sought to engage with 
the rhythm of the programme as a whole – suggesting, following, and 
accompanying insights and themes that emerged through our Reading from 
Nature. We sought to bring the experience into a meditative physical practice. 
This story integrates what I presented in the Taiji/Qigong sessions with some of 
the insights that I gained from the programme as a whole. It is a personal 
reflection on a shared experience.  

Richard Jordi 

 

Standing between heaven and earth 

Qigong and Taiji Quan are ancient practices, developed by Chinese Daoist and 
Chan monks. They were developed as health practices, martial arts, for energy 
cultivation, and as meditations. They also have deep spiritual meaning.  The 
origins of Taiji and Qigong lie in imitating movements in nature. On the surface 
this was a mimicking of nature – the snake, the crane, the monkey, the bear, the 
tiger, the moving clouds, the falling water, the rising mist. But the purpose was to 
go beyond mimicking to reach the essence, the internal patterns and meanings of 
nature. At its most simple, this was to tap into the constant movement between 
Yin and Yang energy - the source of life.  

According to Daoist thought: 

The Way or Dao gives rise to yearning, or potential – Wuji 
Wuiji is the parent of Yin and Yang, or Taiji 
The Taiji movement between Yin and Yang generates life energy, Qi 
Qi is parent of the 10,000 things – every living thing 

 

The physical movements of Taiji and Qigong aim to pattern and accompany 
nature. To observe and copy nature’s movements does not mean that we are 
separate from nature, imitating something from which we were apart. According 
to the ancient Chinese worldview, humans are part of nature in a Continuity of 
Being.  

 

The wisdom underlying Taiji and Qigong recognizes a close relationship between 
our inner experience and our outer reality. The laws that govern one are the 
same as the laws that govern the other. In the simple body movements of Taiji 
and Qigong we become aware of patterns and principles of movements in life – 
be this the shifting of our weight, the push of the hands, a cloud moving across 
the sky, the flow of water, or the movement of planets.  
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Rooted to the earth and rising to the sky 
 

We are joined to the earth through our Yongquan points in the soles of the 
feet. These are the bubbling wells - the energy point or gate through which 
we receive energy from the earth. It is our contact with the earth, a 
rootedness that we must seek to cultivate. In our Taiji and Qigong practice, 
we always keeping some of our attention here, as we stand still or as we 
move – our bubbling well points constantly seek connection with the earth.  

When we rise to the sky, we think of the Bahui point at the top of our head. 
This is the place of a hundred meetings where many energies come 
together. We stretch this point up to the sky, gently lengthening and 
opening our spine so that we can stand tall. 

 

The Laogong points in the centre of our palms – palace of work or palace of 
weariness – are the points through which we actively engage with the world 
around us. In our Taiji and Qigong practice, our hands are always at the outer 
edge of our movements and patterns.  

At our centre, just below the navel, we have Dantian, which is the store of 
the elixir of long life and wisdom. Directly opposite this, in the lower back, is 
Mingmen, an important energy gate in the body known as the door of life. 
When you breathe in you should feel Dantian and Mingmen expand slightly 
outwards, when you breathe out, both should shrink back.  

On the first day we did a Qigong practice called Standing between Heaven 
and Earth. It is also called the 3 Circles posture. It is a standing meditation.  

 

Moving like water 

Water speaks to us loudly. It moves us in thought, in emotion, and in spirit. 
We are drawn to water, and thereby to the nature around us and within us. In 
Taiji and Qigong practice we move like water. Our movement is generated in 
the centre of our body and has its roots in our feet that are firm on the 
ground. Our movement finds its flowing expression in the top part of our 
body, through our arms and hands. We are always relaxed and light with the 
top of our heads stretching up to the sky.  

 

Our hands move in relation with each other, even if they are going in opposite 
directions with different energy. We felt this when we did the Pushing Heaven 
and Earth practice, with the one palm pushing up while the other palm pushes 

down. We also felt it with the Tiger Running in the Forest as our hands moved in opposite directions up and 
down in front of our body. We always think of our hands as a pair. We keep the flow just right – not too fast 
and not too slow and with nothing too abrupt. As with Silk Reeling, we do not want to break the silk and we 
do not want it to get tangled up. We move our arms as though we are moving them through water. We do 
this by generating a slight tension in our muscles – we feel the resistance internally. Probably the clearest 
feeling of this internal tension was with our practice of Tiger Sharpening its Claws, on the outward push. 
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Spirals 

In my observation of nature at Towerland I was continually finding 
spirals. I found spirals in movements, in stillness, in growth, in decay, 
as a shape, and as a story. It seems to be a generative archetype, that 
moves away from and towards infinity. Spirals became for me a gate 
and a lens through which to see, understand, and move in 
accompaniment.  

Spirals are essential to Taiji and Qigong practice. In our legs, arms, 
hands, and whole body, we spiral. This movement is a strong, 

generative power. This movement 
builds strength and flexibility in every 
part of our body. This movement 
allows us to draw energy from our feet on the earth, coil it through the body 
and find outward expression through our hands. When we spiral in our Taiji 
and Qigong practice we trace one of nature’s deepest patterns. We feel like 
we have come home.  

One of the best practices for spiraling in Taiji 
and Qigong is the practice of Silk Reeling. 
There are many sequences of Silk Reeling. All 
of them involve repetitive spiraling 
movements of the whole body. In our sessions 
we learned the single and double arm Silk 
Reeling on each side of the body.  

 

Re-turning and finding the in-between 

One day in the programme we were sent out into Towerland for a few hours 
on our own. We were asked to consider our understanding of generative 
power. I walked up the kloof towards the Slangkop peak. I wanted to find 
the source of the river that flows past Machachi’s place. I learned that when 
you find the source it is not there. The source is not a place or a thing. It is 
an infinite space where life re-turns and is generated, and regenerated. In 
my journey up the river I discovered that my own generative energy 
emerged from my yearning and curiosity, and took form and shape and 
purpose in my engagement with the river. I experienced the source of the 
river in the pendulum swing between my immersion and my observations.  

That afternoon in our Taiji and Qigong session we repeated all we had 
learned on the previous days. And we paid attention in the Silk Reeling 
practice to the point where one movement ends and the next begins. At this 
point our arms reach up in front and we are about to pull them back to 
repeat the circular, spiraling movement. This is the place of re-turning, 
where the in-breath becomes the out-breath, the place in-between, the 
moment that seems both nowhere and infinite.    
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Receptive intention 

According to the Daoist philosophy that informs Taiji and Qigong 
practice, humans are understood to have Ren Qi that we draw from 
heaven and from earth. We are companions of everything in nature, and 
are also understood to have the potential to be special – to have Qi of 
the highest excellence. This is not pre-ordained but it is an intelligence, 
wisdom, and compassion that has to be developed through cultivation.  

It seems that to enable and nurture our flow of creative energy we need 
to engage nature and the world with receptive intention. Nature is 

already offering, abundant, generative, 
generous, yearning, and full of potential. If we 
are “nature-conscious-of-itself”, then how can 
we best develop that responsibility and 
opportunity? What can we bring? How can we 
use our ability to observe and imagine so that 
we can intervene sensitively and appropriately? 
We cannot return to any pristine human-less 
nature. Rather, we can intend a re-turning of 
human-nature – within ourselves and in our 
relation to the natural world around us. Nature 
is looking at us to become more literate in how 
we read our companionship.  

In the practice of Taiji and Qigong, intention 
always leads. You look in a direction with your 

eyes and your heart-mind before you do the movement. Intention leads 
the Qi. We worked with our intention when we practised the sequence 
called Long Life. We saw how intention gives rise to the next shape of 
the movement. This intention is open, curious and inviting. It is seeking 
appropriate engagement. This is the receptive intention we need in our 
relationship with nature.  

Ziran – Self So 

Taiji and Qigong are practices that are intended to develop our 
connection with the harmonies of nature; to harmonize humans with 
nature; and thereby to harmonize our inner nature. When we talk of 
“harmony” we are not being romantic. We allow a natural state, an  
inner state of harmony that is in accordance with the laws of nature. 
This is called ziran, meaning self-so. There is the ziran of the movement 
of clouds; the ziran of the movement of water; the ziran of the flight of 
a bird – and the ziran of being human. We cannot strive for ziran, but it 
will emerge through receptive intention. Sometimes when people start 
Taiji practice they feel awkward and their movements feel stiff and 
unnatural. But really, we are already Taiji practitioners in the grace and 
balance of our natural movements. We only seek a practice so that 
what is in our natures can be amplified.  


