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Relaxation, Opening and Extending in Tai Chi Chuan Practice 

 

Yang Zhenduo on Relaxation (Fang Song) 

This section of the chapter is an explanation of the role and 

concept of ‘fang song’ or relaxation in the practice of Tai Chi 

Chuan. The material is excerpted from Grandmaster Yang 

Zhenduo’s book, Zhong Guo Yang Shi Taiji, 1997, ‘Thoughts 

on Practice’ p163-164. 

Earlier in this book I have already talked quite a bit on 

the subject of ‘fang song’ or relaxation. Let’s connect related 

concepts by separately mentioning the terms ‘soft’ (rou) , 

‘limp’ (ruan), ‘strength’ (li) and ‘energy’ (jing) so that these 

can be distinguished, which is helpful in practicing Tai Chi 

Chuan. 

In martial arts, we often hear the analogy made between 

‘steel’ and ‘energy’ (jing). Likewise, ‘coarse strength’ (juo li) 

can be likened to ‘iron,’ because ‘steel’ comes from ‘iron’ and 

the source of ‘energy’ is also naturally from ‘coarse strength.’ 

Coarse strength is natural strength and is an inherent product 

of the human body. Coincidentally, the current graph used in 

Chinese for ‘energy’ (jing) includes ‘strength’ (li) with 

‘work’ (gong) added to it. I am not sure if this was really the 



intent of those who designed this graph, but looking at this 

graph can surely help serve to explain the relationship of the 

two. 

‘Adding work’ or refining, refers to the way in which, 

during the process of production, we use the method of high 

temperature forging; correspondingly for coarse strength we 

use the method of relaxation (fang song) to remove the 

stiffness of coarse strength. Both are means to an end. 

The process of refinement causes the two to manifest 

something which seems contradictory to its original nature. 

For example, the water used for tempering steel and drinking 

water seem similar, yet there is a difference in the nature of 

the two. The water used to temper steel - like the removal of 

the stiffness in coarse strength - brings about a flexible 

resilience. Drinking water, on the other hand, is ‘limp’; it does 

not have this nature of bringing about flexible resilience. 

Therefore when we refer to coarse strength - which has 

had its stiffness removed - as soft but not limp, it is because 

‘soft’ has this flexible resilience, which is to say it includes 

within it the ingredient for ‘energy.’ This is just what the late 

Yang Chengfu meant by “Tai Chi Chuan is the art of letting 

hardness dwell within softness and hiding a needle within 

cotton.” If the factor of ‘energy’ is not present, this is ‘limp.’ 

‘Limp’ is not the same thing as ‘soft.’ 

After iron has been beaten thousands of times and 

refined hundreds of times, it changes its nature and becomes 

steel. Steel is firm internally and highly reflective externally. 

Iron by contrast is not only less flexible but its external 

appearance is rough. ‘Coarse strength,’ after undergoing 

persistent training for many days, months, and years can also 

be made to change its nature and become ‘energy’ (jing). 

When ‘energy’ (jing) is manifested it is soft, flexible and 



strong and able to embody the coordinated activity of the 

entire body. When ‘coarse strength’ is manifested the 

movements are stiff and the response is in a portion of the 

body only, rather than the whole body. The two are extremely 

different. 

Relaxation and training should both be conscious (or 

purposeful). That is just what our predecessors meant by 

“consciously (purposely) relax and unconsciously 

(unintentionally) create hardness.” If one can really achieve 

relaxation (fang song), it will be transmitted into the 

combining of the body activity with the ten essentials, 

naturally creating the material conditions so that 

‘energy’ (jing) will arise according to the requirements of the 

moves. If you try to create ‘energy’ (jing) directly, 

paradoxically you become limited by ‘energy’ (jing). When we 

say “use intent rather than strength,” the main idea is that 

you should not use ‘coarse strength’ but rather ‘energy’ (jing). 

Translated by Jerry Karin 

 

Relaxation (Fang Song) and Extending and 

Opening (Fang Kai) - The Tai Chi Paradigm 

This section will examine two key techniques of Yang 

Family Tai Chi Chuan; fang song, the action of loosening and 

sinking and fang kai, the action of opening and extending. At 

first glance these important elements of practice seem 

contradictory. How can one relax the body and at the same 

time elongate the postures? If one is too relaxed, the poses 

lack strength and if one is too extended the form becomes 

stiff and disconnected. 

Resolving these contradictions through the integration 

of opposite forces is the essential activity that makes Tai Chi 



Chuan a unique system of self-enrichment and discovery. By 

concentrating on balancing and combining fang song and 

fang kai we can achieve the relaxed yet resilient feeling of 

strength and the expansive yet connected postures that 

characterize Traditional Yang Family Tai Chi Chuan. 

Consider this definition of Tai Chi: the dynamically 

balanced expression of oppositional energies. The familiar 

yin-yang symbol is the graphic representation of this core 

concept. The theories of Tai Chi Chuan are complex and 

sometimes difficult to understand, but if we can keep this 

model clearly in mind it becomes easier to integrate practice 

and principle. 

Fang Song 

Professor Cheng Man-Ch’ing once remarked, “Every day 

Master Yang Chengfu instructed me saying song, song!” Or 

sometimes he would say, “You are not song; you are not 

song!” Emphasizing his point most strongly he would say, 

“You must be completely song.” He could not have repeated 

this fewer than several thousand times.” The importance of 

song is well documented and yet still remains a difficult 

concept to render into English. “In the English language there 

is no equivalent to the Chinese character, “song,” which 

means relaxed and not using brute force, and more 

importantly, stretching and loosening all the muscles and 

joints in the body.” 

If one relies on the word relax to interpret song, 

important elements of the technique are left out. 

Song is normally translated as, “to relax,” but in English 

the meaning of relax has too much of the idea of “collapse.” 

Song on the other hand implies a very high level of alertness, 

sensitivity, and nimbleness with an inordinate mindfulness 



for the conservation of energy. 

In practical terms how does one make use of such an 

elusive concept? 

Song requires the release of all the sinews in the body 

without the slightest tension. When we are able to completely 

song this is sinking. When the sinews release, then the body 

which they hold together is able to sink down. 

Yang Zhenduo describes the process as twofold: 

To talk about the word song, or to be loose, is important 

because there is a lot of misunderstanding about the word. 

When you talk about being loose, or song, there are two parts 

about which the person should think. One is mentally and 

one is physically. 

Mentally, it is to be totally relaxed and concentrate on 

your motions and your movements. By doing this, you get rid 

of all the other thoughts in your mind and then you become 

fully concentrated. This part, most people can do. 

The other part is the physical song, being physically 

loosened. Most people misunderstand this. When they talk 

about being loose, they think it is softness. If they do it as soft 

as they can, the muscles and everything become powerless. 

That is the biggest error a person can make in practicing Tai 

Chi Chuan. In practicing Tai Chi Chuan there is a 

contradiction: the outside looks soft but inside is strong and 

they are the opposite of each other. When talking about song 

physically, you should loosen your bones, joints and tendons 

and make them long and outwardly extended. Stretch them 

out. That type of looseness will create energy. On the outside 

the person appears to be very soft but on the inside the 

person is totally the opposite: hard as steel. That is the 

meaning of song in practice. 

Looking at people here in America but also looking at 



people around the world, the biggest mistake people make is 

not understanding song correctly. 

Fang song is a crucial element of Tai Chi practice but it 

should not become the sole preoccupation of the Tai Chi 

enthusiast. 

To stay loose is one of the most important tools in the 

practice of Tai Chi Chuan. It is a technique but not the final 

goal. Some, who are not quite clear on this point, when they 

practice, they become soft. The correct practice is to be soft 

with resilience. The softness is not the kind that collapses or 

becomes softness within softness. Fang song is resilient, the 

muscles become resilient. 

How does one avoid the mistakes of excessive looseness 

and softness within softness? By using the complementary 

technique of fang kai to extend within the relaxation process, 

to temper the elements of relaxing and sinking with those of 

elongating and opening. 

Fang Kai 

Several years ago at a seminar in San Antonio, Texas 

Yang Laoshi offered this fascinating metaphor for fang kai, 

the action of opening and extending. Say you have a length of 

chain lying in a jumble on the floor. You pick up one end and 

whip it up over your head. Here Yang Laoshi made a 

sweeping circular motion of his arm upwards. At a certain 

point all the links in the chain will become extended in a 

smooth curve, each separating and yet remaining a part of 

chain. 

If we apply this image to the action of opening and 

extending the body, there are several important elements to 

describe. First, the motion of the waist generates the action of 

opening centrifugally outwards. Rather than pushing the 



frame open using muscular strength, the postures are 

naturally pulled open. Secondly the correct sequence of 

extending should proceed in a circular pattern, using the 

curve of the form’s motion to establish an extended position. 

During his teaching, Yang Laoshi illustrates this using 

the following sequence: “Feel the fingers pulling the palm, the 

palm pulling the wrist, the wrist pulling the forearm, the 

forearm pulling the elbows, the elbows pulling the shoulders, 

the shoulders dropping and rounding the back.” In this way, 

the open and extended postures that characterize Traditional 

Yang Family Tai Chi Chuan remain connected together, not 

pushed apart. 

The challenge is to use kinetic force rather than 

muscular strength to arrive at the correct end position. In 

order to feel the opening of the joints, sinews, and tendons, 

one must use a refined type of force characterized by a 

dynamically balanced integration of song and kai. 

Combining Song And Kai 

The phrase, “song kai” is used commonly in Chinese to 

describe an action that represents a relaxing or expanding 

situation. For example, if you hold your fist very tightly and 

then open the palm, you could say “song kai.” If the sky was 

overcast and suddenly cleared to reveal the scenery or 

perhaps you were in the midst of performing White Crane 

Spreads Its Wings, you could say to yourself “song kai.” 

The actions of the Tai Chi sequence can be understood 

as the continual cycling of loosening and extending and then 

loosening again over and over. When the end position of each 

form is expressed there is an exquisite moment when song kai 

comes into its complete fulfillment: a dynamically balanced 

expression of resilient, tensile body sensation that has just 



the right blend of relaxation and energetic extension. 

Consider song and kai as the oppositional elements of 

the Tai Chi symbol. Within each there is the small expression 

of the other. As you perform motions that open and extend, 

can you feel loose and relaxed? As you sink, can you feel 

expansive? In the end positions, can you fully utilize each 

technique to balance and refine your posture? 

At the beginning it may be just the briefest moment that 

you feel the balance of song kai. My first teacher used to 

encourage us saying, “Catch the feeling!” Then gradually, dayby- 

day, the sensation of balance expands to other motions 

and postures until your whole practice becomes a marvelous 

expression of Tai Chi. 
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