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INTRODUCTION: STEPPING ONTO THE CIRCLE

For those drawn to the profound depth of Chinese internal martial
arts, Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide to Training Form
and  Application  represents  a  significant  first  step.  Unlike  the
linear power of Xingyi or the rooted stillness of Taiji, Baguazhang
(often  simply  called  Bagua)  is  an  art  of  continuous,  flowing
motion. It teaches the practitioner to move in circles, to change
direction  with  fluidity,  and  to  transform  defensive  footwork  into
devastating offense.  This  guide is  designed to help the absolute
beginner navigate the foundational principles of this fascinating
art, moving beyond mysticism to understand the practical "how"
and  "why"  of  Bagua  training.  We  will  explore  the  essential
components of form, the logic behind its circular movements, and
how these ancient techniques translate into modern self-defense
and personal development. Whether you are a seasoned martial
artist exploring a new system or a complete novice intrigued by
the idea of "walking the circle," this article will provide a clear,
structured path toward understanding and beginning your Bagua
journey.

WHAT IS BAGUAZHANG? MORE THAN JUST WALKING
IN CIRCLES

Baguazhang translates to "Eight Trigram Palm," a name derived
from the classic Chinese text, the I Ching (Book of Changes). The
philosophy of constant change and cyclical patterns is embedded
in its very movement. Legend credits Dong Haichuan, a master of
the  19th  century,  with  synthesizing  his  previous  martial
knowledge with a  unique form of  circle  walking,  creating the
system we know today. Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide
to Training Form and Application must start with this core
concept: Bagua is not about static postures, but about dynamic,
flowing change.
At its heart, Bagua is based on three core pillars:

Circle Walking: The fundamental practice. The
practitioner walks around the circumference of an
imaginary circle, holding specific postures. This builds leg
strength, balance, and a unique sense of spatial awareness.
Palm Changes: The forms or "postures" performed while
walking. There are eight "Mother Palms," each representing
a different energy and combat principle.
Internal Development: Like other internal arts, Bagua
emphasizes the coordination of breath, intention (yi), and
internal energy (qi), not just brute muscular force.

GETTING STARTED: THE PRACTICALITIES OF YOUR
FIRST STEP

Before you attempt complex palm changes, you must establish a
foundation. Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide to Training
Form and Application  prioritizes  correct  fundamentals  over
flashy movement. Here is what you need to start.

What to Wear and Where to
Train
Comfort  is  key.  Wear  loose-fitting  clothing  that  allows  for  a  full
range of  motion.  Flat-soled shoes,  like traditional  martial  arts
shoes or simple canvas sneakers, are excellent for feeling the
ground. You need a flat, open space. A diameter of 10 to 12 feet
is ideal for your training circle. You can use a plate on the floor, a
drawn  chalk  circle,  or  simply  visualize  the  center  point.  The
surface should  not  be slippery.  Grass,  smooth concrete,  or  a
wooden floor are all suitable.

Mindset and Breath
Approach  training  with  patience.  The  art  is  subtle.  Begin  by
focusing on your breath, making it deep, slow, and natural. Do
not force it. Your intention should be grounded. You are not trying
to "master" the art in a day; you are learning to inhabit a new
way of moving. This mental preparation is as important as the
physical warm-up.

THE CORE PRACTICE: CIRCLE WALKING (ZHUAN
ZHANG)

Circle  walking,  or  "turning  the  stake,"  is  the  non-negotiable
foundation  of  Baguazhang.  This  practice  develops  the  unique
gait, rooting, and internal connections that define the art. For the
beginner, this is where the journey begins in earnest. Beginning
Bagua: A Practical Guide to Training Form and Application
must dedicate significant attention to this single, vital practice.

The Basic Step: The Mud-
Wading Walk
This is the classic Bagua step. Stand at the edge of your circle.
Your  feet  are  parallel,  shoulder-width  apart.  Your  weight  is
slightly more on one leg. To take a step:

Lift: Slowly and deliberately, lift your back foot. Slide the1.
sole of the foot forward, close to the ankle of your standing
leg.
Extend: Extend the lifted foot forward and slightly inward,2.
pointing your toes toward the center of the circle. The heel
lands first.
Roll and Root: As your weight transfers forward, roll3.
through the foot from heel to toe. Your knees remain
slightly bent. The movement should feel like your foot is
being sucked into mud or pulling a heavy object along the
ground.
Repeat: Continue this process, stepping with the other4.
foot. The pace is slow, even, and continuous.
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Posture While Walking
Do not simply walk. Hold a posture. The most common beginner
posture is the "Single Palm Change" or a simple "Hugging the
Tree" posture adapted for the circle.

Lower Body: The knees are bent, sinking your weight
down. Your hips are tucked under, avoiding a swayback.
The thighs feel engaged.
Torso: The chest is slightly concave, and the back is
rounded (like holding a beach ball against your chest). The
spine is straight, not leaning forward or back.
Upper Body: One arm extends forward, palm facing you,
as if looking into a mirror. The other arm stretches back,
palm facing away. The shoulders are relaxed, elbows
dropped.
Head: Hold the head as if suspended by a string from the
crown. The gaze is soft, looking forward but not focusing on
any single thing.

Practice  this  for  5-10  minutes  per  side.  It  will  be  physically
demanding. Your legs will shake. This is normal. It is the work of
building the foundation.

THE EIGHT MOTHER PALMS: THE FORMS OF THE ART

Once you have a basic comfort with walking, you begin to learn
the  "palms."  These  are  the  core  forms  of  the  system.  In
Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide to Training Form and
Application,  we focus on the concept  of  changing from one
posture to another while circling. This is the "Palm Change."
There are eight mother palms, each associated with a trigram
from  the  I  Ching.  For  the  beginner,  it  is  less  important  to
memorize  all  eight  and  more  important  to  understand  the
mechanics of a basic change. A typical Palm Change involves:

Stepping In: The foot on the inside of the circle (the1.
"leading" foot) steps across the circle to the center.
The Pivot: The body turns on the ball of the other foot,2.
reversing your direction of travel.
The Arm Circle: The arms describe large, circular motions,3.
often changing the lead hand. This could be a horizontal
sweep, a vertical circle, or a figure-eight motion.
The New Posture: You settle into the new posture, now4.
walking in the opposite direction.

This continuous turning and changing is the "form" of Bagua. It is
a living, breathing dance that conditions the body to move in
unexpected ways. The application of these forms is found in the
angles and paths of your movement.

FROM FORM TO FUNCTION: UNDERSTANDING
APPLICATION

The  most  important  principle  for  the  beginner  regarding
application is this: The form is the application. The way you
move your body in the solo practice is exactly how you will move
against an opponent. Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide to
Training Form and Application emphasizes this integration.

Evasion Through Spiral
Movement
Bagua's primary defense is not blocking. It is evasion through
circular stepping. If an opponent attacks in a straight line, the

Bagua practitioner does not meet force with force. Instead, they
step off the line of  attack.  The "mud-wading" step allows you to
change your angle of approach instantly.  The spiral  torque of
your body in a palm change generates power, but it also creates
a path to slip past a strike.

Strikes and Palms
Bagua is famous for its  palm strikes,  not fist punches.  The open
palm is faster to use, allows for multiple contact points (the palm
heel,  the  knife-edge,  the  fingers),  and  can  immediately  change
into a grab or a joint lock (qinna).

Pressing Palm (An Zhang): A downward or forward push
using the whole palm. Application: Redirecting an
opponent's arm or striking the chest.
Piercing Palm (Chuan Zhang): A finger thrust toward
soft targets like the eyes, throat, or solar plexus.
Ringing Palm (Shuan Zhang): A horizontal slap to the
ear or temple, using the cupped palm.

These strikes are generated from the waist and powered by the
legs, not the shoulder. The circular walking creates centrifugal
force; a strike at the end of a turn carries the entire weight of the
body in motion.

Taking the Center
A critical  tactical  concept  in  Bagua  is  "taking  the  center"  or
"controlling the centerline." While circling around an opponent,
you are constantly looking for an opening to step into their space.
When  you  do,  you  "enter"  and  your  entire  body  becomes  a
weapon. You use your shoulder, hip, or body to unbalance them
(neijin - whole-body power). The forms teach you how to coil and
uncoil this energy.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Every beginner will face the same set of challenges. Anticipating
them is a sign of a wise student. Here are the most common
mistakes in Beginning Bagua: A Practical Guide to Training
Form and Application:

Walking Too Fast: Speed comes from relaxation, not
rushing. Walk so slowly that you can feel every muscle and
joint. Slow practice builds the correct neural pathways.
Losing the Circle: Beginners often drift inward or
outward. Check your distance from the center point
frequently. Use a visual marker.
Holding Tension: The shoulders will try to lift. The hands
will become fists. Consciously soften your shoulders,
elbows, and wrists. Tension is the enemy of internal power.
Forgetting the Breath: It is common to hold the breath
while concentrating. Keep the breath low and deep. If you
are breathing shallowly, you are trying too hard. Relax.
Neglecting the Opposite Side: Bagua is ambidextrous.
You must walk and change in both directions equally. Most
people have a "good side." Spend extra time on your weak
side.

BUILDING A DAILY PRACTICE

Consistency is more important than duration. A daily 15-minute
practice will yield more progress than a two-hour session once a
week. Here is a simple structure for your beginning practice:

Warm-up (5 minutes): Joint circles (neck, shoulders, hips,1.
ankles, wrists). A few minutes of standing meditation (Zhan
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Zhuang) to relax the mind


