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     Chess and Tai Chi Chaun seem like two 
wildly different disciplines.  Josh Waitzkin 
has been both a National Chess Champion 
and an International Tai Chi Chaun 
Champion. In his book, The Art of Learning, 
an autobiography of a young chess champion 
turned Tai Chi champion, the author shares 
what it takes to become a true master.   
     Josh Waitzkin’s early years as a chess 
competitor was the subject of the book (and 
movie), Searching for Bobby Fischer.  In the 
movie, the viewer sees young Josh being 
influenced by two styles of chess, attacking 
and analytical.  As a grown-up looking back 
at his childhood, Josh is able to see how 
learning those polar opposite styles of chess 
helped him become a better, more well- 
rounded player. 
     Josh’s parents had a large influence on his 
life.  Even though Josh was a child prodigy in 
chess, his life wasn’t singularly focused.  
While participating in scholastic chess 
tournaments, downtime between matches 
was filled with play or maybe a nap.  Other 
children and their coaches or parents might be 
trying to go over last minute strategies.  He 
played baseball, basketball, football, and 
soccer.  There were vacations where chess 
wasn’t mentioned even though an important 
tournament was imminent.  His parents 
realized he still needed time to just be a kid. 
     Earlier I mentioned two basic styles of 
chess, which relate to life in general, an 
aggressive, attacking style employed by a 
free-thinker or a composed, methodical style 
employed by an analytical thinker.  Even 
though Josh’s true nature was an attacking 
style of chess, he and his parents chose a 
teacher who taught an analytical style.  It was 
only by learning a style opposite his true 
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nature that he later learned to fully appreciate 
his own style of playing chess and truly love 
the game.  Josh makes the comment, “A key 
ingredient to my success...was that my style on 
the chessboard was a direct expression of my 
personality.” 
     Josh states in his book, “The key to pursuing 
excellence is to embrace an organic, long-term 
learning process, and not to live in a shell of 
static, safe mediocrity.  Usually growth comes 
at the expense of previous comfort or safety.”  
Josh makes a distinction between children who 
learn to memorize chess openings instead of 
being challenged and learning to find your way 
out.  Openings can be used to quickly trap your 
opponent, and effectively win without struggle.  
You may have won, but you really haven’t 
learned anything. 
     In 1998, at age 21, Josh turned his attention to 
Tai Chi, and eventually to the martial art of Tai 
Chi Chaun.  Tai Chi is the meditative and 
martial embodiment of Taoist philosophy.  He 
sought the instruction of William C. Chen in 
New York City. 
     Through the Tai Chi movements, Josh felt 
new awareness of his physical body, and 
realized how holding himself hunched over a 
chessboard for hours was hard on his posture.  
It was this newfound awareness that allowed 
him to be open to the subtlety of the teachings 
of William Chen.  In a large class the teacher 
would notice his student, make eye contact, 
assess the student, make a small adjustment, 
and move on with the class.  Only by being 
fully aware of your own body could you pick 
up on the lesson. 
     After a year of practicing the meditative 
form of Tai Chi, his teacher invited him to learn 
the martial art of Tai Chi Chaun – Push Hands.  
Josh felt this next step allowed him to merge the 
cerebral art of chess and the physical art of Tai 
Chi. 
     At first Josh was hesitant about practicing 
martial arts and opposing another person in 
battle: he had enough of that in chess. However, 
after  reading,  “The essence of Tai Chi Chuan 
as a martial art is not to clash with the opponent 

but to blend with his energy, yield to it, and 
overcome with softness,” it piqued his interest. 
     Josh began training and spent many 
evenings being beaten by his opponents.  Over 
time his technique improved as did his skill.  
Josh began to notice small physical “tells” in his 
opponents - it might be a small shift in their 
weight, or a slight movement before an attack.  
He was a keen observer of patterns, and began 
to use those patterns against his opponents.  
Soon he was beating opponents who were 
bigger, faster, stronger, and more skilled than 
he.  Within two years of beginning Tai Chi, Josh 
became a National Champion. 
     At 170 lbs., Josh entered heavyweight 
competitions, against people who weighed 230 
lbs. for extra training.   His goal was to become 
an International Champion.  He went on to 
achieve that goal in December, 2004. 
     Josh now trains in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, speaks 
to groups on his “art of learning,” and plans to 
open a school in New York City that will teach 
chess and the martial arts.      
     The subtitle of the book is “A Journey in the 
Pursuit of Excellence.”  The keys to excellence, 
according to Josh Waitzkin are: 

- Find a coach or mentor. 
- Commit to learning and un-learning 

what you thought you knew. 
- Effort is more important than results. 
- Compete against those who are better 

than you, it is fine to lose, which is when 
you learn the most. 

- There will be distractions, find ways to 
work with them. 

- Exercise your body; it helps you thrive in 
stressful situations. 

- Break down complex situations into 
smaller manageable parts, master the 
individual parts and then you master the 
complex form. 

- Learn to recover from your errors. 
- Regularly analyze your patterns. 

     By utilizing the information in this book, one 
can embrace their style of learning, enjoy the 
learning process, and begin a path to excellence 
in whatever they do. 
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