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Shen, yuan shen & the brain
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Shen (#mind) is
one of the
keywords in TCM,;
not only in

‘\’

textbooks but also

in day-to-day
practice. As part
of the Three
Treasures,
alongside jing and qi, shen is the
substantial foundation of life. The
broader meaning of shen refers to the
general manifestations of life’s
activities, such as consciousness,
intelligence, and the senses. The

narrower meaning of shen refers only to

mental activities, such as thinking,
relationship, mood, sleeping, etc.

The term yuan shen (FT## primordial
mind) originated from Daoist theory
- yuan (Jt) meaning ‘original’ or
‘primordial’. It was first mentioned in
a Daoist book from the Song dynasty,
around the 11th century: ‘the original
characteristic is the Yuan Shen (%
#EBN7t#)’. In his famous book of the
Ming dynasty, Ben Cao Gang Mu (The
Compendium of Materia Medica),
master doctor and Daoist practitioner
Shizhen Li (1518-93) first introduced
yuan shen to TCM, stating that: ‘the
Brain is the residence of the Yuan Shen’.
Subsequently, other TCM masters
also applied yuan shen as part of TCM
theory, for example the Qing dynasty’s
Xichun Zhang: “Yuan Shen is natural
spirit with no thoughts and worries’.

From the Daoist perspective, there are
two major kinds of shen of the human
being; one is yuan shen (Jt#primordial
mind), another one is shi shen (IR #
cognitive mind).

Yuan shen is innate and can
automatically adjust the functional
activities of all parts of the body. Shi
shen is acquired and able to recognise
and react to changes in the external
world. The two are opposite and
mutually reinforcing. Overactivity
or irregular activity of shi shen may
create a strong interference with the
yuan shen, which is the major cause of
health problems.

The yuan shen is the most primitive
and deepest part of the existence
of human beings. It is born with the
human being and can be recognised
as the spiritual imprint underlying the
process of human adapting to nature
and social evolution. It is the master of
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essence of the
mother copulate
and reconcile.
Lingering with
each other to form
a circle, the cycle
is endless, and the
shen is produced.
It is not so difficult
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human life activities and of the internal
laws and mechanisms.

Yuan shen is rooted in the essence
and can also act on the essence.
Physiologically, yuan shen controls the
functions of the qi and regulates the
internal zang fu organs. Mentally, yuan
shen promotes the shen’s formation
and control of the five zang fu organs.
It can play a vital role to connect to the
qi of heaven and earth, so that the body
can adapt to the external environment.

If we go back to classic TCM texts,
such as Huangdi Neijing, there
were instances where ‘shen’ is
mentioned, that should more precisely
be considered ‘yuan shen’. The
Lingshu Benshen says, in Unschuld’s
translation: 'The origin of life is called
essence. When two essences clash
that is called spirit (B AEEIE 2 1) .
However, I don’t think Unschuld's
translation is accurate.

Another translation from two
Chinese lecturers, Mr Wu and son,
reads: ‘When the Yin essence and the
Yang essence combine, it produces
the activities of life which is called
the spirit’. It describes the process of
men and women constructing essence
and reconciling human beings. The
yang essence of the father and the yin
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that the shen
here mentioned
is specifically the
S yuan shen.

There are similar
instances in texts
post-dating the
Huangdi Neijing
as well:

Master Han
dynasty doctor
Zhongjing Zhang
in in his book
Jinggui Yuhan Jing
Volume 1 (£EX
PR £2-%—) states:
‘The head, the
leader of the body,
stores the spirit’. In addition, Master
doctor Simiao Sun in his famous book
Beiji Qianjin Yaofang or Emergency
Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Gold
(B&T£ZEH-%51\ 1) presents a
similar understanding.

From the Ming dynasty onward, more
doctors paid increasing attention to
the brain as the true seat of shen, from
which is governs the other shen. As a
typical example, Su Zhu (4#) and his
colleagues in Pu Ji Fang, or Prescriptions
for Universal Relief (E55 /5 -E—FkkiRit
(1390)) stated that: ‘The Brain is the sea
of marrow. The head is the meeting of
all Yang channels. The Upper Dantian is
created in the Ni Wan (Mud ball). All the
Shen gather inside the head, which is
the leader of the body’.

Later in the Ming dynasty, Jiayan Yu
in his 1643 work Yu Yi Cao or Implied
Meaning Cases(&B &%) stated: ‘The head
is the leader of the body, located on the
top dome. It supervises the Zang organs
but does not wait on them. Although
eyes reach the Liver, ears reach the
Kidney, nose reaches the Lung, mouth
reaches the Spleen and tongue reaches
the Heart, they are borrowed as portals
but do not control them. It is the Brain
marrow which is in the head that
controls them. The brain is the sea

of marrow.’ Yu also agreed that the
brain is the collection of all the shen:
‘The head, leader of the body, stores
the spirits. It controls Qi and Blood,
Mind and Marrows, channels and
collaterals, and is also where the
Yang Qi converges’.

In summary, yuan shen is the
central governor of the other shen,
and the brain is the house of yuan
shen; brain qi is transported to the
skull of the head by the du mai.
Compared with the other shen in
TCM, yuan shen is not explained
in detail; therefore there were few
treatment methods introduced. Even
in the first statement in Ben Cao
Gang Mu, Master Li did not explain
the pathologies and any treatment
methods. This shortage has limited
the development and application of
yuan shen in TCM. The regulation of
yuan shen and treatment of brain-
related disorders may mostly be a
matter of using the acupoints or
stimulation zones on the head, with
some special techniques including
scalp acupuncture and du mai dao-
gi technique.



