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Shen (神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 (元神 primordial 
mind) originated from Daoist theory 
– yuan (元) 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 (性
者即元神)’. 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 (元神primordial 
mind), another one is shi shen (识神 
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 

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 (两精相搏谓之神)’. 
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 

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 
to understand 
that the shen 
here mentioned 
is specifically the 
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 (金匮玉
函经-卷一) 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 
(备急千金要方-卷八十九) 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 (朱橚) and his 
colleagues in Pu Ji Fang, or Prescriptions 
for Universal Relief (普济方-卷一方脉总论
(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(寓意草) 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 
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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-
qi technique.

Yuan shen 
promotes 
the shen's 
formation and 
control of the 
five zang fu 
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A few years ago, after an adverse 
incident I had in my clinic I found a 
supervisor who I have met with at 
least once a month ever since. I sort of 
expected supervision to be instructive 
and hierarchical. Instead, I feel held, 
understood and encouraged, and 
because of this my practice has grown 
and improved. Now, having recently 
finished a year-long Supervision for 
Acupuncturists course, I want to 
share some reflections on my overall 
experience of supervision, whether in 
groups or one-to-one sessions. 

In an acupuncture practice there 
are so many things to do, from 
updating social media or websites, 
to booking patients, cleaning 
equipment and ordering needles. 
There is also plenty going on that we 
cannot see in the practitioner-patient 
relationship, including feeling dislike 
toward someone, self-disclosing 
inappropriately, or booking a patient 
in outside of clinic hours. The 
accumulation of these issues becomes 
louder and can begin to wear away self-
confidence or manifest in inappropriate 
boundaries in the clinic room. 

On top of all of that, a day in the clinic 
might spark an extra shock – from 
hearing about sexual abuse a patient 
suffered and never told anyone, a 
phone call saying there was a needle 
in someone’s leg when they got home, 
or having to book time off suddenly 
because of utter burn-out. 

What do we do with all of this 
confidential information? Letting it sit 
in our system and generate worry, guilt, 
confusion and stuck-ness just stagnates 
our qi. Instead of finding ways to work 
through these issues, we might decide 
to sign up for a course to learn a new 
technique. But actually, it might help 
more to stop and look at what is there, 
to see how wonderful our practices are 
or what to change, to talk it through 
with someone else. It’s only recently I 
found out that I can ring my supervisor 
anytime if an emergency comes up! 

Fumio Sasaki’s book Goodbye, 
Things is about the art of Japanese 
minimalism, danshari. The book 
documents 55 tips on how to declutter 
your home and therefore also clearing 
clutter in your life generally. The 

chapter called The Silent To-Do List 
refers to the way items of clutter 
affect us: ‘Things don’t just sit there. 
They send us silent messages and the 
more the item has been neglected, the 
stronger its message will be.’ 

The ‘clutter' in an acupuncture practice 
is exactly what to bring to supervision. 
Here is some of the practitioner clutter 
I’ve worked on clearing: 
•	 why I chat more with certain people 

and end the treatment late
•	 how going through menopause 

affects my work
•	 booking in IVF patients during family 

time in the evening
•	 needle count!
•	 doing swaps and reviewing if it works 
•	 what I’m doing while the needles are in

I have noticed that professional boundaries 
with patients and confidentiality can 
make life as an acupuncturist somewhat 
isolated socially. Having peers in a 
supervision group gives a rich support 
network to our profession. The shared 
experiences create a refreshing space 
full of encouragement and potential 
friendships with group members, even 
when using remote communication. In 
my supervision groups I’ve heard all sorts 
of feedback from peers, from suggestions 
I shrugged off to compliments that 
nourished my heart. In just a short 
period of time I have made friendships. 

In clinical practice we inevitably face 
uncomfortable feelings about situations, 
and I believe having a space in which 
to work through them is invaluable and 
necessary. Supervision is a commitment 
rather than a single appointment; it is 
a tool to creatively organise, manage 
or clear the extra work your mind 
creates in your acupuncture practice. 
Naturally, once one issue is resolved, 
another will crop up. The good news is 
that supervision can be done by phone 
or video call and can fit into the day like 
any other appointment.

In my experience, supervision brings 
in a positive, self-discovered ‘to do’ list 
of possibility and growth, and I highly 
recommend you explore it to create 
and maintain an amazing acupuncture 
practice.
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