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REVIEW
In this superlative study, Sandra Hill whose knowledge of classical Chinese
language and thought will already
be familiar to readers of her regular
contributions to Acu. - has managed
to create a guide to the basic concepts
of Chinese medicine that is at once
accessible, scholastically rigorous, and
rich in unexpected insights. As such, the
book works both as a singular examination
of the classical roots of Chinese medicine
that will appeal to existing practitioners,
and as a general purpose introduction for
new initiates.

This work also serves as a profound rebuttal
to those who would seek to divorce modern
‘medical acupuncture’ from its roots
in Chinese culture and philosophy. As
Elisabeth Rochat de la Vallée says in her
foreword, ‘Chinese medicine can be used
and practiced by non-Chinese people, and
it can continue to evolve throughout the
world ... [but to build a firm foundation for
this] a true understanding of its roots, of its
vision of life, health, disorder and disease is
absolutely necessary.’
The benefits of learning the basics
through a study of the classical sources
become immediately apparent: difficulties
are resolved, illusions dispersed, familiar
confusions rendered clear. When one’s
understanding of the concept of qi, say,
begins from its contextual position within
Daoist cosmology, many of the western
translational and metaphysical problems
simply drop away. Qi need no longer be
‘energy’, ‘functionality’ or ‘informational

patterning’; it is simply the movement
generated through the interactions
of heaven and earth, yin and yang; ‘a
kind of intermediary between form and
formlessness’.
Similarly, the author’s close attention
to the ideographic etymology of Chinese
characters allows us to trace the subtle
evolution of concepts, rather than settle
for bastardised translations shorn of
contextual resonance. Learning that the
classical meaning of the character zong
means ‘a kind of clan gathering of the
ancestors’, for example, gives instant clarity
to its variant interpretations as ‘ancestral’,
‘central’ or ‘gathering’ qi. Moreover, that
its various qualities can all be described
with a single character has practical, not
merely conceptual implications – it suggests
a functional connection between the
involvement of ancestral ‘source qi’, its
‘gathering’ together with qi from food and
air, and their ‘gathering’ in the central sea
of qi in the chest. It suggests, in short, that
the conceptual unity of classical Chinese
thought might correlate with a genuine unity
in the wider world.
To take another example, we might
compare the kind of understanding that
results from rote learning that ‘the lung
controls the skin’ with the insight that
emerges from the author’s account, rooted
as it is in the fundamental movements of the
wu xing:
‘Whereas the sour taste gathers, and has
a balancing effect on the expansive nature
of the wood qi, the pungent taste disperses
and diffuses - balancing this contractive
effect of the metal. In their double action,
the lungs press down, but also diffuse the
qi to the surface of the skin and the body
hair. The lung qi is therefore responsible for
the quality of the skin, its ability to act as a
barrier but also as an intermediary ...’
It is a rich irony that, in trying to inject
‘clarity’ and ‘rationality’ into TCM by
remoulding it in the image of western
medicine, the result has often been
to generate confusion and theoretical
fragmentation where before there was
simplicity and organic unity.
Perhaps in deference to the structure of the
Su Wen, this guide enacts the cosmological
evolution in its own form, beginning with
the notions of dao, yin and yang, before
moving on to the wu xing, five zang, six
fu and seven emotions. Far from being a
stylistic affectation, however, this structure
allows the inner sense and profundity of
the philosophy to unfold. Each section
is perfectly placed to build upon the
understanding and ideas established in
the previous, and the result is that, despite
the wealth of information and insight
it contains, the prose feels poised and
unhurried throughout. Indeed, in such a slim

tome, with so much richness within its pages,
there is still space for occasional agreeable
divergences into issues such as ancient
agriculture, modern medical research,
environmental parables and the therapeutic
uses of MDMA.
As we have come to expect from Monkey
Press, this is also a beautifully produced
book. The well-spaced type is interspersed
with elegant illustrations, vibrant calligraphy
by Qu Lei Lei, and reproductions of details
from classical medical manuscripts and
archaeological artefacts. As with the structure
of the text, the unity of form and function
seems to point back towards the conceptual
unity underlying the practice of Chinese
medicine; just as the multiple interpretations
of a concept are contained in a single
character, just as the different elements fold
back into yin, yang and dao, just as the ‘ten
thousand things’ have their origin in the
unitary one.
To sincerely engage with Chinese medicine
is to be humble in the face of a greater
understanding - it is to give due respect
to the idea that the universe as a whole
may be more unified than our modern
western cosmology allows us to perceive.
It is possible to practise Chinese medicine
in a purely empirical fashion, of course,
without paying attention to the metaphysical
background of its development or inquiring
into how this masterful technology of
physiological intervention was apprised and
evolved. But to be uninterested in the source
of its genius, to lack curiosity into what
higher unity of understanding must have
been involved in extricating its methods and
mechanisms, is, if not a kind of intellectual
ingratitude, certainly a gross misperception
of its nature.
In its own quiet way, Sandra Hill’s work
is a powerful and convincing curative for
this error, as well as a clear and concise
introduction to the medicine. It is to be
hoped that it becomes the standard text for
all new students of the art.
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The magical transformation that occurs in patients from acupuncture’s gentle nudge
in the right direction is truly extraordinary. By stimulating the body’s own natural
healing systems, acupuncture can help achieve vast improvements in people’s health
and quality of life that previously eluded them. Moreover, rigorous investigations into
acupuncture’s potential risks repeatedly confirm that acupuncture has one of the
highest safety profiles of any intervention available. But wait, there’s more …

What many folks considering having
acupuncture may not fully appreciate is that in
addition to providing an effective treatment,
an appointment with an acupuncturist
generally entails spending a considerable
amount of time with an extensively trained
healthcare professional. This aspect of
acupuncture treatment really should not
be overlooked. While treatment from an
acupuncturist is not intended to replace care
from the GP, our comprehensive training
in figuring out how seemingly separate
symptoms fit together - how digestive
problems are linked to mood problems,
how poor sleep and hormone imbalance are
related, and so on - as well as the extra time
we have with our patients make us uniquely
positioned to pick up where the GP leaves off
to help patients get better.
Please don’t get me wrong; my colleagues
and I have the utmost respect for GPs and
the excellent care they provide, indeed, I’m
married to one. But the reality is that one
of the trade-offs of having a world-class
healthcare system that’s free for the patient
at the point of care delivery such as the NHS
means that GPs have a teeny amount of time
with their patients, and thus to keep things
manageable for a ten-minute visit they have
to boil down the patient in front of them
- with all of their complexity and multiple
interacting symptoms and health concerns
- into one single complaint. In contrast,
most acupuncturists enjoy the luxury of a
lengthier consultation, allowing them to find
out much more from their patients, often
including what else the patient can be doing
in addition to getting acupuncture, that will
help them most to improve their health and
to alleviate their symptoms.
Let’s look at some examples: for any
patient an acupuncturist will be interested
not only in alleviating the patient’s main
complaint (back pain, anxiety, sub-fertility,
etc) but also in what caused the problem
in the first place and how we can directly
address those causes. So for patients with
back pain, in addition to using acupuncture
to alleviate their pain, I’m also interested in
their posture, their desk set-up at work and

I recently had one patient with extremely
assessing their core strength. Do they need
elevated liver enzymes (indicating liver
their chair at a different height? Are they
damage, not good) and this had been missed
carrying a lot of weight around the middle
by the consultant for over a year. By sending
that’s adding a lot of strain? Are they eating
him back to his doctor with a brief letter
food that’s causing inflammation and
he was able to get the referral and care he
leading them to higher levels of pain and
needed. I have another patient who is seeing
stiffness in the body? And if so, how can I
me for fertility support during IVF. I sent
help them address these issues?
her back to her GP for specific additional
For fertility patients, amongst other
testing and it turns out
things, I’m very
she’s severely anaemic, a
interested in
... because I have had the
condition that is usually
assessing their
opportunity to uncover more of the
easy to treat and should
day-to-day life
be addressed before
stress and what
patient’s story than the GP could
fertility treatment (and if
strategies they
in a ten-minute consultation - I can
addressed could possibly
have to manage it;
help the patient signpost the GP in a
obviate the need for IVF
often they don’t
potentially more helpful direction
completely).
have any strategies
With other patients I
in place, which is
have noticed additional
a fixable problem.
tests that would be helpful
Some life stress is
to run, and by coaching
unavoidable but
the patient in what to say
you’d be amazed
to their doctor - because I
at how much stress
have had the opportunity
you can get rid
to uncover more of the
of with a bit of
patient’s story than the
problem solving,
GP could in a ten-minute
and usually the
consultation - I can help
patient has the
the patient signpost the GP
answers if you ask the right
in a potentially more helpful
questions. ‘I guess if my
direction.
mum picked Sally up
The acupuncture consultation is more
from the childminder
than the provision of effective healthcare;
on Tuesdays, that
it is time spent with a knowledgeable and
would make my
caring healthcare professional who is trained
life much easier
to elicit a variety of information from their
and she’s always looking for ways to spend
patient and make connections in clinically
more time with her …’
invaluable ways, someone who benefits from
Beyond the big picture detective work to
experience in treating many other people and
uncover what the patient could be doing to
can focus another set of eyes and ears on the
make themselves healthier and happier (in
patient and their story to figure out what is
addition to having acupuncture), I am also
going on, and who both through acupuncture
increasingly looking to their lab tests for
treatment and creative problem solving can
clues on the microscopic level to see if we
potentially find ways to make it better.
can find a faster road to recovery, and this
practice has been hugely beneficial for my
patients. By getting patients to bring in their
lab results I often catch things that have
been missed and can send the patient back
for further investigation.

