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Ling Shu

The Ling Shu, considered to be the Canon of Acupuncture, is

the second part of the Huang Di Nei Jing, The Yellow

Emperor's Inner Classic. These conversations about heaven,

man, and earth and their dynamic relationships are attributed to

the Yellow Emperor circa 2600 B.C. and his ministers. The first

part is called the Su Wen, Simple Questions. The second part,

the Ling Shu, is translated here by Wu Jing-Nuan in its context

as the first known treatise about acupuncture with its associated

medical procedures and for its philosophical beauty. The title

itself expresses a world vision and reality where material and

structure are secondary to the living energy of the Ling Shu, the

Spiritual Pivot.

Wu Jing-Nuan a.k.a. Yng-Wong, Q.N. was born in Toi Shan,

Guangdong, China in 1933 and emigrated to the U.S.A.

where, as a small child, he lived and worked in a laundry.

Upon receiving his B.A. from Harvard University in 1955, Wu

did graduate studies at Hong Kong University. While in Hong

Kong, he was instructed by his great uncle in Chinese

philosophy and medicine. After spending 15 years in the U.S.

as a venture capitalist on Wall Street, Wu Jing-Nuan returned to

Asia to train in healing modalities. He studied and was

associated with Dhammasaro Bhikku, Yang Chia, and

Professor Hsu Hung.

Wu maintained a private practice in Washington, D.C. from 1973 to 2002 and was the founder of the

Taoist Health Institute, which provided both traditional and modern medical services. Wu was

associated in modernizing classical herbal formulae with the Beijing College of Traditional Medicine

and served as a member of the D.C. Advisory Board on Acupuncture to the Board of Medicine.

Wu lectured extensively in the U.S.A. and abroad on traditional Chinese medicine, Daoist philosophy

and the Yi Jing, another ancient Chinese text he translated.

Wu was also an accomplished painter and sculptor. He held lectures and classes on the healing power

of color and image as well as the positive benefits of Daoist Meditation. Wu Jing-Nuan died in

December of 2002.
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Introduction
Transformation of human society comes from intuitive genius which sees design, beauty and

harmony for the individual in relation to people, to earth, and to heaven, which can be expressed and

taught.

Teachings recording such genius were attributed to Huang Di, The Yellow Emperor and his

ministers. Chinese legend says Huang Di reigned from 2696 to 2598 B.C. He was third in the line of

great men who helped to create the civilizations of China. These essays are collected in the book

Huang Di Nei Jing, The Yellow Emperor's Inner Classic which forms one of the world's first

medical texts. The book is divided into two parts: the first, the Su Wen, Simple Questions, are

discussions of heaven, earth and the nature of man. The second, the Ling Shu, The Spiritual Pivot, is

also called the Canon of Acupuncture since it is the first literature on this medical procedure.

The twelve scrolls which make up this work probably were compiled in the era of the Warring States,

480 to 222 B.C. even with the attribution to Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor. The language of the text

leaves no doubt that different parts of the treatise were written or rewritten and edited at different

times. There is no way of knowing how great the differences in time may be, a hundred or a

thousand years.

Two great commentaries must be mentioned in conjunction with any historical analysis of the book.

Wang Ping of the Tang Dynasty wrote in 762 A D. that he had combined various texts to make one

more meaningful whole. In the reign of Shen Cong, the Emperor of the Sung Dynasty in the years

1068 to 1078 A D., the Nei Jing was re-edited under the guidance of the two scholars Gao Bao-heng

and Lin Yi. Most of the texts in use today come from these two recompilations.

It is always safe to say that the written material in the book came from oral traditions which may well

have stretched back to the Yellow Emperor. I like to think so, even though many of the chapters

detailing the method of the Wu Xing, "Five Dynamic Elements," are reminiscent of the Han dynasty,

206 B.C. to 220 A.D. By now, as far as I am concerned, it makes little difference; the acute awareness

and brilliant deductive reasoning of the authors of these books send shivers up my spine. The insight

of these works is staggering. I find that when some aspect of traditional medicine is unclear, I will

discover it wondrously illuminated by my re-reading of the book.

A new translation must bring fresh understanding of the classics. Thus, I do not adhere to many

explanations which were made by ancient Chinese scholars. At the same time, I avoid as much as

possible using modern western terms in translation. We live today but must go back to the age of

Huang Di to see the insight of this great classic.

A modern translation must take into account the poetic nature of classical Chinese literature, even in a

technical text. The clipped style allows for wide variations in interpretation, especially since many

terms are of a technical nature and must be compared to Chinese medical thought as it existed some

thousands of years ago.

Reality and its management focus on the interdependence and interactions between heaven, man and

earth. The forces of nature move in their primal journey not in material structure but in the living

spirit. My hope is that the Ling Shu, The Spiritual Pivot, will be read first for its livable philosophy
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which maintains harmony within the Dao, and secondly as an illumination of the techniques of

acupuncture in this, the era of its reflowering.

To facilitate reading, I have added my own commentary to many of the eighty-one chapters.

Words in parentheses within the text are my own additions, added for clarity.

Wu Jing-Nuan.

The Vocabulary of the Ling Shu
In my translation of the Ling Shu I have tried to keep as close to the original Chinese as possible.

However, one great stylistic difference between ancient Chinese literature and today must be

recognized: In ancient times, punctuation was not used. The periods and commas are mine.

The poetics of the original come from the nuances and niceties of dialogue between a great emperor

and his ministers. The kowtow of politeness and form did not detract from verbal barbs when

communication was not clear. I have attempted to give a rendering of this in language which would

be clear and precise. At times it has been necessary to use Latin nomenclature for anatomical features

but in most instances I have avoided doing so. Within the realm of courtly dialogue the metacarpo-

phalangeal joint seems out of place.

Many of the chapters pose questions and use theories which are not explained in that very chapter but

are explained in another portion of the book. Chapter Three, for instance, explains many of the

theories of chapter One. Chapter Eight defines certain vocabulary important to the study of Chinese

medicine. Later chapters are referenced in earlier chapters. This book then stands as a nonlinear

equation in its own right and is not set up to be studied in a linear a b c d e fashion.

An important feature of the Ling Shu is the notation for the acupuncture points and the twelve major

channels of qi energy along which they lie.

I have capitalized the names of each such point and channel. By request from my students I have also

included the modern number for each point (see appendix C) although they do not occur in the

original.

Each major channel has three parts to its name: its association with the arm or leg; the yin or yang

mode of energy coursing through it; and the inner organ to which it is related, for example, the Lung

Channel of the Arm Major Yin. A symptom of our material philosophy of today is that we use the

organ name of the channel as its identifying feature. Thus, the first acupuncture point which occurs

on the above channel of energy, Middle Mansion, is marked today as the Lung One point. In the Ling

Shu this was not the case. The channel in most instances would be mentioned as the Arm Major Yin

or when the anatomical position was clear, simply as the Major Yin. I have followed this practice.

The names of the acupuncture points have remained the same in most cases. For those which have

changed I have included the change in appendix C. The words describing the points are important.

Holes, gaps, and hollows all contribute to the ancient belief that there were entrances into and exits

out of the body. I look upon them as resonating cavities.

Certain Chinese ideograms have no exact translation into another language. Others have technical

meanings within the theories of acupuncture. The important ones in the Ling Shu are as follows:



WU JING-NUAN LING SHU OR SPIRITUAL PIVOT TAOIST STUDIES SERIES

ACU CENTRE,  Suites 2 & 11,  219 Balaclava Rd.,  Caulfield North.  Victoria.  3161.
Australia www.acucentre.com.au 4

• Qi, the vital breath, air, vapor, atmosphere, energy. Qi moving is like water moving. So there are

many riverine analogies. I find the Chinese more expressible and easier to use, so in most

occurrences the romanization qi is used instead of a translation.

• Dao, the way, a road, a principle; the way of the universe.

• Shun, to flow with the current, favorable, to agree, to obey.

• Ni, to go against the current, to rebel, to oppose.

• Lai, to come, is a smooth flowing with the current.

• Wang, to depart, past, gone, is a counterflow against the current.

• He, to enclose, to close, to join, side by side, in tune with.

The volume of qi decreases as it flows away from the torso to the extremities of the limbs and

vice-versa, that is, increases as it flows from hands and feet towards the torso. Designated

acupuncture points along this flow are descriptive in volume and are called the shu points. They are

five: jing, well; ying, spring; shu, stream; jing, river; he, confluence or sea.

The qi in its flow like river water can be clear or muddy. Muddy does not mean bad. It is simply a

description usually denoting the qi which comes from food. Nourishment from water and foodstuffs

occurs as water and valleys.

• Gu, valley, ravine, a hollow.

The pictographs for yin and yang depict yin, the dark, shady side of a hill or river bank; yang, the

bright, sunny side of a hill or riverbank. By extension they became the symbols of the dualistic nature

of the universe and the perceivable manifestations of the Dao. They are dynamic principles forever

changing, forever contending like the passage of light and nonlight of day and night. As a binary unit

they were able to be used to explain reality, a system of opposites but more precise definitions were

needed. These definitions in the Ling Shu are the three modes of energy for Yin; Major Yin, Minor

Yin and Shrinking Yin and the three modes for Yang; Major Yang, Minor Yang and Bright Yang.

Major and Minor are simple. The other two adjectives come from the analog to light of yin and yang.

Yin in movement retreats or shrinks. Yang in movement advances or brightens.

In addition to the modes of yin and yang are the forces known as the Wu Xing, the Five Dynamic

Elements. I have included dynamic in the translation for Wu Xing instead of simply Five Elements

because the theory is based again, on dynamic motion, not structure. Xing means to walk, to move.

Two major movements are clear - the cycle of mutual production: Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water,

Wood, and so forth, and the cycle of mutual destruction: Wood, Earth, Water, Fire, Metal, Wood.

The use of this theory of the Five Dynamic Elements continues the dynamism of the Dao and yin and

yang. In present day terms, I see the process as being akin to the wave continuum in a theoretical

view of reality which has both particle-structural and wave-dynamic forms simultaneously.

In the Ling Shu text the valley energies mean foods, especially grains. I have kept the word valleys

most times for there seem to be broader philosophical meanings to the character.

Chinese anatomical names have been kept in some instances simply because the English or Latin was

more cumbersome. Examples are Broken Dish, the supraclavicular fossa; Fish, the base of the

thumb; Crouching Rabbit, the upper surface of the thigh; Inch Mouth, the wrist pulse; Man's

Receptor, the carotid pulse.
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Measures for the body: the unit cun, an inch, the body inch normally the width of the thumb at the

level of the cuticle. Fen is one-tenth of a cun.

Time: The ancient Chinese used a sexagenary, that is, sixty-unit cycle, based on the Twelve Earthly

Branches and Ten Heavenly Stems as they meshed together. I see this sixty-day system as a major

expression of the ancient interest in cycles and repetitions for in two months a recurring cycle can be

plotted. The Ling Shu provides the foundation for therapy based on timing in accord with the

sexagenary cycle.

In this book I use the pinyin system for romanization of Chinese characters.

Wu Jing-Nuan.

Appendix A. The Five Actions and Shen Ke Cycles

The Wu Xing, commonly translated as the "Five Elements," is an ancient Chinese concept used to

explain the universe. "Element" is not a good translation of Xing, for the Chinese character means "to

walk, to move, to act," so we translate Xing as "action" to denote dynamic movement rather than

material element.
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Shen Ke Cycles

Generative Cycle (Shen)

Fire creates Earth: When volcanos erupt or Wood burns out, the ash remains and becomes part of the

Earth. Therefore, Fire is the mother of Earth, and Earth is the child of Fire.

Earth creates Metal: Metal is usually found in the Earth. Therefore, Earth is the mother of Metal, and

Metal is the child of Earth.

Metal creates Water: Ancient Mirrors were made of Metal. Water condensed on their surface

overnight, thus Metal creates Water by condensation.

Water creates Wood: Wood grows by absorbing Water. Water is the mother of Wood, and Wood is

the child of Water.

Wood creates Fire: Fire can be made from Wood. Therefore, Wood is the mother of Fire, and Fire is

the child of Wood.

Destructive Cycle (Ke)

Wood destroys Earth: Wood and its rooting systems can break apart soil and Earth.

Earth destroys Water Earth dams can stop Water.

Water destroys Fire: Water can put out Fire.

Fire destroys Metal: Metals can be melted by Fire.

Metal destroys Wood: Metal tools can cut Wood.
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Appendix B. Ten Celestial Stems and Twelve Earthly Branches

The ten celestial stems and twelve earthly branches is a traditional Chinese system of time keeping.

A complete cycle using ten and twelve items equals sixty.

There are ten celestial stems. They are Jia, Yi, Bing, Ding, Wu, Ji, Geng, Xin, Ren, and Gui.

There are twelve earthly branches. They are Zi, Chou, Yin, Mao, Chen, Si, Wu, Wei, Shen, You,

Xu and Hai. Each of these corresponds to an animal, a constellation, and the hours in a day. It is also

called a duodecimal cycle (see Table 1).

Appendix C. Acupuncture Points Mentioned in the Text (Ling Shu).

Lung

L-2 Cloud Door

L-3 Celestial Mansion

L-5 Cubit Marsh

L-7 Crack of Lightning

L-8 Channel Ditch

L-9 Major Abyss

L-10 Fish Border

L-11 Minor Shang

Large Intestine

LI-1 Shang Yang

LI-2 Second Interval

LI-3 Third Interval

LI-4 Joining Valleys

LI-5 Yang Stream

LI-6 Side Passage

LI-11 Crooked Pond

LI-13 Five Distances

LI-14 Outer Side of the Arm

LI-15 Shoulder Bone

LI-18 Supporting Chimney
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Stomach

S-2 Lower Gate

S-5 Great Welcome

S-6 Jaw Carriage

S-8 Head Border

S-9 Man's Receptor

S-12 Broken Dish

S-25 Celestial Pivot

S-30 Qi Road or Qi Rushing

S-31 Thigh Gate

S-32 Crouching Rabbit

S-35 Calf’s Nose

S-36 Three Distances

S-37 Great Hollow Upper Passage

S-39 Great Hollow Lower Passage

S-40 Abundant Mound

S-41 Lower Mound or Released Stream

S-42 Rushing Yang

S-43 Sinking Valley

S-44 Inner Court

S-45 Tip Exchange

Spleen

Sp-1 Hidden White

Sp-2 Great Capital

Sp-3 Pure White

Sp-4 GrandFather Grandson

Sp-5 Shang Mound

Sp-6 Three Yin Junction or Three Yin Crossing

Sp-9 Yin Mound Spring

Sp-21 Big Envelope

Heart

H-5 Penetrating Inside

H-7 Spirit Door

H-8 Minor Mansion

H-9 Little Capillary

Small Intestine

SI-1 Little Marsh

SI-2 Front Valley

SI-3 Back Stream

SI-4 Wrist Bone

SI- 5 Yang Valley

SI-6 Caring for the Old

SI-7 Branch Regulator

SI-8 Small Sea

SI-16 Celestial Window

SI-17 Celestial Appearance

SI-19 Window Basket or Listening Palace

Bladder

B-1 Eyes Bright

B-2 Drilling Bamboo

B-5 Five Places

B-6 Receiving Light

B-7 Penetrating Heaven

B-8 Connect and Withdraw

B-9 Pillow Bone

B-10 Celestial Pillar

B-11 Big Shuttle

B-29 Middle of the Back

B-39 Yielding Yang

B40 Yielding Middle

B-57 Supporting Mountain

B-58 Flying About

B-59 Footbone Yang

B-60 Kun Lun Mountain

B-64 Level Bone

B-65 Bound Bone

B-66 Penetrating Valley

B-67 Extremity of Yin
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Kidney

K-1 Gushing Spring

K-2 Blazing Valley

K-3 Major Stream

K-4 Big Bell

K-6 Shining Sea

K-7 Returning Stream

K-10 Yin Valley

Pericardium

P-1 Celestial Pool

P-3 Crooked Marsh

P-5 Messenger Go-Between

P-6 Inner Gate

P-7 Great Mound

P-8 Labor's Palace

P-9 Middle Capillary

Triple Heater

TH-1 Capillary Gate

TH-2 Fluid Door

TH-3 Middle Islet

TH-4 Yang Pond

TH-5 Outer Gate

TH-6 Brand Ditch

TH-10 Celestial Well

TH-16 Celestial Shutters

TH-18 Convulsions Channel or Ear Clear Channel

TH-20 Minor Corner

TH-21 Ear Door

TH-23 Silk Bamboo Hollow

Gallbladder

Gb-2 Hearing Center

Gb-3 Master of Man or Upper Gate

Gb-5 Skull Suspension

Gb-12 Final Bone

Gb-15 Above the Tears

Gb-16 Eye Window

Gb-17 True Management

Gb-18 Receiving Spirit

Gb-19 Brain Hollow

Gb-20 Wind Pond

Gb-22 Abyss of the Armpit

Gb-30 Ball Joint

Gb-31 Wind Market

Gb-34 Yang Mound Spring

Gb-37 Bright Light

Gb-38 Yang Support

Gb-40 Mound Dwellings

Gb-41 Descending Tears

Gb-43 Narrow Stream

Gb-44 Cavity of Yin

Liver

Li-1 Big Stump

Li-2 Walking In Between

Li-3 Great Rushing

Li-4 Middle Seal or Center Seal

Li-5 Insect Grove

Li-8 Bending Spring

Li-13 Chapter Gate
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Conception Vessel

Cv-4 Gate of Origin

Cv-6 Throat of the Umbilicus or Sea of Qi

Cv-12 Great Granary or Middle Duct

Cv-15 Dove Tail

Cv-17 Center of Breathing

Cv-18 Beautiful Jade or Jade Foyer

Cv-19 Purple Palace

Cv-22 Celestial Chimney

Cv-23 Middle of the Throat or Angular Spring

Cv-24 Receiving Fluids

Governing Vessel

Gv-1 Long and Strong

Gv-8 Contracted Muscle

Gv-13 Kiln Path

Gv-14 Big Vertebra

Gv-15 Mute Door

Gv-16 Wind Mansion

Gv-17 Skull Gathering

Gv-19 Posterior Summit

Gv-20 Hundred Meetings

Gv-21 Anterior Summit

Gv-23 Upper Star

Gv-26 Middle of Man
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