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Yizong jin jian: The Golden Mirror of 
Medicine (1742)

• Bai hui (GV20) treats 
unconsiousness from being ‘struck 
by wind’ (sudden onset of 
hemiplegia, deviated eyes/mouth, 
and impeded speech), and also 
treats epilepsy and child fright 
disorders;  Also for loss of large 
intestine qi downwards causing 
prolapse of the anus, as it lifts and 
supplements the body’s yang qi.  



JAMA. 1998 Nov 4;280(17):1518-24.

NIH Consensus Conference. Acupuncture. (Held in 1997)

CONCLUSIONS: Acupuncture as a therapeutic intervention is widely 

practiced in the United States. While there have been many studies of its 

potential usefulness, many of these studies provide equivocal results 

because of design, sample size, and other factors. The issue is further 

complicated by inherent difficulties in the use of appropriate controls, 

such as placebos and sham acupuncture groups. However, promising 

results have emerged, for example, showing efficacy of acupuncture in 

adult postoperative and chemotherapy nausea and vomiting and in 

postoperative dental pain. There are other situations such as 

addiction, stroke rehabilitation, headache, menstrual cramps, tennis 

elbow, fibromyalgia, myofascial pain, osteoarthritis, low back pain, 

carpal tunnel syndrome, and asthma, in which acupuncture may be 

useful as an adjunct treatment or an acceptable alternative or be 

included in a comprehensive management program. Further research is 

likely to uncover additional areas where acupuncture interventions will be 

useful. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/utils/fref.fcgi?itool=AbstractPlus-def&PrId=3051&uid=9809733&db=pubmed&url=http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/pmidlookup?view=long&pmid=9809733


History of Acupuncture in Late Imperial 
China

A representation of a 

Ming dynasty bronze 

model complete with 

internal organs (and a 

door at the back) was 

coated in wax and filled 

inside with water.  If the 

student‟s needling was 

correct, he pushed the 

wax through the hole in 

the model and water 

would flow out.



But then the status of acupuncture 

fell….

• In the 17th century novel the Jin Ping Mei (Gold, Vase, 

Plum-blossom), Old Woman Wang is abused by the main 

male character as “an old whore who will stick in needles 

and cauterise you at random”. 

• In the mid-eighteenth century, the Chinese elite physician 

Xu Lingtai complained that he was unable to find anyone 

learned in acupuncture to teach him.

• In 1822 the teaching and practice of acupuncture and 

moxibustion was banned from the Imperial Medical 

Academy (that‟s the source of physicians for inhabitants of 

the Forbidden City, including the emperor and family).



Why was acupuncture low status in 
China? 

A hands-on practice: the elite don’t touch 
people’s bodies (cf. Laennec)

Practiced as an hereditary occupation

Practitioners often less literate, itinerant

Techniques were painful, people were afraid 
of them

Associated with ritual and superstition



Itinerant healer in China, c. 1860

• Dressed in the robes of 

a (probably Taoist) monk

• Bottle gourds contain 

medicines

• Incense and prayer 

beads indicate religious 

content of healing

• feathers on fan 

decorated with ba gua 

(Yijing trigrams) suggest 

shamanism

• Very dirty!



Chinese acupuncture/surgical 
instruments, c. 1900



Diagrams from an 1834 Illustrated 
Guide to External Medicine (wai ke)



BY WAY OF COMPARISON: Dutch East India Co 
surgeon Franz von Siebold’s surgical kit with which he 
traveled to Japan in the early 19thCentury.



In Japan, things were a little different…

• Acupuncture was a 

profession largely 

practiced by blind 

healers, who might also 

work as massage 

therapists.

• Acupuncture was more 

clearly differentiated 

from minor surgery, but 

the needles were 

originally quite scary…



Acupuncture refinements in Japan

• 1500s: Japanese introduce abdominal palpation as a key 

diagnostic method.  Pioneered by Isai Misono

• Late 1600s, blind acupuncturist Waiichi SUGIYAMA 

introduced the use of guide tubes for insertion of needles.  

Because they prevent bending, this stimulated the use of 

much finer acupuncture needles.

• As a result, much less painful acupuncture techniques were 

developed, so that it became possible to create pediatric 

acupuncture, where before only moxa had been used on 

children.

• Study of anatomy and surgery from Dutch surgeons at 

Nagasaki resulted in the first Japanese translation of western 

anatomy in 1774. 



Acupuncture models in Japan 

Models like these 

were made by 

individual students 

from papier maché 

and then varnished. 

These are from the 

late 18th-early 19th

century and measure 

68 cm and 49 cm 

high, respectively.



Contact with the West 
revolutionized Japanese medicine

• Von Siebold and other 

Dutch E India Co. 

surgeons were allowed 

limited contact with 

Japanese scholar-samurai

• Who were so fascinated 

with the “Dutch medicine” 

that they started to 

translate anatomical texts, 

revolutionizing Japanese 

understanding of the body



The Meiji Restoration of 1868

1630s on in Japan: “closed country” policy: very 

limited foreign contact, all trade confined to Nagasaki

1840 : Chinese lose the first „Opium War‟ with 

Britain, lose territory, required to cede territory and 

sovereignty. 

1853-4 – US Commodore Matthew Perry‟s mission 

forces the Shōgun to sign the first „unequal treaty‟

1868 – This “weakness” persuades dissaffected 

samurai leaders to overthrow the Shōgun‟s 

government 

• The Emperor restored as head of a constitutional 

monarchy with the feudal class system abolished



Meiji Restoration and Medicine

• Samurai warrior class replaced with 

universal conscript army

• Modern armies need surgeons

• Modern ports need port health officers to 

certify passenger and crew health and 

manage quarantine facilities

• Only a western-style medical degree will 

qualify these medics in the view of the 

western imperial powers  



So… • By the 1870s, ALL doctors 

needed to have western-style 

degrees

• Acupuncture and massage 

were exempt from these 

regulations

• The government approved a 

list of 200+ acupuncture 

points defined by their 

(palpated) anatomical 

positions and not associated 

with meridians. This is now 

called „anatomical 

acupuncture‟ in Japanese.



Acupuncture in Modern Japan

• In 2000, there were about 52,000 licensed acupuncturists in 

Japan, and another 10,000 medical doctors practicing 

acupuncture. 

• 40% of Japanese acupuncturists are blind.

• There are 54 acupuncture schools in Japan, of which 17 are 

exclusively for blind students.

• Enrollment is equally divided among men and women. 

• There is not much theory or western medical science 

training, but 780 hours is devoted to needle and moxa

technique training on inanimate objects, without using 

people.

• So after getting a license, acupuncturists in Japan have to 

find themselves an internship with a senior practitioner.



Styles of acupuncture in Japan

• About 20% follow Keiraku Chiryo, the school of 
classical meridian therapy, which was revived in the 
early 20th century by mainly sighted acupuncturists.

• Another 30% follow Rempo style, or scientific 
acupuncture, which is based on point selection 
without meridian theory.

• The other 50% include smaller associations that follow 
the teachings of various teachers such as Manaka, 
Sawada, Akabane, Nagano, and others.

• Chinese TCM also has a small but loyal following in 
Japan.



Western medicine in China…

• After the Jesuits left in 1773, contact with the West was mainly 

through the canton (trading station) system in Guangzhou 

(Canton), in South China.

• In 1805, the first Jennerian cowpox lymph arrived in Canton, 

and was distributed by E India Co. Surgeon, Alexander Pearson.

• Pearson also arranged to have a pamphlet about vaccination 

translated into Chinese

• In the 1850s, British missionary Dr. Benjamin Hobson 

collaborated with Chinese scholars to translate 5 textbooks of 

medicine and natural philosophy into Chinese.

• The first of these, A New Treatise of Anatomy, had an enormous 

impact, partly because of the pre-existing controversy 

surrounding Wang Qingren‟s work.



Map of 
South 

China in 
the 19th

Century
Canton

Hong Kong

Macao



Anatomy in Chinese texts after Benjamin Hobson’s 
1851 New Treatise of Anatomy



From a late 19th century (pirated) edition of Benjamin Hobson‟s 

1851 New Treatise of Anatomy (Quanti xin lun), woodcuts of much 

lower quality than the original.  



Diagrams from Wang Youchong’s 1907 Chinese and 
Western Medicine Combined



Diagrams from Wang Youchong’s 1907 Chinese and 
Western Medicine Combined, cont.



After the 1911 Revolution (in which the 
leader, Sun Yatsen, was a British-trained 

MD), the new political elite regarded 
Chinese medicine as unscientific and 

backward.  They tried to deny traditional 
doctors licenses or the right to open 

schools. Similar policies had been 
enforced in Japan after the Meiji 

Restoration of 1868…



Medicine in Meiji Japan (1868-1910): an 
autopsy in Nagasaki, 1880s



Autopsy of Chinese sailor at Nagasaki, 1880s

Detail: Japanese police and onlookers



Autopsy of Chinese sailor at Nagasaki, 1880s

Detail: the unfortunate Chinese sailor



Autopsy of Chinese sailor at Nagasaki, 1880s

Detail: European surgeon examining entrails (center), observed 
by Chinese consul (right), Japanese officials (left), and several 
other bearded westerners.



Government scientism and 
acupuncture: 1. China

• The status of acupuncture fell even further due to 
its association with bloodletting, recently rendered 
unrespectable in western medicine.

• Traditional doctors who wanted to protect Chinese 
medicine started to organize into associations, with 
their own journals and schools, but

• NONE OF THE NEW SCHOOLS OF CHINESE 
MEDICINE TAUGHT ACUPUNCTURE (1910s-1930s)



Cheng Dan’an, 1930



Styles of acupuncture in China

• The first 70 years of the 20th Century were devoted to 
creating a new product, a unitary “Traditional Chinese 
Medicine”, which, ironically, is traditional only insofar as it 
favors the rational, secular Confucian style of medicine, 
with acupuncture added on in the 1930s.

• The national medical system established by the CCP 
recognizes ‘TCM’ as a legitimate medical system.

• Elements of medical practice NOT incorporated into TCM 
(eg 5-element constitution theory, timing of qi) were 
actively discouraged until economic decollectivization 
took off in the 1980s.



Some ironies…

• Acupuncture, the lowest-status healing skill in 
traditional China, has become its most successful 
international export

• More western research has been devoted to 
trying to understand the mechanism of 
acupuncture than to any of the Chinese 
pharmacopeia, and there is still no consensus

• The traditional ‘body-image’/anatomy still doesn’t 
have much use for the brain and the nerves…!



The modern acupuncture body



Wang Qingren and Correcting the 
Errors of the Medical World

In the early 19th century, 

Wang tried to correct the 

frustrating inconsistencies in 

the ancient medical classics 

by examining the corpses of 

half-dog-eaten corpses in a 

charity graveyard.  He may 

have heard of the medicine 

being practiced by the Dutch 

in Japan…



The internal organs according to 
Wang Qingren, 1830: 1



The internal organs according to 
Wang Qingren: 2



The internal organs according to 
traditional Chinese texts



The internal organs from an early 
19th C. western textbook


