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The Practice of Traditional Western Herbalism places the function of western herbs in their true
historical context, apart from homeopathy, traditional Chinese medicine, and Ayurveda. Recently
there has been a revival of interest in western herbalism, but practitioners haven't been able to
explore its benefits due to a void of information on the topic—the system of medicine the herbs
fit into had all but disappeared. To remedy the situation, herbalist Matthew Wood has researched
the old-time practices and reconstructed them for modern use. In resuscitating western herbal
medicine and bringing it up to date, he gives his readers a powerful tool for holistic theory and
treatment. Wood makes the point that plant medicines, because they are made from a broad
range of chemical components, are naturally suited for the treatment of general patterns in the
body. He argues against the biomedical model of standardization, in which herbs are refined and
advertised as if they were drugs suited to an exact disease or condition.

"The Practice of Traditional Western Herbalism is a rallying cry to reexamine our vibrant past
traditions and stay true to our roots. This superb book from an incisive mind states the options
succinctly."- Keith Robertson --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.About the AuthorMatthew Wood is a registered herbalist with the American Herbalists Guild,
and has maintained a private practice as an herbalist for twenty years. He lives and practices at
Sunnyfield Herb Farm in Minnetrista, Minnesota.Chris Sorensen is a veteran audiobook narrator
with over 160 titles to his name. He has received three AudioFile Earphones Awards, and his
recording of Sent by Margaret Peterson Haddix (Recorded Books, LLC) was selected as one of
the Best Audiobooks of 2010 by AudioFile magazine. He is a member of SAG-AFTRA and the
APA. Chris has worked extensively as an actor, playwright, and screenwriter. He studied at the
Rutgers Professional Actor Training Program under William Esper, Edward Stern, and Maggie
Flanigan. He is an original member of the Present Company, producers of FringeNYC. The Thin
Air Theatre Company of Colorado considers him their playwright-at-large and has produced
thirteen of his plays over the past twelve years. He has numerous optioned screenplays and has
recently completed his first book for kids, The Mad Scientists of New Jersey. --This text refers to
the audioCD edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/pbmRm/The-Practice-of-Traditional-Western-Herbalism-Basic-Doctrine-Energetics-and-Classification


Other books by Matthew WoodSeven Herbs: Plants as TeachersVitalism: The History of
Herbalism,Homeopathy, and Flower EssencesThe Book of Herbal Wisdom:Using Plants as
MedicinesThe Earthwise Herbal:A Complete Guide to Old World Medicinal PlantsThe Earthwise
Herbal:A Complete Guide to New World Medicinal PlantsCopyright © 2004 by Matthew Wood.
All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the written permission of the publisher. For
information contact North Atlantic Books.Published byNorth Atlantic BooksP.O. Box 12327Cover
art and illustrations by Matthew WoodBerkeley, California 94712Cover design by Suzanne
AlbertsonThe Practice of Traditional Western Herbalism: Basic Doctrine, Energetics, and
Classification is sponsored by the Society for the Study of Native Arts and Sciences, a nonprofit
educational corporation whose goals are to develop an educational and cross-cultural
perspective linking various scientific, social, and artistic fields; to nurture a holistic view of arts,
sciences, humanities, and healing; and to publish and distribute literature on the relationship of
mind, body, and nature.North Atlantic Books’ publications are available through most
bookstores. For further information, call 800-733-3000 or visit our website at .Library of
Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data2004002681v3.1Dedicated to the late William
LeSassierA Teacher of TeachersAcknowledgmentsTHE MODEL OF THE SIX TISSUE STATES
is derived from The Philosophy of Physiomedicalism (1900) by Dr. J.M. Thurston. The model of
the tastes and pharmacological actions in relationship to energetic categories is largely derived
from the work of David Winston, registered herbalist (AHG). These are the major influences
which, in addition to my own thoughts, have shaped the development of this book.The following
people have contributed to the development of this book through their ideas, inspirations,
proofreading, editing, and support: the late William LeSassier, herbalist/acupuncturist, New York
City; Phyllis Light, herbalist (AHG), Arab, Alabama; Steven Horne, herbalist (AHG), St. George,
Utah; Julia Graves; David Winston, herbalist (AHG), Broadway, N. J.; Michael Moore, herbalist
(AHG), Bisbee, Arizona; Lise Wolff, herbalist (AHG), Minneapolis, Minnesota; Karyn Sanders;
Dennis Anderson; Margi Flint; Deb Soule; Kathleen Maier; Kate Gilday and Don Babineau;
Rosemary Gladstar; Pam Montgomery; Denese Ullom; Halsey Brandt; Andrew Lange, N.D.;
Matthew Becker; Carl Robinson; Barbara St. Dennis; Ellen Hopman; Sondra Boyd, RN; Alan
Dattner, M.D.; Hannah Cohen; Rudolph Ballentine, M.D.; Paul Red Elk; Yago Tahnahgah; and
William Winter, D.V.M..ContentsCoverOther Books by This AuthorTitle
PageCopyrightDedicationAcknowledgmentsIntroductionThe Craft So Long to LearnPart
OneForgotten Energetics ofTraditional Western HerbalismThe Forgotten Language of
EnergeticsThe Green TongueThe Four QualitiesEnergetics of Ancient Western MedicineThe Six
Tissue StatesForgotten Energetics of Nineteenth-Century Western MedicineSpecific
MedicineEnergetics of the Medicinal SubstanceThe Fountain of LifeThe Energetic
OrganismOrgans and SystemsPrimary Structures of the BodyThe Three Primary
ConstitutionsAssessment of the Whole PersonPart TwoClassification of Medicinal



PlantsSedativesHeat, or the Excited Tissue StateRelaxantsWind, or the Constrictive Tissue
StateNutritive TonicsDry, or the Atrophic Tissue StateAstringentsDamp Flowing, or the Relaxed
Tissue StateAlteratives or Blood PurifiersDamp Stagnation, or the Torpid Tissue
StateStimulantsCold, or the Depressed Tissue StateBibliographyThe life so short, the craft so
long to learn,experience difficult to obtain,experiment dangerous, judgment hard.—THE FIRST
APHORISM OF HIPPOCRATESWestern herbalism was originally a part of Western medicine. In
order to understand much of the herbal tradition we have inherited, we need to comprehend
some of the concepts of old time Western practice. The old doctors did not possess the modern
scientific technology that allows researchers to gaze upon the exact molecular structure of
tissues, drugs, disease lesions, microorganisms, and the human genome itself. Instead, they
had to define diseases and medicines in terms of broad physiological patterns, processes,
characteristic symptoms, and symptom-pictures observable with the naked eye, or a few simple
instruments.Until 1930, the Western pharmacopoeia consisted largely of plant and mineral
substances which were defined in terms of constituents which are sensible to the hand, eye, or
tongue—mucilage, astringent, bitters, and so forth. These substances act on general
physiological conditions, rather than molecular lesions. Within this milieu, plant medicines made
sense. They provided sources of such ingredients in different combinations suitable to different
problems and structures of the body. With the change to modern biomedicine, drugs came to be
defined according to a specific molecular structure. Herbs, with their less refined ingredients
composed of masses of different constituents, became increasingly irrelevant. If they had value,
it was because they might contain an ingredient that could be separated and refined to become
a drug. The whole herb was no longer valuable in and of itself.In a similar manner, diseases are
now defined in terms of molecular structure and change rather than as general processes,
functions, or symptom-pictures. Thus, not only are herbs ignored, but the entire system of
medicine of which they formed a part has also been forgotten. This has made it very hard to
understand the old herbal literature, interwoven as it is with an old-time Western medicine which
has become irrelevant and been forgotten.Recently there has been a revival of interest in
Western herbalism, along with other systems of natural, traditional, and holistic medicine. Most
of these approaches—acupuncture, homeopathy, and Ayurveda, for example—possess a long-
standing medical philosophy and system upon which they may be practiced. On the other hand,
Western herbalism, bereft from old-time Western medicine, possesses very little doctrine or
guidance by which herbs can be related to diseases or parts of the organism. As a
consequence, those who attempt to practice Western herbalism are forced to adopt a system
from one of these other disciplines, or from biomedicine itself. Unfortunately, this causes the
medicinal plants of the West to become, as it were, homeopathic, Chinese, Ayurvedic, or
biomedical agents. They have lost their unique identity and history, associated with thousands of
years of popular and professional use.To compound this problem, Western science dismisses
folk medicine as unscientific or even fraudulent. This has caused the demise of traditional
healers, if not by outright persecution, then by economic and legal exclusion. By comparison, in



China the folk medical applications of a plant are taken as the basis from which research may be
conducted and traditional healers have been encouraged within government
regulations.Another side effect of this situation has been that herbs are now described and sold
according to advertising based on “science.” In many cases the science is incomplete or
misrepresentative, but only when a product sounds scientific will people flock to it. Thus, much
of the herbal and nutritional marketplace apes conventional biomedicine.If we are to use
Western herbs in a holistic fashion we need to return to the physiological medicine with which
they were associated. This is the system within which Western herbalism developed and its
limited restoration allows us to recognize nuances in the Western herbal tradition which are lost
when we adopt foreign concepts. We do not need to resurrect the old system entirely, only the
most fundamental elements. We also need to bring it up to date.Not all physiological processes
were understood in the old days—they are not, indeed, understood today—but, by using the
physiological approach of old-time medicine, we can generate a system of medical
understanding which is physiologically accurate and conducive to holistic care, i.e., cure. Plant
medicines, constructed as they are from a broad slurry of chemical components, are naturally
suited to the treatment of broad physiological patterns in the body, rather than specific molecular
lesions. They also cure, that is to say, they stimulate or sedate or nourish or cleanse, as required
by the case, to bring the physiological function back to health and restore self-maintenance and
regulation within the organism, i.e., homeostasis.The radical concept of traditional folk medicine
is that disease is curable, i.e., the organism can be returned to self-regulation and health. Most
modern people still go to their doctors nursing this quaint folk concept, but are instead treated to
the modern theory: the organism is broken, nature is not able to take care of herself, hence
science will take care of it through “health maintenance.” Modern biomedicine does not attempt
to cure, but to maintain the organism through artificial means.In The Practice of Traditional
Western Herbalism we will focus on the use of humors, qualities, or tissue states to describe
basic, simple categories of pathology. We offer this as a contrast to the conventional view of
molecular lesions. Due to the complexity of the subject, there is not enough space to include
more than introductory material on the physiological patterns seen in the behavior of the major
organs and systems of the body. This will have to await further publication. I am also reserving,
for now, discussion of the regulatory systems, which oversee the general physiology of the
organism. All these topics can be learned from the standpoint of holism, rather than conventional
materialistic science.Anyone who masters the terminology in the second chapter (qualities and
degrees) will be able to understand the basics of Greek herbalism down to the Renaissance.
The whole tradition will lie like an open book before the eye. Texts, which before seemed baffling
or incomplete, will reveal depths not guessed. Likewise, anyone who masters the terminology in
the third chapter (tissue states and a few herbal actions) will find the whole of nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century herbal literature lying before the mind as an open book. There will then
be no question what the old authors meant, or whether or not Western herbalism can be
practiced upon a holistic foundation.The tools we use in complementary and alternative



medicine are weak compared to those used by biomedicine. However, they can perform
miracles which biomedicine cannot achieve. All of us in the field have seen this. How is this
possible? It is because our tools work with one of the most powerful forces available, the energy
of life or Nature herself.When we look at an animal or person we see an enormous amount of
energy. When thwarted by sickness, this power is blocked or even empowers the illness.
Supporting the self-healing power with simple methods like food, herbs, homeopathic
medicines, acupuncture, therapeutic touch, mental attitude, and prayer can do wonders that can
never be achieved when Nature is ignored or suppressed.Matthew WoodSunnyfield Herb
FarmJanuary, 2004In vain hath He made Nature if we dwell on our own conceptions and make
no use of her principles. It were a happy necessity if our thoughts could not vary from her ways.—
THOMAS VAUGHNIt has often been said that Western herbalism lacks a “system of energetics.”
What that means, in short, is a vocabulary for describing “energy patterns” or physiological and
psychological patterns in the body. The point is to express the activities and configurations of
energy, qi, or the vital force—call it what you will. Examples of energetic systems include the yin/
yang theory of traditional Chinese medicine, the five elements of China and India, or the four
humors of Greek medicine.The use of an energetic system is virtually a prerequisite in holistic
medicine. Biomedicine is constructed upon a materialistic interpretation of nature, which looks to
molecular structure as a guide. Holistic medicine is founded on the concept and experience that
the organism is a functional unit or whole under the directing hand of an intelligent, self-
regulating, and self-correcting guiding life force or energy. Since Nature in the organism is self-
maintaining and self-healing, holistic medicine is further based upon the assumption that the
organism can be cured, that is, returned from an unbalanced state to one of balance or
homeostasis. As mentioned in the introduction, biomedicine does not seek to cure or return the
organism to self-regulation, but removes and replaces broken parts through drugs or surgery.
Thus, modern medicine speaks of “health management” rather than cure, while holistic or
traditional medicine speaks of cure, vitalism, and energy patterns. The language is intrinsically
different, and in order to practice holistic medicine, or to practice Western herbalism on a holistic
basis, we need to learn a new vocabulary.It should be understood that herbs can be used either
way: to stimulate the self-healing powers of the organism to return to health, or to artificially
manipulate the organism to fit an artificial goal. For example, goldenseal can be used in small
doses as a bitter tonic to stimulate the digestion and mucosa, removing tendencies to bacterial
infection and mucus production, or it can be applied in massive doses as a “natural antibiotic” to
kill bacteria. It contains a potent antibacterial, berberine. The first use is holistic because it
increases the health of the organism while the second is an example of “health management”
because it assumes that the organism cannot get rid of the bacteria on its own and the
knowledge of the practitioner is superior. The use of herbs is not necessarily holistic.Whatever qi
or life force is, most of us see it indirectly, in its effects. It is the fact that this energy forms
patterns that interests us. There are particular patterns to health, and to disease. Thus,
Hippocrates bids us learn the medical art by looking at a man in the bloom of health, and



comparing him with a man on the edge of death. In order to describe and influence the patterns
of disease formed by unbalanced energy or qi, we need a “language of energy patterns.”A
survey of various cultures around the world shows that a simple system of two, three, four, or five
elements, qualities, or humors forms the basis of diagnosis and treatment in traditional holistic
medicine. Traditional Chinese medicine uses the yin/yang system and the five elements.
Ayurvedic medicine uses the three doshas and the five elements. Greek medicine used the four
elements, qualities, humors, and temperaments. American Indian medicine acknowledges four
to seven directions.These different terms are translated fairly easily from one system to another.
Yin and yang resemble fire and water in another system, the five elements of China and India
are similar to the four elements of Greece, and the magical fifth element of alchemy. Local
culture, weather patterns, and epidemiology determine the arrangement and number of
elements or humors but they bear considerable resemblance to one another.One further point
should be made. The arrangement of elements, directions, or humors into a fourfold mandala
(cross or square) serves an important psychological and spiritual function. The psychiatrist C. G.
Jung showed that the mandala was a symbol of wholeness for the psyche. Many of us, when we
read about or look at pictures of the four or five elements, feel this deep sense of meaning and
fulfillment. Although this symbol is mythological and spiritual in nature that does not mean it
should be excluded from medicine. Rather medicine, to be holistic and curative, must include
mythic elements to satisfy the soul and spirit.The Forgotten Energetics of Western HerbalismAt
the beginning of the chapter, it was said that Western herbalism lacks a system of energy
patterns. Actually, this is not true—it is just that this special vocabulary has been forgotten.These
energetics still exist. They are inferred in the list of herbal “actions” which are found in the front or
back of just about every herb book. These include terms like diuretic, diaphoretic, stimulant,
emmenagogue, aromatic, and astringent. When I first began the study of Western herbalism, I
couldn’t get very far because these terms seemed so wooden and mechanical. I thought the
terms were unrelated to a deeper energetic context connected to the life force, and which could
stimulate my intuitive understanding and problem solving. After many years, I came to
appreciate that they were the remains of an energetic system that had been forgotten.There are
two basic subdivisions of herbal actions, one referring to the “tissue state” or pathological
condition, and the other to the organ or seat on which the agent operates. The first category is
composed of terms like astringent, emollient, mucilage, stimulant, aromatic, refrigerant,
antispasmodic, antiseptics, and normalizer. The second refers to specific local organs or
functions: diuretic (kidneys), nephritic (kidneys), expectorant (lungs), pectoral (lungs),
diaphoretic (skin and fever), febrifuge (fever), nervine, emmenagogue (menses promoting),
cholagogue (gall bladder), etc. There was originally a third category, which described whether
the herb raised or lowered, internalized or externalized, thinned or thickened, but this was
dropped by the end of the eighteenth century. A classical reference for these three categories
can be found in A Key to Galen’s Method of Physick, (c. 1650) by Nicholas Culpeper.It may not
be readily apparent how the word astringent is an energetic term. However, a short examination



shows that it does refer us to an energetic pattern. The condition which an astringent acts upon
is not a specific molecular lesion or disease in a modern biomedical sense, but tissue which is
prolapsed and leaking fluids. Astringents contain tannic acids that contract tissue and prevent
prolapse and fluid loss. Thus, the term astringent refers to an energetic category—what the
Chinese, Indian, Greek, or Arabic doctors would have called “dampness.”During the evolution of
Western medicine the old energetic terms hot, cold, damp, and dry were dropped, and in their
place, terms like stimulant (warming), refrigerant (cooling), mucilage (moistening), and
astringent (drying) were adopted. This represented a movement away from a mythological frame
of mind towards one that was increasingly scientific. Yet, such terms still refer to general
physiological patterns in the organism rather than specific molecular lesions, as is the practice in
modern diagnosis.The organ- and function-specific terms are also energetic in that they refer to
broad physiological functions in the organism rather than specific lesions. They refer us back to
the period when even conventional doctors treated conditions in this manner. At that time, drugs
and herbs were more closely related because both were defined in terms of general
physiological effects or local affinities. Now drugs are applied to molecular changes and people
want to ape modern biomedicine by applying herbs in the same fashion. Unfortunately, herbs
generally do not work this way. Sometimes they contain enough berberine, for instance, to kill
bacterium, but usually their positive effect is based upon a slurry of different chemicals found
together in the original plant.The reason herbs are suited to the old-fashioned approach, i.e., to
the treatment of broad physiological patterns in the body rather than specific molecular lesions,
is that they are in fact complexes of many different chemicals drawn together. These
combinations come together in the plant, not randomly, but to solve a certain environmental
problem or imbalance which assaulted the plant from outside. The chemicals found in
goldenseal undoubtedly help it to live in the rich, shady, well-watered woodlands of Eastern
North America where it is native. It is not apparent exactly how that environment resembles the
damp, nutrient-coated mucosa of the digestive tract. One can see a sort of metaphorical
similarity, but the peculiar slurry of chemistry found in goldenseal makes it an ideal tonic for sub-
functional mucosa. The very least that can be said is that the taste, a mixture of bitter and sweet,
stimulates the secretions of the mouth and thus triggers secretions all the way down the
digestive canal. Goldenseal is thus defined, according to the list of actions, as a “bitter tonic” for
the digestive mucosa in particular.Modern medicine does not think in broad, physiological terms.
For instance, stomach ulcer would be treated by the use of an antibacterial that kills the bacteria
associated with gastric ulceration. It does not attempt to change the tissue imbalance that led to
the proliferation of bacteria at that location—it is not even interested in the fact that there might
be a changed tissue condition that encouraged the proliferation in the first place. Consequently,
when the person is exposed to the bacteria again it will again multiply and settle in. In holistic
herbal medicine, on the other hand, we would want to change the tissue state that supports the
invasive agent. Here we could hardly do better than to use goldenseal, which is almost infallible
for the treatment and long-term cure of stomach ulcers. Goldenseal is successful, not just



because it kills bacteria, but because it stimulates increased mucosal activity and secretions,
making the stomach tissue more active and less susceptible to bacterial infection.For several
hundred years there has been a bias in Western education against the intuitive approach in
medicine and science. Intuition, imagination, and instinct are relegated to art or religion. There it
is permissible to use such faculties. While one can appreciate the need for objective observation
and analytical study, the use of these methods alone, as if they were the only true measures of
reality, in and of itself, is an inherently sick and flawed condition. It skews the human organism by
rendering obsolete skills and faculties it has always relied upon to contend with environmental
and internal stress. As a consequence, we in the West have lost much in the way of our
traditional energetic systems. We pride ourselves on education and sophistication, but we have
lost the ability to speak about the world as an intuitive experience.Whatever people say they
believe in terms of spirituality and religion, what they do when they are sick and in need reflects
the true basis of their belief system. For the average person, science and medicine is the
answer. Religion is reserved for miracles, not solving everyday problems. In other words, science
and medicine visualize and teach us that we are innately separated from our spiritual and, to a
large extent, our psychological resources; that we cannot solve our everyday problems through
these means but must turn away from spirit and put our faith in the material world. From a
spiritual perspective, this view is not neutral but actively anti-spiritual. It reinforces a completely
materialistic view of the nature of life. Miracles—if they exist—and spiritual life—if it exists—are
far removed from everyday life.In holistic medicine we hold up a different view. We are not
isolated from life, we are an expression of life. We are part of this unseen force that propels and
patterns us in our daily lives. If we can believe in the unseen power of the life force we are much
closer to a real appreciation of the existence and power of the soul and spirit, i.e., the
psychological apparatus and the spirit which guides us towards a meaningful life. Those who kill
the life of the body also, in some measure, kill the life of the soul and spirit.A culture that has lost
its folk medicine, or its ability to heal and cure everyday problems with everyday materials, has
lost a part of its soul. There is something deeply sick about Western culture. If we are to restore it
to health we need to restore its lost folk medical soul. This means that people are going to have
to trust their personal resources and make decisions for themselves, rather than being
controlled by statistical studies, worse case scenarios, or the consensus opinion of experts and
counter-intuitive advice. It also means that we are going to have to restore folk medicine to
Western culture.It also has to be said that it is not possible to understand the traditional uses of
Western herbs unless they are viewed against the backdrop of the folk medical or pre-modern
system in which they developed. Using Western herbs according to an Eastern energetic system
does not bring forth their cultural and medical richness. Furthermore, it is not enough to borrow
concepts from Eastern or American Indian sources because this only feeds the illusion that
some expert outside ourselves has the answer. Thus, in order to restore the folk medical soul of
our white Western culture, we need to use terms that are already in use in the culture and supply
them with their lost energetic meanings.It would seem like an almost hopeless job to restore



Western folk medicine, but in fact the terms used to describe energetics in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century are still in use today. Thus, we can use terms that are both energetic
and familiar. These are the “tissue states” described in the third chapter: irritation or excitation;
constriction or tension; atrophy or wasting; relaxation; torpor or stagnation; and depression or
lack of excitation. In addition, we can restore the organ- and function-based medicine of the old
doctors which common people intuitively understand—my “stomach hurts, or,” I’m going to the
“heart specialist.” At the same time, these relatively modern terms relate exactly to the elements,
humors, or qualities of ancient medicine. Thus, we can make references between different
systems and adjust terminology to fit our needs.It is for these reasons that this book will describe
the ancient energetic system of Western medicine and herbalism, and the energetic method of
the immediate past, in order to build a background for a profound understanding of herbs and
their actions on the human organism. Our approach will be to define the “tissue states,” their
relationship to ancient elemental or humoral energetics, and apply them to the organs and
functions of the body as understood in broad physiological patterns, not as molecular structures
and functions.Energetic ClassificationIn case our meandering in the history of medicine is too
difficult for our readers, let us sum up the above argument by introducing some of the basic
energetic terminology used in traditional medicine.The most simple and elegant breakdown of
matter and energy into patterns begins with the dualism, so well expressed in traditional
Chinese philosophy and medicine as yin and yang. Philosophically, the former represents the
passive, feminine side of the universe, while the latter represents the active, masculine side.
Traditional medicine is more pragmatic, with yin standing for water, cooling, nourishing, and rest,
and yang standing for fire, warming, and action. The four qualities of hot, cold, damp, and dry
can easily be deduced from the primal two:yang excesshotyang deficiencycoldyin
excessdampyin deficiencydryThis gives us the four qualities of Greek/Arabic medicine derived
from an initial dyad. There is a system of six environmental influences in Chinese practice
analogous to the four qualities: hot, cold, wind, damp, dry, and summer heat (a kind of humid
heat). The four qualities also correspond to the four elements of Greek philosophy. Interestingly,
they correlate with the states of matter recognized in
chemistry:FirehotcombustionAirdrygasWaterdampliquidEarthcoldsolidThe ancient Israelites and
Egyptians only recognized three elements—air, water, and earth—thinking of fire as a different
kind of agent that changed the other three. In Greek and Indian philosophy, a fifth element was
added which acts on the other four: the quintessence or ether. This was associated with wind.
And thus, in Chinese medicine, we have five elements including wind. The whole round of
associations would look like this:GreeceIndiaChinaEtherether
(wind)windFirefirefireAirairmetalWaterwaterwaterEarthearthearthAfter the fall of Greek
medicine, the Western doctors adopted the theory of irritation, based on the observation that
nerve tissue when removed from the body, was irritable or reactive to certain influences such as,
for example, heat and cold. This led to the organizing of tissue states, or energetic patterns,
based on irritability and relaxation. Eventually, J.M. Thurston developed a model comprised of



six basic tissue states:Tissue StateQualityirritation, excitationheatconstriction,
tensionwindatrophydryrelaxationdamp flowingtorpordamp stagnationdepressioncoldIn Greek
medicine, dampness was divided into damp that flowed and damp that stayed stuck in the body.
In Ayurvedic medicine, the water element also is used twice as the three doshas (water, fire, and
air) and the five elements are placed in relationship:DoshaElementTissue
Statevataairatrophywindconstrictionpittafireirritation, excitationwaterrelaxation (water
flowing)kaphawater earthtorpor (water stagnant) depressionWe will visit the theme of the three
doshas and the corresponding elements and tissue states in the chapter on constitution.A final
set of relationships might be useful:ExcessDeficiencyRateExcitationDepressionTensionConstricti
onRelaxationDensityAtrophyTorporAtrophy represents a state where the system is too dry or
solid, while torpor represents a condition where it is too wet, lacking in solidity and stagnant.The
Energetic OrganismThe organism does not remain fixed permanently in a constitutional or tissue
state, but is subject to perpetual change. This is already implicated in the energetic classification
scheme mentioned above, where wind serves to represent the element, or factor of change.
Thus, in addition to providing a classification of energy types, patterns, and constitutions,
traditional and holistic medicine also provide a view of the organism as a dynamic biological
entity.In the traditional view, which we find in virtually every area of the world, the organism is
seen as a dynamic entity consuming and breaking down food to build an inner fire, which, in
turn, radiates outward to keep the organism cleansing and eliminating. The fire of life is
visualized in Ayurvedic medicine as a digestive/metabolic flame, situated at the pyloric
sphincter, consuming, transforming, and breaking down food and toxins. As one feeds the
organism, the other is eliminated. If toxins (called amma in Ayurveda) are retained, the internal
flame will be “gummed up” and the digestion and metabolism will be less successful. This leads
to the generation of disease.Very much the same view exists in the traditional American
herbalism descending down to us from Samuel Thomson (1767–1842), a self-taught New
Hampshire herbalist. He used both herbs and a simple sort of sweat lodge to “raise the fire” in
the interior (in the stomach, as he visualized it), break down “canker” (mucus) obstructing the
fire, and open the skin, so that the fire could radiate outwards, from center to circumference. In
this way, the body was nourished and warmed, while the canker or obstructions were
eliminated.There can be little doubt that Thomson’s model came from the American Indian
people. He used a simple sweat lodge, as much as his “course of medicine” or herbs to raise the
fire, cut canker, and open the periphery. His early disciples were known as “steaming doctors.”
This method was unknown in central Europe but is well attested on the American frontier. Lewis
and Clark describe how one of their men was cured of arthritic stiffness in a sweat lodge erected
by friendly Indians during their journey. The sweat lodge itself, with a fire in the middle generating
steam from water poured on it, spreading outward towards the perimeter, is almost the perfect
picture of the dynamic, energetic organism.In these simple models from throughout the world,
water is actually of equal importance with fire. It controls and modulates the activity of fire. In
Chinese and European alchemical tradition, the organism is pictured as a three chambered



vessel sitting on a fire. In the lower chamber, water is boiling; in the middle chamber it is running
down the sides of the vessel in little rivulets; while in the upper chamber, it is steam. This reflects
the interaction of fire and water in the body. In traditional Chinese medicine, the thoracic cavity is
considered to be the “upper burner” where water is found in the steamy phase. Heart and lungs
disperse the aerated blood like a mist through the body. In the “middle burner,” the digestive
organs run like rivers full of water and nutriment, past and through the fires of transformation,
down to the “lower burner,” where water is held in check and periodically removed.One can see
the origins of the “humoral model” of medicine in this picture of the behavior of the body. When
the organism is in balance, the “humors” leave on a regular, healthy basis through the channels
of elimination, the kidneys, colon, skin, and lungs. When the organism is not healthy, the humors
spill over or are retained. The job of the traditional physician or nurse, therefore, is to regulate the
activity of the humors.What modern practitioners of holistic medicine call “energetics” is called
“humoralism” by historians of medicine. I have, however, chosen the terminology used by
practitioners rather than by outsiders.One more aspect of this model requires elucidation. In all
of these models there is some concept of a waste product which obstructs the fire within and
thickens the internal waters. In Ayurveda this is called amma, a term which incorporates the idea
of both thickened phlegm and toxins. In Thomson’s model it was called canker, a colonial
American folk medical rendering of what the old English practitioners would have called humor,
or humor in the blood. When the fluids of the body are thickened up, they block the internal fire,
whether we visualize it in the stomach, as Thomson did, or more internally.The terms humor and
canker came to be replaced later in the nineteenth century by the concept of “impure blood” or
“bad blood.” The former term is a translation from German while the latter is the English phrase
typically used by American Indian practitioners, including many I know at the present time. Today
this folk medical substance would be called a “toxin.”The concept of toxin is a very important one
in Western herbalism. It has been updated with improvements in the understanding of the
function of the organism. In the early twentieth century, toxins were associated with the liver,
because this was the seat of the preparatory metabolism (the preparation of food/toxins coming
out of the intestine), and the thyroid, which sets the rate of cellular metabolism. Dr. Broda Barnes
(1976) actually equates “bad blood” with hypothyroidism and also mentions that one of the most
characteristic symptoms of low thyroid found in autopsies is a thickened, phlegmy substance in
the internal fluids composed of mucopolysaccharides—an amma, canker, or humor.The concept
of toxins and detoxification has, in the current revival of holistic practice, been almost detached
from any kind of diagnostic study of the organism, so that many people simply detoxify
themselves, whether there is evidence of toxins in the system or not.Energetic LawsIn addition
to a system of classification for energy patterns and a view of the organism as an energetic
biological entity, holistic and traditional medicine also has come to recognize certain laws
governing the behavior of energy, qi, or vital force. Thus, in Chinese philosophy the concept of qi
is intimately associated with li, or law. In the West, these laws or principles have been particularly
developed. From Galen to the present, much has been made of therapeutic laws by which the



medicinal agent is applied to the sick organism. Thus, Galen supported the “law of contraries”
while Paracelsus and Hahnemann rebelled against him and advocated the use of “similars.” Dr.
Harold Lindlahr, the “philosopher of naturopathy,” saw the two laws as coming under one
heading: the “law of action and reaction.” A similar unified doctrine, the Arndt/Schulz law, states
that every biological action creates an equal and opposite reaction; therefore, both contraries
and similar restore the organism to its original state.The law of contraries teaches that if the
organism has gotten too cold, it will be restored to balance by warming agents. Thus, from the
time of Galen to the present, “carminatives” or warming, aromatic herbs and spices are used to
“warm up” a “cold stomach,” i.e., a digestive tract in which the secretions are deficient.
Carminatives are pungent and bitter, so they stimulate, warm, and excite secretions, from the
mouth on down the gastrointestinal canal.The law of similars was originally based on the
“doctrine of signatures,” i.e., the idea that the plant looks like or resembles in some way the
disease, organ, or symptom. This is considered by modern science, as it was by Galen himself,
to be a fallacious concept based on “magical thinking,” or thinking by analogy. Rudolf Steiner, on
the other hand, defended the use of signatures, stating that the same power that made the color,
shape, or habit, in a plant created a disease imbalance in the human organism, and thus the one
would treat the other. There is power in analogy, when the two similars are related by essential,
internal characteristics, rather than simple, external resemblance. Emmanuel Swedenborg
differentiated between these two as “correspondents” and “representations.”Samuel
Hahnemann, the founder of homeopathy, introduced the use of the law of similars on a different
basis. He noted that the symptoms caused by a poison were those which would be cured by the
same agent used in a smaller dose. His thinking originated at the same time as the smallpox
vaccination was being developed by Edward Jenner and represents a vitalistic interpretation of
the fact that the body is stimulated by a similar to fight against the original contagion.
Hahnemann’s followers have also used the “doctrine of signatures.”According to homeopathic
doctrine, foods work upon the system by contrary while poisons cure by similarity. Thus, if the
organism is short on iron it needs to consume iron in some friendly food. However, if there is a
sickness in the organism that causes it to reject, or eliminate, or not pick up iron, then a remedy
is needed which operates by similar, one which creates the same imbalance in the healthy.In
reality, as Lindlahr, Arndt, and Schulz pointed out, the organism is cured both by contraries and
by similars. The important point is that sickness develops along an axis—too hot, too cold—and
is fixed along the same axis. If the cooling agent is applied to fever in a way that helps the
struggling organism, it will strengthen the organism to remove fever. On the other hand, if the
similar causing the fever is administered in a small dose, it will stimulate the body to renew and
reinvigorate the fight against the pathogenic factor, strengthening the powers of resistance and
leading to cure. What is most important is that the cure is in the same axis as the disease.
Suppression occurs when the organism is forced to act in a certain way, according to artificial,
external agents, which hide the disease process and symptoms. This, however, does not cure,
but sets up a new disease. As mentioned previously, this is the difference between holistic



healing and conventional biomedicine: the one sees the organism as able to return to self-
governance while the other does not believe in this self-cure and therefore seeks to “manage”
health for the organism.There are three primal laws of energetic healing: the law of action and
reaction (or contraries and similars), the law of direction of cure (Hering’s law), and the law of the
healing crisis. These themes will be more fully developed throughout our work in The Practice of
Traditional Western Herbalism.The Medicine WheelBefore closing, let us return to the theme of
the four or five elements. Throughout the world, the four directions or quarters are a potent
symbol. C.G. Jung observed that the mandala, a cross or square picturing the four directions,
represents for the human soul a feeling of wholeness, completeness, and well-being. This gives
a different dimension to the four qualities and elements. Not only do they provide an analytical
method for classifying patterns in nature, but also they represent wholeness and well-being.
They are, in and of themselves, healing.Jung taught that the four directions represented, among
other things, the four functions of the psyche: intuition (sensing the whole picture), thinking
(mentation), feeling (emotionality), and sensation (body knowledge). Each person favors one of
these functions, but together they represent wholeness.In addition to the four functions, Jung
taught the existence of a fifth or “transcendent” function, which came into operation when a
person was stuck and their ordinary inventory of knowledge was insufficient to solve their
problems. The transcendent function first appears as the helpful dream or daydream. With
practice, the imagination can be accessed for solutions more easily. Ultimately, the transcendent
function is essentially the active imagination. Jung saw this function as corresponding to the
“fifth element” or quintessence that both moves and stands outside the four directions or
elements in mytho-poetic culture. It is often referred to as the wind, breath, or ether in traditional
symbolism.Rudolf Steiner used a fourfold classification system similar to the traditional Greek
method. He associated the “I-organization” or self-consciousness with the fire element; the
“astral body” or animal instincts/autonomic nervous system with air; the “etheric body” or
vegetative/cellular functions with water; and the physical body or mineral world with earth. For
Steiner, warming plants tend to increase sensation and consciousness by stimulating circulation
and nerve sensation. (Compare Robert Schmidt’s description of heat in the four qualities model
as individualizing or separating).We see this in the mint family, which is largely warming and
stimulating. Rosemary was perhaps the archetypal fiery mint used by Steiner to increase
circulation, nervous sensation, and consciousness. He would express this by saying that the “I-
organization” exerted its influence from the mind down through the bodily pole, though it would
be simpler to say that the warmth or fire element is extended into bodily functions through
innervation and circulation. By comparison, the cooling plants, of which the rose family is a
prime example, tend to refine and articulate perception and experience.In addition to his occult
training and his life-long study of the alternative science of J. W. Goethe, Steiner studied under
an herbalist. They met one day on a crowded train. Steiner was impressed with the wisdom of
the older man and thereafter often traveled to study with him. It is therefore not surprising that
Steiner’s work is filled with a considerable knowledge of the medicinal properties of plants.In



many Native American cultures, the circle with four directions represents healing. This is called
the “sacred hoop” or “medicine wheel.” It is thus used to organize medical knowledge. J.T.
Garrett in The Cherokee Herbal (2003) gives an excellent description of the classification of
medicinal plants by the four directions. The east relates to the heart and family life, heart
remedies, and blood remedies. The south relates to acute injuries and diseases brought on by
exposure to the dangers of the world. The west relates to internal diseases. The north relates to
stored knowledge, wisdom, teaching, peace, and being in harmony with the world.This way of
defining the directions corresponds closely with the directions as described independently by
my friend Paul Red Elk, who received traditional herbal training from his Lakota grandfather in
western South Dakota.The point should be made that the four directions can be defined in many
different ways and the medicine wheel itself can be arranged in even more variety. Even the
correlations between the values of the four elements or directions are variable to a certain
extent. For instance, Aristotle correlated the four qualities to the four elements as: fire (hot and
dry), air (hot and damp), water (cold and damp), earth (cold and dry). They have sometimes
been arranged in a different fashion that I personally find more accurate: fire (hot), air (dry),
water (damp), and earth (cold).Karyn Sanders, a Native American practitioner living in
California, first introduced me to the herbal medicine wheel. She emphasized heat and cold
rather than the different segments of life. I have followed her example, modifying it according to
my experience.It should be remembered that the medicine wheel is based on a personal and
subjective experience of the world and that there is no true configuration.The Green TongueA
good background in energetic terminology is excellent for developing the intuition as well as an
expressive vocabulary. When I was a young man, I was barely able to speak beyond the
rudiments of ordinary conversation. I thought in what I would now call “energetic patterns,” and
since this was not addressed in conventional education, I had no terminology in which to
express my observations. After learning energetic systems or symbols, I was able to talk to other
people versed in the same language. This was an improvement, but I couldn’t speak with
anyone else. Eventually I was able to translate my thoughts into regular speech and became
known as an excellent speaker.The development of speech is related to one’s ability to perceive,
and therefore one’s “take on the world” and spiritual life. Consequently, there are stories in folk
tradition and literature about changes in spirit and speech. The ballad of Thomas the Rhymer
describes how a sympathetic relationship with Nature results in a gift called the “tongue-that-
cannot-lie.” The implications of this relationship and gift are more fully developed in
commentaries on this ballad by R. J. Stewart in The Underworld Initiation (1985). Another book
on gifted speech as a reflection of understanding natural, social, and spiritual processes is found
in Linda Sussman’s The Speech of the Grail (1995). This is a commentary on the epic romance
Parzival, by Wolfram von Eschenbach. Perhaps the most beautiful name for this gift can be
found in David Ovason’s The Secrets of Nostradamus (2001). This name also serves as a
description of the special vocabulary used by the old alchemists and philosophers. Through
word play, this language came to be known as the langua vert, or “green tongue,” in contrast to



the langua ouvert, or “mundane language” of everyday speech.
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blackviolet, “Foundational for learning herbalism. If you’re new to learning herbs and serious
about it, start here. The section on energetics is absolutely foundational to everything else you
will ever learn.If you’ve been using herbs with the “take this herb for that ailment” mindset, you’re
still using an allopathic model, you’re not working holistically, and you’re doing yourself (and the
herbs!) a disservice. Learning the energetics of plants is fundamental in learning to use them
well.And for those who don’t know what I mean by “energetics”, it’s not *energy* in the new agey,
light worker, vibrational, crystal healing, woowoo, or any of that sort of way (unless you want it to
be, haha).”

Penny, “A Good Reference for Herbalists. If you need a remedy to help you fall asleep, this book
and a little chamomile tea will work every time. All kidding aside, it is concise, easy to
understand, and full of information. Exciting? Maybe only for the geekiest of herbalists, lol. An
informative reference? Absolutely. My main complaint is that the information is not presented
with enough illustrations for the visual learner, you will have to come up with your own diagrams
in your notes if you are serious about retaining the information.”

Joybilee Farm, “Explains the techical side of herbalism and integrates Eastern and Western
schools. I really enjoyed this book. This is a scholarly book for students of herbal medicine, and
is a tough slog through for the casual reader. But if you are prepared to look up words in the
glossary and dig through the theories and jargon, you will be richly rewarded with a deeper
understanding of what we've lost as a culture, by our dependence on chemicals and
corporations, and what we have to gain by moving closer to natural health and wellness.I
especially enjoyed the anecdotal examples in the materia medica in the second half of the book.
I was able to understand some of the thinking that goes on when a person presents with a health
inquiry and how to decide which herb profile would best answer the need. Is the person hot or
cold; wet or dry? The author's explanations of these concepts in traditional western herbalism
and eastern holistic medicine, brought the aha moment for me.This book was recommended
reading for the Intermediate Herbal Medicine course from the Herbal Academy of New England.”

Linda Demissy, “The key to Western Herbalism. This is the single most useful book on Western
Herbalism I've ever seen, the key that lets you figure out how a condition will interact with a plant.
Without this system of energetics, choosing a remedy is reduced to picking one of many plants
that may or may not help a condition, among long lists of properties. It gives us a vocabulary to
treat the whole person, rather than just battling their symptoms as allopathic medicine does.
When you battle symptoms, you ignore the body they're in and often weaken it. You may win the
battle but lose the war. This is the overall strategy for restoring harmony, and goes beyond the
three categories of building, eliminating and maintaining -- which are about as much theory as
other authors go into.Imagine having to consult a book just to add 2 + 4, and not even being able



to recognize that 4 + 2 gives the same result. Knowing this system is akin to learning simple
addition: whereas everyone else is stuck memorizing addition tables or looking them up each
time, you just know the answer. You don't have to memorize tons of information for a plant, just
the keys to its energetic action.”

S. spronsen, “great book. great description of tissue states and the herbs included. you can trust
Matthew Wood to pull together and synthesize a vast range of information, making it fun,
memorable and interesting.If you have any of his other books, you will want this one for sure.If
you are new to herbalism, it's a fascinating read that may be partially over your head at first, but
understandable enough to be instantly useful, and it will grow with you as you learn.If you are
somewhat experienced, it's great, and if you are super duper experienced you'd probably still
like it, because M.W. is pretty fantastic.”

Jean S, “A great read, a must read for herbalists.. A great read, a must read for herbalists. I read
this as part of a Tissue States class from a local herbalist, Kathy Eich. Her book is also
excellent, but geared for the beginning herbalist. This is an advanced book, but really anyone
can read and understand the concepts and put them into practice.”

c.w.thuvis, “For any herbalist, interesting to learn about the roots .... For any herbalist, interesting
to learn about the roots of the practice. Especially, because some of this knowledge is still
commonly used. Well written and well researched, this book will give your more dept, both, in
your practice of herbalism, and in your general development.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Great book. Lots of useful information great read and really beneficial to
my studies . Would recommend to students and practitioners epic”

margot007, “Great book! Useful for every herbalist and herbal medicine .... Great book! Useful
for every herbalist and herbal medicine student; presents in a comparative perspective western
energetics, 6 tissue states, constitution assessment, primal therapeutic laws, etc.”

Anne Williams, “Herbal Medicine by Matthew Wood. A very interesting book, one of the most
insightful herbal practitioners of today”

D. Callow, “Five Stars. Excellent book!”
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