Introduction

Pathomechanisms of the Heart
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The heart holds the office of monarch and governs the blood and vessels
of the entire body. It transports the nutrients and irrigates the four limbs
and the hundred bones. Internally, it moistens the five viscera and six
bowels; externally, it nourishes the skin, hair, and interstices. The heart
also governs the spirit-mind. Thus, it regulates a person’s essence-spirit,
thought, and consciousness. The heart is the great governor of the five
viscera and the six bowels; thus, it supervises the functions of the bowels
and viscera and commands the entire body.

The heart corresponds to the vessels, its bloom is in the face, it opens
at the tongue, and it stands in exterior-interior relationship with the small
intestine. Irregularities in the physiological functioning of the heart mani-
fest mainly in two types of pathomechanisms: abnormalities of the blood
and vessels and changes in the spirit-mind.
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1. Abnormalities of the Blood and Vessels

When the functions of the heart become irregular, severe pathologies
may develop. When its ability to transport blood and to govern the ves-
sels is impaired, the blood is deprived of nourishment in the heart viscus
itself, as well as in the head and face, the four limbs, and all of the organs.
This produces a series of pathomechanisms.
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Heart Viscus: When the heart viscus is deprived of nourishment, the
governing pathology involves stirring in the heart. In this category, the
failure of the blood to nourish the heart and the inhibited movement of
blood can manifest in symptoms such as heart palpitations and fearful
throbbing, emptiness in the heart or heart pain. An abnormally fast or
slow heartbeat may cause changes in the frequency, rthythm or strength of
the pulse. This can manifest in a pulse that is rapid, slow, vacuous, re-
plete, slippery, rough, skipping (rapid and irregularly interrupted), bound
or intermittent (regularly interrupted).

Head and face: The blood vessels become full when blood and qi
surge upwards. This results in redness in the face and eyes or red lips, as
well as in redness, pain, and sores or ulcers on the tip of the tongue. Fre-
netic movement of blood may lead to blood ejection and spontaneous
external bleeding. If blood and qi are deprived of nourishment and the
blood vessels lose fullness, the result is a pale white or withered-yellow
complexion with pale white lips and tongue. If the movement of blood is
inhibited, blood stasis in the vessels presents externally with the color of
the static blood; this manifests in a somber or soot-black complexion,
green-blue or purple lips and tongue, or in stasis macules or stasis
speckles on the tongue.

Four limbs: If the blood in the vessels is exuberant and heat is suffi-
cient, there will be vexing heat in the four limbs and heat in the palms
and soles. If the blood in the vessels is congealed by cold, the reduction
of heat may lead to counterflow cold of the limbs, cold pain in the hands
and feet, and purple or dark nails.

Entire Body: In cases where all the bowels and viscera of the body
suffer from a lack of supply of blood and qi and are deprived of nourish-
ment, many manifestations of lowered and weakened organ functions can
be observed.
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Summary of Abnormalities of the Blood and Vessels

1. Heart Viscus
Heart palpitations: Heart palpitations, fearful throbbing, emptiness in
the heart, shortness of breath, and heart pain
Abnormally fast or slow heartbeat: A pulse that is rapid, slow, vacu-
ous, replete, slippery, rough, skipping, bound or intermittent

2. Head and Face
Fullness in the blood vessels: Redness in the face and eyes, red pain-
ful lips and tongue, possibly with blood ejection or spontaneous ex-
ternal bleeding
Loss of fullness in the blood vessels: Pale white or withered-yellow
complexion, pale white lips and tongue
Static blood in the vessels: Somber or soot black complexion, blue-
green or purple lips and tongue, possibly with stasis macules or stasis
speckles

3. Four Limbs
Heat vexation or counterflow cold

4. Entire Body
Lowered or weakened functions of the bowels and viscera
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2. Changes in the Spirit-Mind

In Chinese medicine, pathologies of the essence-spirit and affect-mind
are ascribed to the heart. When the heart fails to govern the spirit-mind,
the functions and activities of the essence-spirit, thoughts, and con-
sciousness become irregular. This pathomechanism manifests as a heart
spirit deprived of nourishment, a harassed heart spirit, or an ungoverned
heart spirit.

If the heart spirit is deprived of nourishment, it is unable to govern
and control the ordinary activities of the thoughts and consciousness; this
often leads to a disquieted heart spirit. This may present with a disquieted
state of mind, unfocused thinking, and mental listlessness or reduced
memory capacity.

If the heart spirit is harassed by disease evils, there will be stirring of
the heart. In mild cases, this will manifest as heart vexation, insomnia,
and profuse dreaming. In severe cases, it will give rise to mental de-
rangement or possibly to agitation. This presents with vexation and agita-
tion, manic raving and cursing, and hitting people and breaking things
regardless of who is present. It may also result in ceaseless joy and
laughter. Alternatively, it may present with deep withdrawal and little
speech, manifesting in an indifferent expression, deep silence and lack of
communication, deranged speech, alternating crying and laughing spells,
and feeble-mindedness.

If the heart spirit has suffered severe damage, the spirit-mind will be
ungoverned, causing the heart spirit to float astray. In mild cases, this
manifests as somnolence, abstraction, and drowsiness. In severe cases, it
manifests with an unclear spirit-mind, sudden collapse, delirious speech,
and frenetic stirring.
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Summary of Pathological Changes in the Spirit-Mind

1. Heart Spirit Deprived of Nourishment
Disquieted heart spirit, manifesting in pathoconditions of mental dis-
quiet, inability to concentrate, and reduced memory capacity.
2. Harassed Heart Spirit
Mild cases: Heart vexation, insomnia, profuse dreaming.
Severe cases: Mental derangement.
Vexation and agitation: Vexation and agitation, manic raving and
cursing, hitting people and breaking things regardless of who is
present
Deep withdrawal: Indifferent expression, deep silence and lack of
communication, alternating crying and laughing, and feeble-
mindedness.
3. Heart Spirit Floating Astray
Mild cases: Somnolence, abstraction, drowsiness.
Severe cases: Unclear spirit-mind, sudden collapse, delirious speech
and frenetic stirring.
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Overview of Pathomechanisms of the Heart

Heart disorders are primarily caused by external contraction of the six
excesses and by internal damage from the seven affects. Of the six ex-
cesses, wind, cold, dampness, and heat are most likely to invade the heart.
Heart disorders are easily caused by internal damage from the seven af-
fects, particularly from sorrow, joy, anxiety, and thought. In addition, the
following factors can all lead to various pathological changes in the heart:
constitutional insufficiency, excessive taxation fatigue, dietary irregulari-
ties, a predilection for fatty and sweet foods, an inhibited qi dynamic,
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phlegm turbidity causing internal obstruction, an internal collection of
dampness, upward invasion of water qi, collection of static blood,
chronic and severe illness, a lack of treatment or inappropriate treatment,
and the transmission of disorders from the other organs.

The pathomechanisms of the heart are best categorized under the two
major headings of vacuity and repletion, in order to distinguish between
the conditions of exuberance or debility of right and evil qi.

The Huang Di Nei Jing (“Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon”) contains
a discussion of “heart vacuity,” beginning with the statement that
“thought and preoccupation damage the heart.” This statement is found in
the Su Wen (“Plain Questions”) chapter “Treatise on the Engenderment
of the Five Viscera.”

Hué Tud’s Zhong Zang Jing (“Central Treasury Canon”), from the
Han Dynasty, is the first text to include a separate chapter discussing the
heart viscus in terms of vacuity and repletion, cold and heat, life and
death, and smoothness and counterflow. Mentioning ‘“heart qi exuber-
ance,” “heart qi repletion,” “heart vacuity,” and similar terms, it dis-
cusses the pathomechanisms of heart disorders from the angles of vacuity
and repletion, exuberance and debility.

Wéng Shii-Hé’s Mai Jing (“Pulse Canon”), from the Jin Dynasty, de-
scribes the pathomechanisms of “heart repletion” and “heart vacuity” in
even greater clarity. The chapter on “Feeling the Pulses at Man’s Progno-
sis (rén ying) [ST-9], Spirit Gate (shén mén) [HT-7] and Qi Opening
[Wrist Pulse] in Front and Back™ states:

“In cases of heart repletion, when the pulses at the inch opening on the

left hand and the pulse in front of Man’s Prognosis (rén ying) [ST-9] re-

flect yin repletion, this is [disease of] the hand reverting yin channel. The

patient will suffer from oppression, inhibited bowel movements, abdomi-

nal fullness, heaviness in the four limbs, generalized heat effusion, and

stomach distention.

In cases of heart vacuity, when the pulses at the inch opening on the
left hand and in front of Man’s Prognosis (rén ying) [ST-9] reflect yin
vacuity, this is [a disease of] the hand reverting yin channel. The pa-
tient will suffer from palpitations, fear and unhappiness, pain in the
heart and abdomen, difficulty in speaking, a heart as in a state of cold,
and abstraction.”

This is a preliminary description of the various manifestations and
pathomechanisms involved in heart vacuity and repletion. Following this
text, detailed descriptions of the pathomechanisms of “heart repletion”
and “heart vacuity” are found in the Zhii Bing Yuan Hou Lun (“Origin
and Indicators of Disease™), Sheng Ji Zong Lu (“Sages’ Salvation Re-
cords”), Ji Sheng Fang (full name Yan Shi Ji Sheng Fang (“Yan’s Formulas
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for Saving Lives™), Dan Xi Shou Jing (“Dan-X1’s Hand Mirror”), and Jing
Yue Quan Shii (“Jing-Yue’s Complete Compendium™).

Heart vacuity, mostly of such fundamental substances as heart qi,
blood or fluids, tends to manifest as depletion damage in the organ func-
tions related to heart qi, heart yang, heart blood, and heart yin. Heart re-
pletion, mostly caused by the contraction of evil qi or the collection of
pathological products, tends to adopt the pathomechanisms described as
the struggle between right and evil qi.

In addition to this, the Ling Shii (“Magic Pivot”) chapter “Visiting of
Evil” contains the statement: “As for the evils that are located in the heart,
they are all located in the pericardiac network.” The Wen Re Jing Wei
(“Warp and Weft of Warm Heat”) chapter entitled “Y¢ Xiang-Yan’s Ex-
ternal Contraction of Warmth and Heat” takes this idea one step further:
“The heart is the great governor of the entire body and must not contract
evil. If it contracts evil, the spirit leaves and the person will die. When-
ever a statement refers to evil located in the heart, it is always the peri-
cardiac network that has contracted it.” This statement explicitly empha-
sizes that whenever external evils invade, they mostly attack the pericar-
diac network; it is only attributed to the heart when internal damage and
vacuity damage cause a decline in function. There is no great value in
debating whether heart diseases of repletion are definitely attributed to
the pericardium and heart diseases of vacuity are definitely attributed to
the heart. However, the significance of classifying the pathomechanisms
of heart disease into vacuity and repletion can be determined with abso-
lute certainty.
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Literature Review

O Zhong Zang Jing (“Central Treasury Canon”), Chapter on “Methods
for Discussing Repletion and Vacuity, Cold and Heat, Life and Death,
and Smoothness and Counterflow in the Heart Viscus”

“Exuberant heart qi causes dreams of happiness and laughter, worries and
fear. Evil qi settling in the heart results in dreams of mountains and hills,
smoke and fire. Heart distention causes shortness of breath, unquiet sleep,
pain in the heart and abdomen, anguish...qi coming and going into the
abdomen, heat with a liking for water, and drooling... Heart vacuity
causes a fear of other people, closed eyes and a desire for sleep, a devital-
ized essence-spirit, and frenetic activity of the ethereal and corporeal
souls. Replete heart qi causes inhibited urination, abdominal fullness,
generalized heat and heaviness, seething with a desire to vomit [“seeth-
ing” is an archaic expression that describes a subjective sensation of
movement in the stomach], vomiting without any emission, rapid pant-
ing, and disquieted sleep. The pulse for this condition is a replete and
large pulse at the left inch opening and at Man’s Prognosis (rén ying)
[ST-9]. Heart vacuity leads to fear and susceptibility to fright, worry and
unhappiness, pain in the chest and abdomen, trembling speech, aversion
to cold and abstraction, a red face and yellow eyes, and a tendency to
have spontaneous external bleeding. When examining the pulse, it is
empty and faint at the inch opening both on the right and left.”

This states that exuberance and debility of heart qi can cause pathological
changes in the spirit-mind and the blood vessels.
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O Zhi Bing Yudn Hou Lun (“The Origin and Indicators of Disease”™),
“Symptoms of Heart Disease” and “Symptoms of Heart Suspension,
Tension, Anguish, and Pain”

“Exuberance of heart qi refers to a superabundance of spirit. The person
suffers from pain inside the chest, propping fullness in the rib-sides, pain
below the rib-sides, pain between the anterior chest, back, arms, and
armpit, pain on the inside of both arms, and incessant happiness and
laughter. This is heart qi repletion and should therefore be treated by
draining. Heart qi insufficiency causes an enlarged chest and abdomen,
with pain stretching into the area below the rib-sides and into the lumbus
and back, as well as fright palpitations and abstraction, lack of color,
stiffness in the root of the tongue, and a tendency to experience anxiety
and sorrow. All these symptoms are related to heart qi vacuity.”

This states that heart qi exuberance is identical with heart repletion and
heart qi insufficiency is identical with heart vacuity, and that one can dis-
tinguish between their respective pathomechanisms.

O Qian Jin Yao Fang (“A Thousand Gold Pieces Prescriptions”), “Heart
Repletion Heat”

“When the pulse at the inch opening on the left hand and in the front of
Man’s Prognosis (rén ying) [ST-9] signifies yin repletion, the hand lesser
yin channel is indicated. If the patient suffers from oppression, inhibited
bowel movements, abdominal fullness, heaviness of the four limbs, and
generalized heat effusion, it is called heart repletion heat.”

This describes the pathomechanisms involved in heart repletion heat.

L Qian Jin Yao Fang (“A Thousand Gold Pieces Prescriptions”), “Heart
Vacuity Cold”

“When the pulses at the inch opening on the left hand and in the front of
Man’s Prognosis (rén ying) [ST-9] are yin and vacuous, this [is disease
of] the hand lesser yin channel. This is called heart vacuity cold if the pa-
tient suffers from palpitations, fear and unhappiness, pain in the heart and
abdomen, difficulty in speaking, a heart as in a state of cold, and abstrac-
tion.”

This describes the pathomechanisms involved in heart vacuity cold.

L Sheéng Ji Zong Li (“Sages’ Salvation Records™), “Heart Vacuity”

“The condition of heart vacuity is marked by scant blood and debilitated
qi, a yellow face, vexation and heat, a tendency to experience fear, palpi-
tations, unhappiness, pain in the heart and abdomen, difficulty in speak-
ing, intermittent emission of clear drool, distention and fullness in the
heart and diaphragm, forgetfulness, a tendency to experience fright,
dreaming and disturbed sleep, and abstraction of the essence-spirit. All
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these symptoms are caused by vacuity cold in the hand lesser yin chan-
nel. In the pulse, it is indicated by the observation of yin vacuity at the
inch opening on the left hand and in the front of Man’s Prognosis (rén
ying) [ST-9].”

This further describes the pathomechanisms involved in heart vacuity
cold.

L0 Shéng Ji Zong L (“Sages’ Salvation Records”), “Heart Repletion”

“When the pulse at the inch opening of the left hand before the bar is yin
and replete, this is heart repletion. Qi ascends and there is fullness and
drum in the chest that spreads to the shoulders. Bian Qué said that heart
repletion heat leads to panting counterflow, a full chest and breathing in
the supine position. The increase of heat in the hand lesser yin channel
causes the disorder of heart repletion. Serious cases are marked by bitter-
ness in the mouth, intemperate drinking, and sores on the trunk and back.
This leads to pain of the thighs, knees, heels, and shins.”

This further describes the pathomechanisms involved in heart repletion
heat.

LA Dan Xt Shou Jing (“Dan-X1’s Hand Mirror”), “Vacuity and
Repletion of the Five Viscera”

“The heart: Vacuity causes fulminant pain in the heart and abdomen, dis-
tention and fullness in the heart and diaphragm, intermittent spitting of
clear drool, excessive fright, fear, and abstraction, lack of color, stiffness
in the root of the tongue, and a floating and vacuous pulse. Repletion
causes vexation and derangement of the heart spirit, a red face, general-
ized heat, sores of the mouth and tongue, a dry throat, headache, heat in
the palms, spontaneous external bleeding, frequent laughing, and a pulse
that is surging and replete.”

This is a more generalized description of the various clinical manifesta-
tions and pathomechanisms involved in heart vacuity and heart repletion.
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