
Chinese Pulse Images in Practice 

Taking the pulse is an opportunity for us to connect 
with the living, pulsing heart of our patients. The 

pulse is enormously delicate, and if we approach it 
with respect, can give much of the information we 

need for diagnosis and treatment. However, to 
make pulse diagnosis really relevant to clinical 

practice as a herbalist or an acupuncturist is a huge 
challenge. 

On the one hand we are challenged to bring into 

working consciousness our own intuitive 
information. For example, a practitioner may put 

their hand on the pulse and feel a physical or 

emotional feeling, or even may see an image. Such 
things can be fleeting, and we often miss or dismiss 

them. On the other hand, we are challenged to 
name the pulse in a consistent way that allows for 
communication and clarity of understanding. This 

consistency can be hard to achieve when we are 

presented with a rich but sometimes bewildering 
array of different approaches to pulse taking. 

I first started developing the 3 Step System of 

Chinese Pulse Reading (Turner 2008) over 10 years 
ago as an aid to teaching the 28+ standardised 

pulse qualities that have agreed technical 
definitions and meanings within the contemporary 

discipline of Chinese medicine. These pulses are 

essentially in line with the work of Li Shi Zhen, a 

Ming Dynasty doctor whose pulse manual the Bin 

Hu Mai Xue or Lakeside Master's Study of the Pulse 

(Flaws 1998) could be read as his response to a 

similar problem of confusion when teaching pulses 

according to the Classics. 
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I still find these 

28+ pulses to be a 
useful starting 

point. They lay out 
the basic 

parameters of 
speed, regularity, 

depth, force and 
quality, and 

present common 
combinations of these parameters as named pulses. 

As Flaws (1995) suggests, there is no substitute for 
sitting down and learning these 28+ standardised 
pulse pictures. However, that this is extremely 
difficult to achieve is attested to by the fact that 
almost no one I meet seems to have been able to 

do that. 

The 3 Step System is essentially a step by step way 
of facilitating students to get to grips with the 28+ 

pulses. By being clear about the language used, 
explaining contradictions in translation (Turner 

2004; 2007)and working practically to help 
students to feel and name individual pulses, what 

seems impossible becomes not only possible, but 
obvious. Over the past few years I have taught 

many workshops in the UK and Europe presenting 
the 3 Step System, and am always amazed at the 
amount of consistency that can be arrived at when 

the language we use is clear and agreed.* 

In the past few years of working with the pulse, 

there are two related aspects of pulse taking that 

have had a significant effect on my diagnosis in 

practice. It is these that I would like to explore 

further in this article. The first is the location of the 

pulse in terms of depth, and the second is an 
understanding of the dong (spinning bean/stirring) 
pulse. 

The location of the pulse in terms of 
depth 

In terms of the classics, there is no consistency 

about the number of depths at which a pulse can 

be found. The depth between the surface of the 
wrist and the bone below the radial artery can be 

divided into two, three or five layers, depending on 
the classical source (Walsh and King 2008), and 

even eight layers can be used (Hammer 2001). The 

layer in which the pulse sits can be used as an 

indicator of the location of the yang qi. If a pulse is 
deep, the yang qi is either deep inside the body, or 
is in the lower part of the body. Equally if the pulse 










