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9.8 The five rhythms
9.8.1 Where from

Mapped long ago in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), all of life was categorized into five
"elements," "movements," or "seasons" (there is no perfect translation; - all three terms have
been used, suggesting qualities of being both cyclical and substantial). These energies were
considered the building blocks of the universe, providing a basis for understanding how the
world works, how societies organize themselves, and what the human body needs to maintain
health. Metaphors for describing these five distinct rhythms have drawn from concrete,
observable elements of nature (water, wood, fire, earth, and metal) and from the seasons
(winter, spring, summer, Indian summer, and autumn).’

9.8.2 Analogy

Like the background music during a movie, the person's primary rhythm, in combination with
the changing rhythms of life's seasons, directs the tone and mood of the entire energy system
and sets the atmosphere of the life being lived.?

9.8.3 Description

Chinese Five Element theory refers to the five elements in nature: Water, Wood, Fire, Earth
and Metal. The elements are to be understood as metaphors for understanding all of life's
phenomena, including our own human experience. Everyone has the energy of each of the
Five Elements within them, but there will be one element that is the most predominant (their
primary element), and the person will exhibit certain characteristics that correspond to that
element. The Five Elements can be used as a framework for understanding people’s
characteristics, emotions, behaviours and health, as well as the reasons why we get along with
each other, or don’t! Since the energies of the Five Elements have an influence over all the
other energy systems, restoring balance to the Five Elements within the body has a far-
reaching overall balancing effect.?

T Donna Eden and David Feinstein, “The Nine Primary Energy Systems”, Retrieved from www.innersource.net/em/66-handout-

banki1/hbbasicprinciples/291-the-nine-primary-energy-systems.html

2 Donna Eden and David Feinstein, “The Nine Primary Energy Systems”,as above.

3 Helen Critchley, “The nine primary energy systems in Eden Energy Medicine”, Last updated 29/18/16,
www.helencritchley.net/nine-primary-energy-systems-in-eem/
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The theory has five phases of around 72 days each and are usually used to describe the state
in nature:

e Wood/Spring: a period of growth, which generates abundant wood and vitality

e Fire/Summer: a period of swelling, flowering, brimming with fire and energy

e Earth: the in-between transitional seasonal periods, or a separate 'season’' known as
Late Summer or Indian Summer or Long Summer - in the latter case associated with
levelling and dampening (moderation) and fruition

e Metal/Autumn: a period of harvesting and collecting

e Water/Winter: a period of retreat, where stillness and storage pervades.*

Living things cycled through these phases. There were two main cycles, a generating or creation
cycle and an overcoming or destruction cycle. In the generating cycle, Wood feeds Fire, Fire
creates Earth (ash), Earth bears Metal, Metal collects Water, Water nourishes Wood. In the
destruction cycle, Wood parts Earth (such as roots or trees can prevent soil erosion), Earth dams
(or muddies or absorbs) Water, Water extinguishes Fire, Fire melts Metal, and Metal chops
Wood. °

Interactions of Five Chinese Elements®

Generates

Overcomes

4 Wikipedea, “Wu Xing”, Last modified 12/7/18, www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wu_Xing

5 Wikipedea, “Wu Xing", as above.

6 Diagram by T4bits (2085) “Interactions of Five Chinese Elements.png” Wikimedia Commons, extracted from
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Interactions_of Five_Chinese_Elements.pn
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The Chinese doctors also mapped the body functions onto the five phases”

Earth / Late
Wood / Fire / (Indian) Metal / Water /
Movement Spring Summer Summer Autumn Winter
Colour green red yellow white black
Direction East South middle West North
Environmental | .
wind heat dampness dryness cold
factor
. 11:00pm- 11:00am-
Time of day P 7:00-11:00am | 3:00-7:00am 3:00-7:00pm
3:00am 3:00pm
Planet Jupiter Mars Saturn Venus Mercury
idealism . intuition erudition
. ) passion agreeableness ) )
Mental quality | spontaneity . . rationality resourceful-
L. intensity honesty . .
curiosity mind ness, wit
. co-dependant
love, passion, . . fear,
anger, . . sympathy, joy, | grief, bravery,
. . Joy, panic, . gentleness,
Emotion kindness, anxiety, worry, | courage,
. rage, hate, . . . peace,
assertiveness satisfaction, letting go .
resolve creativity
safety
Sound shouting / laughin singin cryin deep sighin
calling ghing ging ying p sighing
Yin organs & . heart, spleen, .
.. liver . . lung kidney
meridians pericardium pancreas
small .
Yang organs & . . . . urinary
. gall bladder intestine, stomach large intestine
meridians ) bladder
triple warmer
Sensory organ | eyes tongue mouth nose ears
blood vessels, . 5
Body Part tendons muscles skin & hair bones
pulse
Body Fluid tears sweat saliva mucus urine
Finger index finger middle finger | thumb ring finger little finger
Sense sight taste touch smell hearing
Spicy,
Taste sour bitter sweet pungent, salty
savoury
Smell rancid scorched fragrant rotten putrid
. early adolescence / old age,
Life . pre-puberty . ) adulthood .
childhood intermediate conception
Animal scaly feathered human furred shelled

7 Wikipedea, “Wu Xing”, as above.
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Each person’s energies are also characterised by one of the elements or seasons, sometimes
a combination of them. While each of us contains all five seasons, one season or a
combination of two or three will blend into your personal rhythm. People will vibrate more
easily to people, environments and activities whose rhythm corresponds with their own. Other
rhythms will be more challenging for them but potentially more enriching as their influence
expands them. 8

Your body, movements and disposition were formed within one of the five elements of nature.
They will be affected by a rhythm that blends with the preceding or following season. Beyond
the rhythm that is embedded in your character, you will move through all five rhythms many
times during the cycles that comprise your life time. Both your core rhythm and the rhythm
through which you are passing at any point in time will affect the way you respond to the
world.?

e People with the water or winter rhythm will have archetype of the philosopher or
the baby and reflect the seed, embryo and potential. The Water personality
represents the most yin of all elemental types, embodying winter's stillness, depth,
and potential for rebirth. These individuals possess an innate wisdom that runs deep
like underground rivers, often displaying remarkable perception and intuition'®. Their
quiet exterior frequently masks intense inner vitality, much like frozen water contains
latent energy awaiting release''. Water types exhibit extraordinary resilience, able to
adapt to life's challenges with fluid grace while maintaining core integrity'?. Naturally
introspective, they require periods of solitude to replenish their energies and often
serve as society's philosophers, mystics, and deep thinkers'®. Their strengths include
profound willpower, strategic patience, and the ability to perceive underlying
patterns in chaos. However, when imbalanced, they may struggle with excessive fear,
social isolation, or become overly rigid in their perspectives. At their best, Water
personalities provide the calm wisdom and endurance needed to navigate life's most
challenging transitions, much like water shapes landscapes through persistent flow.

e People with the wood or spring rhythm will have archetype of the pioneer or
warrior and reflect new growth. The Wood personality embodies the dynamic energy
of spring—growth, expansion, and assertive movement. These individuals are natural

8 Donna Eden with David Feinstein, Energy Medicine: Balancing Your Body's Energy for Optimal Health, Joy and Vitality,
(London, Piatkus, 2008) p.214-215

9 Donna Eden with David Feinstein, Energy Medicine: Balancing Your Body’s Energy for Optimal Health, Joy and Vitality, as
above, pp. 227-8

® Maciocia, G. (2885) The Foundations of Chinese Medicine. Churchill Livingstone.

" Kaptchuk, T. (2000) The Web That Has No Weaver. McGraw-Hill.

12 Beinfield, H., & Korngold, E. (1991) Between Heaven and Earth. Ballantine

3 Matsumoto, K., & Birch, S. (1988) Hara Diagnosis: Reflections on the Sea. Paradigm
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leaders and visionaries, characterized by their decisive action, ambition, and ability
to initiate change’. Like young bamboo shoots pushing upward, Wood types
possess remarkable resilience and adaptability, bending without breaking under
pressure'®. They thrive on challenges, displaying confidence and clarity of purpose,
though imbalance may manifest as frustration, impulsivity, or excessive rigidity®.
Wood personalities excel at planning and organization, with an innate ability to see
the "big picture" and strategize effectively'. Their vibrant energy inspires others,
though they must guard against controlling tendencies or suppressed anger. When
balanced, they embody benevolence and fairness; when stressed, they may become
domineering or impatient. At their best, Wood types are society's innovators and
pioneers, channelling their vital energy into constructive transformation and growth.

e People with the fire or summer rhythm will have archetype of the comedian,
wizard, or manifester and reflect fulfilment. The Fire personality embodies summer's
vibrant energy - radiant, expressive, and socially engaged. These individuals are the
heart of any gathering, characterized by their infectious enthusiasm, emotional
warmth, and gift for communication'®. Like a dancing flame, Fire types exhibit
spontaneous joy and a natural ability to connect with others, though imbalance may
lead to emotional volatility or restlessness'®. Fire personalities possess exceptional
emotional intelligence and intuition, often sensing unspoken feelings in social
situations?®. Their laughter comes easily and they thrive on meaningful relationships,
though they may struggle with maintaining boundaries or calming their active
minds2'. When balanced, they spread inspiration and harmony; when deficient, they
may experience anxiety, insomnia, or difficulty finding joy. At their best, Fire types
are society's nurturers and unifiers - their bright spirit and capacity for love
illuminating the lives around them. Their challenge lies in balancing their outward
passion with inner stillness, much like a flame needs both air and containment to
burn steadily.

e People with the earth or solstice/equinox/Indian summer rhythm will have
archetype of the pre-school teacher, camp counsellor or stabilizer and reflect
transition. The Earth personality embodies the nurturing stability of late summer—
grounded, compassionate, and devoted to harmony. These individuals are the

4 Maciocia (2805) as above.

5 Kaptchuk (2808) as above.

16 Beinfield & Korngold (1991) as above.
7 Matsumoto & Birch (1988) as above.
8 Maciocia (2005) as above.

19 Kaptchuk (2000) as above.

28 Beinfield & Korngold (1991) as above.
21 Matsumoto & Birch (1988) as above.
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caregivers and peacemakers, characterized by their empathy, practicality, and deep
need to support others??. Like fertile soil, Earth types thrive when fostering
connections, offering unwavering loyalty and a calming presence?3. Earth
personalities excel in creating stability, often serving as the emotional centre of
their families or communities?4. They are thoughtful problem-solvers, with a gift for
mediation and a strong sense of responsibility. However, imbalance may manifest as
excessive worry, over-giving, or difficulty setting boundaries?®. When balanced, they
embody patience and wisdom; when stressed, they may become overly ruminative or
seek excessive reassurance. At their best, Earth types are society's nurturers—their
steady, nourishing energy providing the foundation for growth. Their challenge lies in
balancing their care for others with self-care, much like earth must be tended to
remain fertile.

e People with the metal or autumn rhythm will have archetype of the queen,
alchemist or organiser and reflect ending. The Metal personality embodies the
essence of autumn—refined, discerning, and value-oriented. These individuals
exhibit a natural gravitas and appreciation for quality in all aspects of life?6. Like
precious ore, they possess an innate ability to distinguish what is truly valuable,
discarding what no longer serves?’. Metal types are characterized by their precision,
discipline, and appreciation for structure and beauty?®. They often serve as society's
arbiters of quality - the curators, judges, and perfectionists who uphold standards.
Their strengths include exceptional discernment, organizational ability, and a
profound sense of ethics?’. However, imbalance may manifest as excessive rigidity,
perfectionism, or difficulty with emotional expression. When balanced, Metal
personalities bring clarity and refinement to their environments; when stressed, they
may become overly critical or detached. At their best, they embody the purity and
precision of their element - capable of both appreciating life's beauty and letting go
with grace when necessary.

9.8.4 What they affect

Your meridians, chakras, aura, and other essential energies are all influenced by the five
rhythms. Rather than being a separate energy, it is a rhythm that runs through all the others,

22 Maciocia (2005) as above.

23 Kaptchuk (2008) as above.

24 Beinfield & Korngold (1991) as above.
25 Matsumoto & Birch (1988) as above.
26 Maciocia (2085) as above.

27 Kaptchuk (2008) as above.

28 Beinfield & Korngold (1991) as above.
29 Matsumoto & Birch (1988) as above.
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leaving its vibratory imprint on physical attributes, health patterns, and personality traits.3®
Because the energies of the Five Elements have an influence over all the other energy

systems, restoring balance to the Five Elements within the body has a far-reaching overall
balancing effect.

Your personal rhythm(s) will tell you about your health, challenges, personality and spiritual
journey. Each rhythm has its own strengths and vulnerabilities. Many factors determine
whether a person will manifest the best or the worst qualities of their basic rhythm (e.g. your
family and early social environment is one factor). They influence how each person
experiences the world, what emotions and diseases they are vulnerable to, how they interact
in relationships, and especially how they behave under stress. Under stress, you will tend to
experience the challenging emotion associated with your dominant rhythm.

Individual Exercise

Take the following short quiz to give you an indication of your current dominant
rhythm/element. More accurate and extensive tests are available on-line if you find you do not
relate to your results or if you would like to investigate your personal rhythms further.

In the following quiz3', approach each statement as you would typically be in your life
currently as opposed to the mood you happen to be in on that day you take it. This quiz will
give you a breakdown of how you rank among all the elements, not just your dominant
element(s).

Instructions: Score 1-5 for each statement, using the rating of.

1 Not at all true, not me

2 Somewhat true

3 Moderately true

4 Mostly true

5 Very true, so me.

Tally your scores for each group at the end of the quiz. Notice your scores for each element.
The higher your score, the higher your concentration of that element.

3% Donna Eden and David Feinstein, “The Nine Primary Energy Systems”,as above.

31 Maciocia (20085), Kaptchuk (2008), Beinfield & Korngold (1991) as above, and

Hicks, A., Hicks, J., & Mole, P. (2004) Five Element Constitutional Acupuncture. Elsevier.

Ni, M. (1995) The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Medicine. Shambhala.

Jarrett, L. (2003) The Clinical Practice of Chinese Medicine. Spirit Path Press.

Pitchford, P. (2002) Healing with Whole Foods. North Atlantic Books.

Ross, J. (1985) Zang Fu: The Organ System of Traditional Chinese Medicine. Eastland Press

Fruehauf, H. (1997) Classical Chinese Medicine Archive, National University of Natural Medicine.

Tisha Morris, “The Five Element Quiz”, modified 21/9/15, www.spiritualityhealth.com/articles/2015/09/21/five-elements-quiz
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GROUP A

I set long-term goals and pursue them with determination.

I am easily frustrated when I face delays or obstructions.

I enjoy competition and testing my abilities against others.

I often feel a strong drive to improve or change my circumstances.

I can be impatient and quick to anger when things don’t go as planned.
I like to take charge and organize others toward a goal.

I find routines boring and prefer a sense of challenge.

I feel physical tension or stiffness under stress (e.g., tight shoulders or jaw).
I often have strong opinions and like debating ideas.

I'm at my best when I have independence and room to grow.

Group A Total

GROUP B

I love being around people and thrive in social settings.

I'm often the one who brings humor and energy to a group.

I have strong emotional highs and lows.

I fall in love easily or form strong emotional connections quickly.

I find it hard to hide my feelings — they often show on my face.

I speak with enthusiasm and dramatic flair.

I am very sensitive to how others feel and try to make them happy.
I crave intimacy and deep emotional bonding.

I am often told I am charming or magnetic.
When stressed, I may experience anxiety or insomnia.
Group B Total

GROUP C

I enjoy helping others and making people feel comfortable.
I'm the one friends come to when they need to talk.

I feel more secure when life is predictable and stable.

I love food and often eat for emotional comfort.

I worry easily and tend to ruminate on problems.

I feel happiest when people around me are cared for.

I often try to mediate or keep peace in groups.

I tend to put others’ needs ahead of my own.

I can feel mentally foggy or sluggish when overwhelmed.
I like routines and familiar environments.

Group C Total
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GROUP D

I value integrity, ethics, and doing the right thing.

I need time alone to recharge and reflect.

I appreciate beauty, quality, and refinement in life.

I tend to hold high standards for myself and others.

I can be emotionally reserved or private.

I reflect often on the deeper meaning of life.

I prefer things to be clean, well-structured, and orderly.
I feel grief deeply but don’t always express it outwardly.
I struggle when I feel disrespected or unrecognized.

I like minimalism and dislike clutter.

Group D Total

GROUP E

I enjoy time spent in quiet, deep thought.

I can endure difficult situations with calm and patience.

I often think about existential or philosophical questions.

I like to know what's going on behind the scenes or beneath the surface.
I may appear calm on the outside, even when I'm unsure.

I tend to conserve my energy and act only when necessary.

I feel uneasy when the future is uncertain or unknown.

I can be very self-sufficient and prefer independence.

I'm not easily swayed by trends or peer pressure.
I respect tradition and value wisdom and knowledge.
Group E Total

Record your scores from each group.

Group A = Wood (25-50): Visionary leader, action-oriented, assertive,
ambitious, and growth-oriented

Group B = Fire (25-50): Charismatic connector, emotionally expressive, warm,
and thrives in connection

Group C = Earth (25-50): Nurturing stabilizer, harmony-seeking, reliable, and
security-focused

Group D = Metal (25-50): Discerning perfectionist, value-driven, introspective,
principled, and organized

Group E = Water (25-50): Philosophical observer, deeply intuitive, wise, and
resilient under pressure
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Now check the notes above for the characteristics for your dominant element(s) / rhythm(s).
Do the results seem correct for you?

Note that many people have 1-2 dominant elements with secondary influences. We often carry
strong characteristics from one or both the neighbouring elements as we work through the
cycle. Is that true for you?

Consider whether your dominant rhythm(s) relate to a cycle in your current life or whether it's
the one you were born with.

Think about a time when you were stressed. Look at the Movement table above (p.3) and
check whether one of your dominant emotions was involved in creating or resolving that
stress.

Think about any health issues you have had. Are they related to organs and meridians
associated with your dominant rhythm(s)?

Looking at the Movement table, do you notice anything else that you relate to for your
dominant rhythm?

9.8.5 Learning for spiritual healers

This is getting very complicated. Thank goodness our healing guides know what they are
doing!
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