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Chapter 7

Wood
The Nature of Wood
The movement of Wood is upwards. The nature of Wood includes all forms in
the plant kingdom, but the quintessential icon of Wood is the tree which sprouts
from its seed and rockets upwards in search of light. Its branches splay outwards
to fill the space, but the fundamental direction is up.
The many forms that plants and trees take can give us insight into the nature
and qualities of Wood. The tiny plant that forces its way up through a crack
in the pavement demonstrates Wood’s ability to find ways around obstacles to
growth. In its early stages, a plant grows rapidly and vigorously, yet also in a
jerky series of growth spurts which is another feature of Wood. The weeds that
proliferate in the garden show the sheer unstoppable nature of Wood. Bamboo,
which bends easily in the wind, is a great illustration of the flexibility of Wood.
Trees can also show us what Wood is like when it is not healthy. Old trees
become stiff, brittle and break in the wind. Plants suffering from drought become
stunted and gnarled, unable to manifest their full potential. And trees that have
died leave their grey bones in a pile, fuel for the next fire.
The Chinese character for Wood is mu (see Figure 7.1). The central vertical
line represents the trunk of a tree, the horizontal line its branches, the slanting
lines its roots. The fact that much of the tree is below the ground is a reminder
that a healthy tree and a healthy Wood Element are deeply rooted.

Figure 7.1 The Chinese character for Wood
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The Resonances of Wood
The Season: Spring
The Wood Element is most easily observed in nature as the season of spring.
Indeed, the very word spring conjures up images of things jumping up suddenly
and rapidly, bounding, leaping forth as if from nowhere. Following the quietness,
darkness and dormancy of winter, it is as if nature is waking up after a long
rest, stretching her arms, feeling her muscles and tendons as she prepares for
movement.
We know when the season of spring has arrived because its evidence is
everywhere in nature. The grass suddenly takes off and we have to dust off the
mower in the shed. The deciduous trees begin to bud and their leaves sprout. The
veggie garden starts to take off, not just the veggies but all the weeds too. We notice
the birds beginning to court and nest, magpies become aggressively territorial
and dive-bomb us on our hikes. And we ourselves begin to feel something rising
within in response to this uprising surge in nature, akin to the sap rising in the
trees. We start to feel more energy, more interest in getting outdoors, tackling
projects and making plans. If we are in tune with the rhythms of nature, this call
to movement and action is irresistible.
When does spring begin? This will depend on your latitude and climate zone.
Traditionally, in northern China spring began on 1 February, corresponding to
1 August in the southern hemisphere. Interestingly, this is almost the same as
the cross-quarter day of Candlemas in the European tradition, and Groundhog
Day in modern American culture. It is the point roughly midway between the
winter solstice and the vernal equinox, a time when the lengthening of the days
begins to accelerate. This rapid increase in the daylight hours begins to quicken
movement in nature and in us.
The higher the latitude in which you live, the later the spring will arrive.
But you can begin to look for its signs sometime in February in the northern
hemisphere or August in the southern. Most importantly, look for the signs
within yourself. Pay attention to your predominant focus as it turns from the
inward-looking yin qualities of the winter to the outward-looking yang qualities
of spring. This shift will be accompanied by an inner sense of something rising
upwards in your body. You may feel the bubbling sensation of something coming
up the inside of your legs and up the front of your body, filling and expanding
your chest with an energy that demands expression.
When you pay close attention to yourself, you will know when spring has
sprung. You won’t need to look at the calendar or the thermometer, you’ll know
it from within.
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The Sense: Seeing
As winter turns to spring, the spotlight begins to move from the sense of hearing
to that of seeing. If we have heeded the suggestions of nature and have spent
more time looking inwardly during winter, our eyes have been less active. Now,
with the longer days, stronger light and much more going on around us, our eyes
are called upon to be much more focused.
Just as hearing does not automatically imply listening, so looking does not
necessarily mean seeing. Our eyes give us the ability to receive visual input. But
in order to really see, we must engage in a conscious way with that visual input.
This is the difference between dull eyes and bright eyes.
When we become jaded or bored by life, or we are just going through the
motions in a routine way, our looking becomes dulled and we do not really see.
The arrival of spring and its Element of Wood gives us the support to see our
world with fresh eyes. Try this: walk out of your front door, look around you,
imagining that you are seeing everything for the very first time. Look at things
closely as if you’ve never seen them before. Imagine you are a toddler coming
across this scene for the first time in her life. What wonder you might experience
then.
Often, when we look at something that we’ve looked at many times before,
we don’t really see it. We are actually seeing a memory of it. We see a memory of
the table where we have eaten breakfast a thousand times; we see a memory of
our car that we drive to work; and we see a memory of our colleagues with whom
we interact at work. Imagine how different everything would seem if we were
able to bring fresh eyes to everything we see. Why, we might even fall in love with
our partner every single day!
The Colour: Green
Since the Element of Wood is best represented by the trees and the plant kingdom,
it makes sense that green should be its colour. Green is the predominant colour
of vegetation. The spectrum of green includes the bright green of new leaves, the
emerald green of the fields of Ireland, the dark greens of the northern European
forests. It includes the blue-green of the ocean, the bright green of a tree frog,
apple green, lime green, pea green, the green gemstones: emerald, jade and
tourmaline.
Green means go! Green is environmentally conscious. Green signifies nature,
life, youth and hope.
How much green do you have in your wardrobe? Apparently, green is our
second favourite colour, so chances are, quite a bit. If all your clothes are green or
you have no green at all, it may be that you need some balance in this.
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An extreme attitude to the colour green, either an aversion to or an abnormally
strong liking, may indicate some imbalance in your Wood.
What about in your home? Do you have green plants in the house? Some
green in the home is important for balance. According to feng shui principles, it
serves to have some green on the Wood wall of a room (i.e. the wall to your left
as you come into the room).
In Five Element Acupuncture diagnosis, the colour green at the sides of the
eyes indicates a Wood Constitution. Sometimes this green can look a little yellow,
making it difficult to distinguish between Earth and Wood Constitutions. In this
case, other diagnostic indicators become more important to make the distinction.

The Sound: Shouting
The energy of Wood is a strong uprising force that demands expression. Of all
the sounds that a voice can make, the shout is the most forceful. It gets attention.
When our desires in life are not met in the ways that we would like, we may
become frustrated. When we find obstacles in our path that frustrate our forward
movement, we may become angry.
The shout is a way that we can discharge some of this frustration. It also lets
other people know about our angry feelings. We may even use it to get what
we want from others. Sometimes we just need to shout to be heard above the
hubbub of everyone else. The shout says, ‘Hey, what about me?’
The shouting voice carries the emotion of anger. We all have times when we
shout, but when the predominant sound in a person’s ordinary speaking voice
is a shout, it indicates that they have a Wood Constitution. The shouting voice
is not necessarily loud, though it may be. The significant factor is its force and
emphasis. It may sound jerky or clipped with an emphasis on final consonants.
Many Wood people actually have a voice that is very quiet, and we may have
to strain to hear their words. This is called a lack of shout. It comes about when
the uprising and forceful energy of Wood is so suppressed that it disappears from
view and from hearing.
The Odour: Rancid
The resonance of odour is the third of the diagnostic tools of the Five Element
practitioner. This is the subtle odour that emanates from a person’s skin. People
of a Wood constitution have what is called a rancid odour. When the person is
in good health, the odour is not very evident and has a light smell like freshly
cut grass. But when the person is out of balance, the rancid odour becomes more
evident and can smell like old oil or fat.
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The odour derives from the fact that the organs of Wood, the gall bladder
and liver, are not functioning optimally in their job of processing oils and fats in
the body.

The Emotion: Anger
Of all the emotions, anger is probably considered by society to be the most
negative. This is probably because anger that goes out of control can be so
destructive. People can get hurt or even killed. Property can get smashed. Others
can become terrified and traumatised.
Because of these potential negative consequences of the acting out of anger,
the emotion of anger is seen as negative. Yet the emotion itself is no more negative
than any other feelings that we may have. In fact, it is the energy of anger that
fuels so much activity in the world.
Wood energy is a dynamic, unstoppable force for action. When that force
meets an obstacle, the energy builds up and the consequent force finds a way
around the obstacle to achieve its goals and desires. Without this force, no
action would ever be accomplished. We would just collapse at the first hurdle in
our path.
So if we relabel anger as an unstoppable force for action, it doesn’t seem so
negative. We can feel all the frustration and anger we like as long as we don’t turn
it into a weapon that harms others. In fact, the more we can stay with the feeling
itself, the more it becomes a powerful strength to be ourselves in the world. (We
examine this in much more detail in the section ‘The Emotional Landscape of
Wood’.)
Emotion is the last of the four primary diagnostic tools of the Five Element
practitioner. When a person’s predominant emotional perspective is from the
realm of anger, that indicates they are of a Wood constitution. For the Wood
type, anger is the most difficult emotion with which to come to terms. For this
person, anger responses to life are extreme. At one end of the scale, there may be
a response of fury and rage at the least provocation. At the other end of the scale,
the person is unable to be angry even when it is appropriate – for example, when
they are being unjustly treated. It is difficult for the Wood type to be in a place
of balance around anger.

The Gifts of Wood
When we are in harmony with an Element and the Element is in balance within
us, then we have access to the positive qualities of that Element in our lives.
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There are many such qualities and this list is by no means a complete one. These
are some of the more fundamental of these qualities. As you read about these
qualities, consider how easy it is for you to access them in your own life. Your
answers will tell you much about the relative strength or deficiency of the Wood
Element within you.

Vision
The ability to see the world in all its colours and shapes is indeed one of the
greatest gifts of a human life. Of all the senses it is the one that most people say
they would find hardest to lose.
But Wood’s gift of vision goes far beyond the ability to take in visual
information through the eyes. It is also about the capacity to envisage, to see a
future possibility with the mind’s eye.
People who have this gift most strongly are called visionaries. Their
imagination and foresight help them to make creative leaps that see future
possibilities projecting out from current circumstances.
In the modern era, Steve Jobs was repeatedly described as a visionary for
his ability to see technological possibilities and pursue their production. Martin
Luther King’s ‘I Have a Dream’ speech is particularly illustrative of this quality of
Wood. He had a vision of a world of racial equality which is slowly being realised.
How is your vision for your own future? How clearly do you see the path before
you in your own life?

Planning
Once we have a vision for our future, we need to find a way to get there. We need
a map, a plan, a flowchart, a series of connected steps that will allow us to follow a
path. This quality of Wood is the province of the Liver Official who is sometimes
personified as the General.
Imagine this General’s headquarters where the room is strewn with maps,
plans, lists of troop units, transport, all the information that is needed to form the
big picture. From this place, removed from the battles themselves, the General
can formulate an overarching strategy, a grand plan.
In our individual lives, planning is incredibly important. Each day we need
to plan what we are doing that day and the order in which we are going to
do things. We need to prioritise, organise and strategise. Without these steps
of pre-planning, our day can become chaotic, we might waste time and energy
backtracking, and the day just doesn’t run smoothly.
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We need to plan each day, but we also need to have a sense of where we are
going in a longer time frame. What are our plans for the next month, the next
year, the next stage of our life? At various points in our lives we pause and take
stock, reassess our direction, make a new plan, draw a new map.
When the Wood is not strongly available to us, we might have difficulty
making plans. We might have difficulty even knowing what it is that we want,
so we can’t even begin to plan. Some of us get lost in details and have problems
seeing the big picture. We can’t see the wood for the trees!
How do you feel about the direction your life is taking? What are your plans
for the next year, five years, ten years? How flexible are you in changing plans
when circumstances change?

Decision-making
Once we have our plan and a map of where we are going, we set out on our
journey. The journey begins with a first step and proceeds through a series of
steps until we reach our destination. While the planning itself is the province of
the Liver Official, the actual implementation of the plan on the ground is the
function of the Gall Bladder Official, sometimes personified as the General’s
Chief of Staff.
While the General holds the overall plan, the Chief of Staff makes the stepby-step decisions about how that plan is put into operation. The capacity to
decide is a fundamental one for Wood. When the Wood is healthy, decisions are
made easily and quickly because things are clear. The plan is clearly understood
and the best way to carry out the plan is obvious. All the information is taken in
and organised, and the way of action naturally arises.
Some of us are good planners but not so good at carrying out the plans.
Others are good at managing details but not so good at seeing the big picture.
When our Wood is in balance, we have access to both of these aspects.
How bold are you at taking the first step? What stops you from making a
decision?

Good Judgement
It is one thing to make bold decisions, it is quite another to make wise ones. Some
people move so quickly into action they find that their decision has not been a
considered one. The consequences of rash action can be very counterproductive.
The ability to be a good judge of a situation, whether concerning a person or a
course of action, is one of the qualities of a healthy Wood.

Copyright © John Kirkwood 2015. http://www.jkp.com/the-way-of-the-five-seasons.html/

Wood

Like a judge in a court, we need to be able to consider all the evidence with
impartiality, weigh this evidence for truth and validity, and come to a judgement
that gives consideration to all factors. When we’ve looked closely at all sides of a
situation, the best course of action becomes clear and we can take action.
Difficulties arise when the judging phase takes too long and we go back and
forth between options, vacillating in an agony of indecision. Healthy Wood is
able to judge soberly and decisively.
How well are you able to judge a person when you meet them? Do you tend to
make judgements quickly or slowly?

Clarity
When we can see clearly, our field of view is wide, we take in all the components
of a situation and everything becomes transparent and obvious. The greater the
degree of clarity we have, the more truth we recognise. Clarity brings objectivity.
When we are clear, we not only see clearly with our eyes, but we think clearly
and we are able to express ourselves clearly. The way forward in the world becomes
clear to us and we are able to act without prevarication.
When we are in this place of clarity, it is as if the fog has lifted, revealing a
bright sunny day. Our thoughts are sharp, clear, quick and clean, without anything
weighing them down. The upward movement of our Wood is unimpeded.
How clearly do you see? Do you notice everything around you? Is your vision
wide or narrow?

Imagination
In 1971 John Lennon invited us to ‘Imagine’ a world of peaceful brotherhood.
This iconic song has certainly captured the imagination of succeeding generations.
Imagination is an amazing thing. We see something in our mind’s eye that is not
present to the senses, but in our inner world it becomes vividly real.
The imagination actually has powerful effects on the body. Studies have
shown that people who imagine they are at the gym going through their exercise
routine are having beneficial effects that are almost equal to the actual exercise.1
We imagine ourselves in the arms of a lover and we experience the same rush of
endorphins as if he or she were really there with us. And if we imagine that we
are in danger, our adrenals produce adrenaline to help us react to the imagined
danger as if it were real.
Imagination is a kind of waking dream. It is a fundamental faculty through
which people make sense of the world and it plays a key role in the learning
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process. Storytelling, so much loved by children, is a basic training for the
imagination. And child’s play is often an expression of the imaginative process.
Do you have a vivid imagination? Do you tend to imagine optimistically or
pessimistically?

Creativity
If imagination is all in the mind, creativity is imagination in action. It is the way
in which original ideas find concrete application in the world. In short, it is the
process of invention.
The whole of human history is the charting of invention. In prehistory, it
meant the discovery of fire and its applications to cooking, safety and toolmaking.
It meant the fashioning of increasingly complex tools and weapons, the discovery
of the principle of the wheel, the development of language.
Each succeeding generation learned from and built upon all past discoveries,
adding to the expanding pool of human creativity. And now in our modern time
this process is growing exponentially as human creativity rapidly develops human
potential in all areas of physical, mental, emotional and spiritual life.
Does your imagination flow easily into creative activity?

And More…
The gifts we’ve looked at here are just a few of the many qualities that the Wood
Element has to offer. Here are some more to consider. Think or write about
how much these qualities show up in your life and how much they are available
to you.
Action

Design

Flexibility

Growth

Individuation

Inventiveness

Negotiation

Perspective

Visualisation

Cleverness

Direction

Goals

Hopes and Dreams

Ingenuity

Lucidity

Organisation

Strategy

Will to Become
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