
The Living Spaces Between: Interstitium, Classical Chinese Medicine, and the 
Alchemical Body 

The Body We Thought We Knew 

If you were to take a very thin slice of tissue from beneath the skin and look at it under a 
microscope, you would see something that generations of anatomists also saw: dense 
layers of connective tissue, tightly packed, with cells pressed close together. For 
centuries this is what the body looked like under study. Solid. Layered. Divided into 
named parts with clear borders. 

But there was a problem hidden in the method itself. To prepare tissue for the 
microscope, you must first fix it in chemicals and then slice it thin. This process drains 
the fluid out. The living architecture collapses. What was once a network of open, fluid 
filled channels becomes flat and compressed, like a sponge that has been wrung dry and 
then pressed between two plates of glass. You can still see the fibres. You can still see 
the cells. But the spaces between them, the spaces that were full of moving fluid only 
moments before, have disappeared. 

For a very long time, no one realised what was being lost. 

Then, around 2018, a team of researchers using a newer imaging technique called 
confocal laser endomicroscopy looked at living tissue in the body before it was removed 
or treated. What they saw changed the picture. Beneath the skin, surrounding the 
digestive tract, lining the lungs, wrapping the blood vessels, threaded through the fascia 
and the muscles, there was a continuous, fluid filled network of spaces supported by a 
lattice of collagen bundles. Not solid walls. Not empty cavities. Something in between: a 
living, breathing meshwork of passages, open and wet and quietly busy. 

They called it the interstitium. Some researchers suggested it might be considered an 
organ in its own right, though that word does not quite capture it. It is less a thing and 
more a condition of the body. A way the body is. Everywhere you look, if you look while 
the tissue is still alive, you find these open spaces filled with slowly moving fluid, 
connecting one region to another in an unbroken web. 

The body, it turns out, is far more open and continuous than the old textbooks suggested. 
It is not a collection of sealed compartments. It is a landscape of living passages. 

What the Interstitium Does 

To understand the interstitium, it helps to think of it simply. Imagine a fine mesh bag filled 
with water. The mesh gives shape and support. The water moves through it freely. Now 
imagine that this mesh bag is not one bag but a continuous fabric that runs through the 
entire body, from just beneath the skin all the way down to the surfaces of the internal 
organs. Everywhere it goes, it carries fluid. Everywhere it goes, it connects. 



The interstitium performs several quiet but essential tasks. 

It provides structural support. The collagen bundles that form its lattice act as a kind of 
scaffolding. They give tissues their resilience and their ability to return to shape after 
being compressed or stretched. When you press your thumb into your forearm and then 
release it, the interstitium is part of what allows the tissue to spring back. 

It serves as a fluid transport system. The interstitial fluid that fills these spaces is not 
stagnant. It moves. It carries nutrients from the blood vessels outward to the cells. It 
carries waste products away. It feeds into the lymphatic system, which is itself a drainage 
network that returns fluid and immune cells back toward the heart. In this sense the 
interstitium is a kind of pre-lymphatic reservoir, a vast and quiet river system that the 
lymph channels draw from. 

It plays a role in cellular communication. Signalling molecules travel through the 
interstitial fluid. Immune cells move through these spaces on their way to sites of injury 
or infection. The mechanical forces that pass through the collagen lattice may 
themselves carry information, as cells embedded in the matrix can sense tension and 
pressure and respond accordingly. The interstitium is not just a passive filling. It is an 
active participant in the conversation of the body. 

And it is everywhere. That is perhaps the most important point. It is not localised to one 
region. It is a continuous field. The fluid filled spaces beneath the skin are connected to 
the fluid filled spaces around the gut, which are connected to the spaces around the 
lungs, which are connected to the spaces within the fascia of the limbs. There is no hard 
boundary. The body, seen through the lens of the interstitium, is one connected, fluid, 
living territory. 

This is a remarkable thing to sit with. For those who study the body through other 
traditions, it opens a door that has been waiting a long time to be noticed. 

The Sanjiao and the Waterways of the Body 

In classical Chinese medicine, there is a concept that has puzzled Western translators 
for generations. It is called the sanjiao, often rendered as the Triple Burner or Triple 
Warmer or Triple Energiser. None of these translations quite land. The sanjiao is 
described in the early medical texts as having a name but no form. It is not a solid organ. 
You cannot point to it on a dissection table. And yet it is given tremendous importance. It 
is called the official in charge of the waterways. It governs the movement of fluids 
throughout the body. It is the pathway through which original qi, the deep foundational 
energy inherited at birth, moves and distributes itself. 

The Nan Jing, the Classic of Difficulties, says that the sanjiao is the envoy of the source qi 
and that it governs the movement of qi through the three regions of the body: the upper, 
middle, and lower. The upper sanjiao is said to be like a mist, distributing refined qi and 



fluid to the lungs and the head. The middle sanjiao is like a foam or a churning, where 
food and drink are transformed. The lower sanjiao is like a drainage ditch, separating the 
pure from the turbid and sending waste downward and outward. 

What is striking is that the sanjiao is not described as a tube or a vessel. It is described as 
a function that operates through spaces. It works in the gaps. It works in the membranes. 
It works in the interstices. 

The Huang Di Nei Jing, the Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine, speaks 
repeatedly of the cou li, the interstices of the flesh. These are the small spaces between 
the skin and the muscles, between the muscles and the organs, between the layers of 
tissue. They are described as the places where defensive qi circulates, where fluids are 
distributed, and where pathogenic influences may enter or be expelled. The cou li are not 
abstract. They are physical spaces in the body, and the health of the person depends in 
part on whether these spaces are open and flowing or closed and stagnant. 

When you place these descriptions beside the modern picture of the interstitium, the 
resonance is quiet but clear. A continuous network of fluid filled spaces running through 
the connective tissues of the body. A system with no single form but with a function that 
touches everything. A set of waterways that carry nourishment, remove waste, and allow 
the body's vital forces to circulate. 

This is not to say that the sanjiao is the interstitium, or that the interstitium is the sanjiao. 
They come from different ways of knowing. One arises from careful observation of living 
patients over thousands of years, combined with a cosmological framework that sees the 
body as a small reflection of the natural world. The other arises from imaging technology 
and the methods of modern biology. But the correspondence is worth holding gently. 
Both point to the same quiet truth: the body is a field of living passages, and health 
depends on their openness. 

Meridians, Acupuncture Points, and the Spaces Between 

The meridian system of Chinese medicine has long been a source of curiosity and debate. 
The jing luo, the channels and network vessels, are described as pathways through which 
qi and blood circulate. They connect the organs to the limbs, the interior to the surface, 
the upper body to the lower. They are the routes along which acupuncture points are 
found. 

Classical texts describe the main channels as travelling through specific anatomical 
territories. Many of them run between muscles, along fascial planes, through the grooves 
and spaces of the body rather than through the dense centres of the tissues themselves. 
The Ling Shu, the Spiritual Pivot, is quite specific about this. The channels travel in the 
spaces between. They follow the gaps. 



In recent decades, several careful studies have explored the anatomical basis of 
acupuncture points and meridian pathways. Some of this work has found that a 
significant number of acupuncture points correspond to locations where connective 
tissue planes converge, where nerves and blood vessels pass through fascial layers, or 
where the interstitial spaces are particularly rich and accessible. Helene Langevin and 
her colleagues, working at the University of Vermont, published research showing that 
acupuncture needle manipulation causes measurable changes in the connective tissue 
matrix, including the winding of collagen fibres around the needle and the transmission 
of mechanical signals through the tissue. Other researchers have noted that the 
pathways of the meridians often follow intermuscular or interfascial planes, precisely the 
regions where interstitial fluid is most abundant. 

None of this constitutes proof that the meridians are the interstitium or that qi is 
interstitial fluid. The traditions are richer and more layered than any single physical 
correspondence can capture. But it does suggest that the ancient physicians, through 
long and patient observation of the living body, mapped something real. They mapped 
the spaces. They mapped the flow. And they understood that when these spaces are 
open and the flow is smooth, the body is well. When the spaces close and the flow 
stagnates, illness follows. 

This is a principle that any practitioner of acupuncture, bodywork, or qigong can 
recognise from direct experience. The work is always about restoring flow. Opening what 
has become closed. Allowing what has become stuck to move again. 

The Taoist Body: A Small Mirror of the Whole 

Taoist philosophy holds that the human body is a small reflection of the greater cosmos. 
This is not a metaphor in the way that modern people usually mean when they use that 
word. It is a statement about the nature of reality. The same principles that govern the 
movement of water through the landscape, the turning of the seasons, the rising and 
falling of breath in the lungs of the world, these same principles are at work in the body. 
The body is not separate from nature. It is nature, condensed into a particular form. 

At the heart of Taoist thought is the understanding that the Tao, the Way, moves through 
all things as a continuous, undivided flow. It does not stop at the borders of organs. It 
does not respect the lines drawn on anatomical charts. It moves through the open 
spaces. It moves through the gaps. Where there is openness, the Tao flows. Where there 
is obstruction, suffering arises. 

Health, in this view, is not the absence of disease. It is the presence of free circulation. 
The blood moves. The fluids move. The qi moves. The spirit moves. Everything in the body 
is in gentle, ceaseless motion, and this motion is not chaotic. It follows patterns. It 
follows pathways. It follows the natural contours of the living form. 



The interstitium, seen through Taoist eyes, offers a quiet physical image of this teaching. 
Here is a network that is continuous, that is fluid, that connects every part of the body to 
every other part. Here is a system that has no single centre and no hard edges. Here is a 
living example of the principle that form and emptiness are not opposites but partners. 
The collagen lattice gives structure. The fluid gives movement. Neither one alone is the 
interstitium. Together, they create a living space. 

This is very close to the Taoist understanding of how yin and yang work in the body. 
Structure and flow. Holding and releasing. The solid and the open. Not in opposition, but 
in a continuous, breathing relationship. 

There is a phrase that appears in many Taoist texts: tong ze bu tong, tong ze bu tong. 
Where there is free passage, there is no pain. Where there is obstruction, there is pain. 
This is sometimes treated as a simple clinical maxim, but it carries a deeper meaning. 
The entire project of Taoist cultivation, from the simplest health exercises to the most 
refined practices of internal alchemy, is about restoring and maintaining free passage. 
Not just in the physical body, but in the subtle body, in the emotional life, in the 
relationship between the individual and the source. 

The Alchemical Body: Refining the Vessel 

Internal alchemy, or neidan, is the contemplative heart of the Taoist tradition. It is a 
practice of quiet transformation. The practitioner works with the body as a living vessel, 
refining the raw materials of life into something luminous and still. 

The language of internal alchemy speaks of three treasures: jing, qi, and shen. Jing is 
essence, the dense, vital substance that is the foundation of physical life. Qi is the breath, 
the movement, the animating force that circulates through every channel and every 
space. Shen is spirit, the clear awareness that looks out through the eyes and knows 
itself. 

The work of internal alchemy is sometimes described as refining jing into qi, and qi into 
shen, and shen into a return to the void, the open, undivided source from which all things 
arise. This is not a mechanical process. It is not like distilling alcohol in a laboratory. It is 
more like clearing a stream so that the water, which was always pure at its source, can 
flow clean again. 

One of the foundational practices is the circulation of qi through the microcosmic orbit, 
the small heavenly circuit that moves up the governing vessel along the spine and down 
the conception vessel along the front of the body. This circulation is not forced. It is 
invited. The practitioner sits quietly, breathes gently, and allows the attention to follow 
the natural movement of warmth and sensation through the body. Over time, the 
pathways open. The flow becomes smoother. The body begins to feel less like a collection 
of parts and more like a single, breathing field. 



It is here that the interstitium becomes something more than an anatomical curiosity. 
When a practitioner sits in quiet practice and feels the slow movement of warmth through 
the tissues, what is moving? When the channels open and the body softens and the 
breath deepens, what is changing? The tradition says that qi is moving. Modern anatomy 
might say that interstitial fluid is shifting, that fascial tensions are releasing, that the 
connective tissue matrix is reorganising itself in response to sustained, gentle attention. 
Neither description cancels the other. They are two ways of speaking about something 
that is, in the end, one event. 

The deeper purpose of this work is not simply health, though health is a natural result. 
The deeper purpose is the recovery of something that the tradition calls the original light. 

The Original Light and the Divine Spark 

In the language of Taoist internal alchemy, there is a light that was present before the body 
was formed. It is called the original spirit, or the light of the xing, the true nature. It is not 
something that needs to be created. It is something that needs to be remembered. It has 
always been present, but it has been covered over by the accumulations of a life lived in 
distraction, tension, and forgetting. 

The practices of internal alchemy are designed to clear away these accumulations. As 
the jing is refined and the qi circulates freely and the shen becomes still and bright, the 
practitioner begins to notice a quiet luminosity that does not depend on thought or effort. 
It is simply there. It has always been there. The work did not create it. The work only 
cleared the way. 

This understanding has echoes in older Western streams of thought, though the language 
is different. In certain Gnostic and Neoplatonic traditions, there is the idea of the divine 
spark, a portion of the original light that descended into matter and became enclosed in 
the human form. This spark is not separate from its source. It is a living portion of the 
Monad, the One, the undivided wholeness from which all things proceed. The work of the 
spiritual life, in these traditions, is to remember this spark, to clear away what obscures 
it, and to allow it to shine again in its original brightness. 

The correspondence between these two streams is not accidental, but neither should it 
be forced into a neat equation. The Taoist tradition and the Western esoteric traditions 
grew in different soils and speak in different voices. But they point toward a shared 
recognition: there is something in the human being that is not manufactured by the body 
or the mind. It is original. It is luminous. And it can be recovered through patient, quiet 
work. 

The interstitium offers a physical image for this process that is worth sitting with. If the 
body is a field of living passages, and if health depends on the openness of those 
passages, then the work of internal alchemy can be understood as the clearing of the 



deepest channels. Not just the channels that carry blood and lymph and interstitial fluid, 
but the channels that carry awareness itself. When the body is open, when the fluids 
move freely, when the fascia is supple and the breath is deep, there is a quality of 
presence that arises naturally. The light does not need to be summoned. It needs only a 
clear vessel through which to shine. 

This is why the Taoist tradition places such emphasis on the body. Not because the body 
is the highest truth, but because the body is the vessel. It is the alchemical furnace. It is 
the garden in which the golden flower blooms. To neglect the body is to neglect the vessel. 
To care for the body with intelligence and gentleness is to prepare the ground for 
something that goes beyond the body altogether. 

The Fluid Body and the Quiet Work 

There is a moment in practice that many people recognise. It comes after the 
restlessness has settled and the breath has found its own rhythm and the attention has 
stopped grasping at thoughts. In that moment, the body does not feel solid. It feels fluid. 
It feels open. The boundaries between inside and outside become soft. There is a sense 
of gentle circulation, as though something is moving through every part of the body at 
once, without effort, without direction, simply flowing. 

This is not a mystical fantasy. It is a direct experience that arises when the conditions are 
right. The muscles relax. The fascia softens. The interstitial spaces, which may have been 
compressed by tension and holding, begin to open. Fluid moves. Pressure equalises. The 
body returns, for a little while, to something closer to its natural state. 

In Chinese medicine, this state is described as the smooth flow of qi and blood. In Taoist 
practice, it is described as the opening of the channels. In the language of modern 
anatomy, it might be described as the restoration of healthy interstitial fluid dynamics 
and fascial mobility. All three descriptions are pointing at the same quiet event. 

And within that event, if the practitioner is patient and the practice is sincere, something 
else becomes noticeable. A stillness that is not empty. A brightness that is not visual. A 
sense of being present that does not depend on doing anything at all. This is what the 
tradition calls the stirring of the original spirit. It is the beginning of the return. 

What These Correspondences Offer 

It would be a mistake to claim that modern science has proved the existence of qi, or that 
the interstitium is the sanjiao, or that the divine spark can be measured with a confocal 
laser. These correspondences are not proofs. They are invitations. 

They invite us to see the body with fresh eyes. Not as a machine made of separate parts, 
but as a living field of connected, fluid spaces. Not as a problem to be solved, but as a 
landscape to be known and cared for. 



They invite us to take the old teachings seriously. Not as quaint relics of a pre-scientific 
age, but as records of deep and sustained observation by people who spent their lives 
attending to the living body with extraordinary patience and skill. 

They invite us to consider that the practices of internal cultivation, the quiet sitting, the 
gentle breathing, the slow movements of qigong and taijiquan, are not merely exercises 
for relaxation. They are methods for opening the living spaces of the body so that 
something original and luminous can circulate freely once again. 

And they invite us to hold all of this with a certain lightness. The body is vast and subtle. 
No single framework, Eastern or Western, ancient or modern, can contain it entirely. But 
when we place these frameworks side by side and allow them to speak to one another, 
something useful emerges. Not a final answer, but a richer question. Not a closed 
system, but an open field. 

The interstitium reminds us that the body has always been more open than we knew. 
Classical Chinese medicine reminds us that this openness has been observed and 
worked with for thousands of years. Taoist philosophy reminds us that openness is not 
just a physical fact but a principle of life itself. And internal alchemy reminds us that 
within this open, fluid, living body, there is a light that has never gone out. It waits only for 
the pathways to clear and the attention to turn inward, quietly, toward home. 
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