
strengthen and improve this grounding base energy. 

Xia Dantian’s location covers parts of our digestive system, 

our reproductive system and our kidneys. In modern anatomy 

the adrenals are attached to the kidneys, which form important 

mediators for our vitality. They support our fight-or-flight and 

rest-and-digest responses, sex hormones, bone health, blood 

pressure and our metabolism and digestion. In periods of acute 

or chronic stress our physical body literally burns up energy, 

weakening the Xia Dantian. It is essential to support Xia and 

preserve and cultivate Jing by pacing ourselves with plenty 

of rest, wholefoods, yoga, deep breathing and meditation. 

The more abundant, pure and nourished Xia, the more potent, 

supported and powered the development of the upper dantians.

Zhong Dantian: physical, mental and emotional expression

Zhong is located in the centre of our chest and close to the 

heart. It forms the centre of our emotions and thoughts. Here, 

the second treasure, Chi, is transported and transformed through 

the lungs and into the heart, our blood and our body. The energy 

of Chi is light and fluid, like water, and forms the foundation 

of our emotions and thoughts. The personality of this unique 

energy flow develops in Zhong and comes to expression through 

communication, physical movement and personality. Chi flow 

powers the circulation of the more subtle and refined energy 

Shen in the upper Dantian Shang. However, without a stable 

presence of the lower dantian, Chi cannot flow. 

An unstable, weaker or overheated lower Xia Dantian leads 

to constriction, entrapment or tightness in Zhong.  

Discover the three physical energy centres of the  

Dao as a way to a transformative yoga practice.

Words Jan Denecke Photography Gabriela Fearn

The way of the Dao: The three dantian

Spiritual cultures worldwide have mapped out subtle energy 

centres within our bodies which, when aligned well, lead 

to a higher state of consciousness. One of these is the Dao, an 

ancient Chinese indigenous philosophy. Daoists believe that 

expansion of the three dantians in our body lead to complete 

absorption and union of one’s self with nature. These dantians 

form a great source of inspiration for your daily yoga practice.

Flow of nature

China’s oldest spiritual tradition, Daoism, emerged around 400 

B.C. In Daoism, human action or behaviour is in accord with the 

flow of nature: the Dao, or the “way”. With nature as its guide, 

Daoists learned to see the true way: a life in harmony with the 

superior powers of Mother Earth and the atmosphere. Daoism 

believed that a human-made civilisation based on worldly goals 

and power formed the root cause of violence and aggression that 

would ultimately destroy and disturb the natural flow of nature. 

Only through non-action to anything unnatural and unaligned  

with the Dao would one sustain organic union with nature.

Daoist alchemy

Daoism was based on naturalism, realism and self-cultivation 

through compassion and union with nature. This incorporated 

“Daoist alchemy”, which involves practices to align and restore 

the balance between human beings and nature’s spontaneous 

and simple quality inside and outside the body. Elixirs, or Dan, 

were used to extend life and become absorbed in nature. 

External alchemy contained elixirs such as diet, minerals and 

herbs. Internal alchemy concentrated on cultivating elixir 

fields, or dantian, within the body through practices such as 

physical movement, breathing and meditation. 

The dantian and three treasures

In many ways the dantian share similarities with the seven chakras 

from the Tantra and Hindu traditions. Like the chakras, they are a 

thread of qualities that through practise help to increase physical, 

mental and emotional consciousness.

In total there are three dantian: Xia Dantian in the lower 

abdomen, Zhong Dantian in the chest and Shang Dantian 

in the centre of the brain. Each dantian contains an energy 

quality or treasure that, through practise, strengthens health 

and lengthens life — from a more stable physical energy to a 

more fluid and subtle energetic energy. These treasures are 

Jing, Chi and Shen.

Xia Dantian: physical, mental and emotional vitality

The most important and essential dantian is Xia, located in the 

core centre of the lower abdomen about 5 centimetres below 

the navel. Xia holds the most concentrated and dense energy 

in our body: the treasure Jing. This treasure, as essence energy, 

forms the vitality out of which life unfolds. Jing is responsible 

for our physical, mental and emotional development as well as 

sexual maturation and reproduction. The quality of Jing in Xia 

forms the physical and mental anchor for the body and mind. 

Physical practices and deep abdominal breathing can therefore 

Daoists believe that expansion of  
the three dantians in our body lead  
to complete absorption and union of  
one’s self with nature. These dantians 
form a great source of inspiration for  
your daily yoga practice.

The Dao philosophy is still present 
within several philosophies and 
healing practices, and believes in 
systems such as Chinese medicine, 
(Zen) Buddhism, tai chi and yoga.
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As a result, physical and mental emotions get blocked, making 

us more controlling and tense. This can lead to overthinking, 

worrying or difficulty coping with feelings. It will influence 

our motivations, actions and behaviour. This might make you 

feel down, upset, or angry and overheated. Physically, this can 

cause tightness, pain, headaches and shortness of breath. 

A balanced Zhong will give us a greater perception and 

understanding of our feelings. As our personality is formed by 

expressing ourselves and defining our boundaries, with a stable 

lower dantian and an open calm flow in Zhong, we can feel 

confident, at ease and comfortable with change as it leads to 

our ultimate goal: enjoying a healthy, balanced life. 

Shang Dantian: deeper compassion and awareness

Shang is located in the centre of the brain, just a bit higher than 

the eyebrows. It forms the centre of our consciousness and is 

the home of the third treasure, Shen. A well-developed Shen 

provides us with wisdom and discernment. The energy of Shen 

is supple, refined and radiant. Its quality is expressed through 

the brightness and presence in our eyes. Fuelled by the two 

lower dantian, Shen is the radiant aura of a flickering candle. 

Shen has an immense power of loving-kindness, compassion and 

generosity, which can only rise and exist within the stable, well-

lit temple of our body. Even though it is located in the centre of 

the brain, Shang’s potential originates from the heart and can’t 

rise up without a well-developed middle Dantian Zhong. Where 

Zhong helps us develop our perceived personality, Shang helps us 

to connect it with our surrounding world. When well developed, 

it will provide clear judgement that is not influenced by personal 

gain or obsession.

A weak (middle) Zhong Dantian leads to discombobulation 

with unstable, inconsistent and even manically polarising 

tendencies in Shang. Acts of selfish behaviour, misjudgement, 

scattered attention, unkindness and obsessive behaviour are 

typical examples of weak Shen in Shang. This affects our sense 

of judgment and feeds self-centred actions rather than a 

compassionate motivation aimed to serve the greater good. 

A balanced Shang gives clarity, a clear view, concentration 

and deeper awareness. It is an understanding that goes 

beyond the physical boundaries and connects and unites us 

with the universe. Intentions are pure, joyous and fuelled with 

compassion and clear direction. We will feel more connected 

with like-minded people, our surrounding nature and our 

essential needs.  

 

Dantian yoga practice

The Dao philosophy is still present within several philosophies 

and healing practices, and believes in systems such as Chinese 

medicine, (Zen) Buddhism, tai chi and yoga. Traditional Chinese 

medicine (TCM) integrates Daoist alchemy with the use of herbs, 

diet and needles to support health and wellbeing. The concepts 

of marrying yin and yang, where two opposites create union, 

as well as the five-element cycle of nature, have their origins in 

Daoism. In yoga, the dantian can be used as a transformative 

practice that helps to connect and balance the physical body 

with the expression of emotions, thoughts and compassionate 

consciousness. It forms a great base for intention, breath 

awareness and meditation.

This yoga practice focuses mainly on strengthening our low 

Dantian Xia that, when supported well, leads to greater flow in 

the higher dantian.

Tadasana (mountain)

Stand on your two feet, keeping eyes closed and both hands 

resting on the lower belly. Soften the belly and let the breath 

land comfortably in the lower Dantian Xia. Breathe in the 

grounding and stable earth energy, drawing this energy from the 

earth up the legs into Xia Dantian. Hold and spread this energy 

of Xia Dantian as you exhale. Practise 10-20 breaths until you feel 

physically more present and empowered in the lower belly. 

Kick and lunge

From tadasana, balance on the right leg and lift the left foot up 

from the ground, bending the knee. Extend the left leg out in 

front and reach the arms up beside the ears. Continue breathing 

deep into the lower belly. Exhale and tilt your upper body 

forward and step the left leg back into a lunge, while you make 

two fists, bend your elbows and move the arms besides your 

body. Inhale and come back, balancing on the right leg, kicking 

the left leg out in front of you, as you keep the arms up beside 

the ears. Keep repeating this movement with your breath as  

you speed up the movement without losing balance. As you 

land in your lunge, exhale loudly while you make a “HAH” sound. 

Repeat this up to 8 times. Finish in a lunge.

Virabhadrasana I (warrior I)

From the lunge, place the back heel on the earth and come into 

warrior I pose, resting the hands on the lower belly. After the 

“kick and lunge” pose, your heart might be pounding and heat 

might be moving through the body, bringing with that thoughts 

and emotions to the surface. Observe how this slowly settles 

while you breathe and draw earth energy up through the legs 

and into the belly.
Mountain

Kick and lunge Kick and lunge

Warrior I
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Goddess

From warrior I, transition into goddess pose by reaching the 

arms up over the head, extending the front leg, and opening the 

whole body out to the left side of your mat with the feet parallel. 

From here, turn the heels in, bend the knees and lower the hips. 

Keep the upper body upright and the shoulders above the hips. 

Place the hands together in front of the heart. 

Inhale, open the arms to the side and reach over the head while 

you straighten the legs. Exhale, make two fists, bend the elbows 

and bring the arms beside the body while bending the knees back 

into a goddess position. Repeat up to 8 times and breathe out 

while making a louder and stronger “HAH” sound. Stay after the 

maximum of 8 repeats, still in goddess pose with the hands in front 

of the lower belly, holding a ball of Jing energy. Stay for 5-8 breaths.

Dynamic skandasana to deep skandasana 

It is time to move from a warmed, strong and stable lower Xia 

Dantian to a more fluid and open-middle Zhong Dantian. From 

goddess pose, extend the legs, bow forward in-between the legs 

and start swaying the upper body from the left to right, bending 

softly in the knee of the leg that you are swaying to. Repeat 5-10 

times before finding stillness in your skandasana pose. 

Bend deeper into the right knee and lower the hips while 

you lift the heart away from the belly. If you can, come up 

onto the heel of the left foot. Engage the legs, draw the lower 

belly softly up and in, and see if you can lift the heart. Support 

yourself with your hands on the ground or bring them in  

front of the heart, like you’re holding a ball of chi energy.  

Stay for 5-8 breaths.

Goddess

Dynamic skandasana

Deep skandasana

Finishing dantian meditationLow lunge

In yoga, the dantian can be used 
as a transformative practice that 
helps to connect and balance the 
physical body with the expression 
of emotions, thoughts and 
compassionate consciousness.  
It forms a great base for intention, 
breath awareness and meditation.

Anjaneyasana (low lunge)

From skandasana, lift up the hips, turn to the front of the mat 

and come into a low lunge. Bring the hands together in a prayer 

position behind the neck, touching the base of the skull. Open 

the elbows wide. Hug the back knee and front heel in towards 

each other by imagining that you are moving the heel and knee 

closer to each other. This action provides stability and allows you 

to lift energy from the earth and into the belly, heart and chest. 

Breathe slowly into the heart, chest and ribs, back down into 

the belly. Stay for 5-8 breaths before sitting back on the heels to 

observe your breath, body, mind and emotions.

Repeat these six poses on the opposite side. 

Finishing dantian meditation

This meditation balances and distributes dantian energy by 

breathing in chi energy from the atmosphere. It allows you 

to come deeper into pure and clear physical, mental and 

emotional consciousness while connecting with the three 

dantian. This meditation moves external chi energy through the 

front, bottom and back of your body into the skull. It distributes 

Jing, Chi and Shen through the body, expanding the capacity of 

each dantian.

Sit in a comfortable position with the spine extended, the 

chest open and the belly relaxed. Calmly and slowly breathe 

in through the nose. Direct the chi breath into your body over 

the full front of your body, passing through your throat, chest, 

down the abdomen and into the belly. Exhale out, moving 

the energy from the lower belly up the back of the spine and 

body into the back of the neck and skull to the top of the skull, 

front of the face and out of the nose. Repeat this several times 

until you sense that the body is breathing itself. Observe this 

movement of the breath in a calm meditation.
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