
ichael Fred Phelps Jr is the most decorated 
Olympian of all time, having won a total of 28 
Olympic medals. He announced his retirement as 
an American competitive swimmer after the 2016 

Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro. Counting the Olympics, 
the World and Pan Pacific Championships, he has won a 
total of 83 medals in these major international long-course 
competitions.

Phelps began swimming at the age of seven, partly because 
of the influence of his sisters and partly to provide him with an 
outlet for his energy. When he was in the sixth grade, he was 
diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity 
d i s o r d e r (ADHD). By the age of ten, 
he held a national record for his age 
group in the 100-meter Butterfly. He 
then began to train under Coach Bob 
B o w m a n at the North Baltimore 
A q u a t i c Club. More age group 
r e c o r d s followed and as of 2016, 

Phelps still holds 12 records for his age group. He went on to 
receive numerous awards from 2003 till today.

A street in his hometown of Baltimore was renamed The 
Michael Phelps Way in 2004. On 9 April 2009, Phelps was 
invited to appear before the Maryland House of Delegates 
and the Maryland Senate to be honoured for his Olympic 
achievements. As of 8 August 2016, he holds seven world 
records, not including his records for most Olympic medals 
and most Olympic gold medals ever won by one person.

At the Rio Olympics, Michael Phelps not only attracted 
attention with the number of gold medals he won, but officials, 
competitors and the media noticed the purplish circles all 
over his shoulders and back. With this, Phelps inadvertently 
threw Traditional Chinese Medicine into the global spotlight. 
The purplish markings are the result of Chinese cupping 
therapy, a procedure in Traditional Chinese Medicine, which 
is known to provide pain relief. This treatment is an ancient 
Chinese practice. Descriptions of cupping were featured in 
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the Egyptian Ebers Papyrus, the oldest medical textbook in 
the world, from 1550 BC. In China, cupping has thrived as a 
form of therapy for hundreds of years, and is one the most 
popular treatments in Traditional Chinese Medicine today.

Cupping cannot cure all ills, but in the hands of a professional 
physician, it can alleviate pain caused by various conditions, 
e.g. muscle pain, arthritis, asthma and other breathing 
problems. Athletes like Phelps push their bodies to perform on 
a regular basis, resulting in aches and pains. The combination 
of Cupping and Tuina, a form of hands on body treatment 
that targets special joints, is one the most common therapies 
which can provide athletes some pain relief from their 
extreme routines.

Methods of Cupping
There are different methods of Cupping, including the Dry and 
Wet methods. For dry cupping, minute procedures must be 
observed, e.g. the therapist must wash the hands thoroughly 
before starting the treatment, ensure the patient is not too 
cold and equipment is clean. The next step is to ensure the 
patient’s comfort, e.g. providing extra towels and support, or 
giving the patient a thorough briefing of the treatment and 
its purpose. The cups used may be made of glass, bamboo, 
earthenware or silicone.

For both the dry and wet types of cupping, the therapist will 
put a flammable substance such as alcohol, herbs, or paper 
in a cup and set it on fire. As the fire goes out, the therapist 
places the cup upside down on the patient’s skin. As the air 
inside the cup cools, it creates a vacuum. This causes the 
patients skin to rise and redden, as blood vessels expand. 
The cup is generally left in the position for up to three minutes. In 
the case of dry cupping, which is most popular, the glass cups 
may be placed on the targeted area of the body for between 
five and ten minutes.

There is a specific method in which the glass cups are removed. 
First, gas is released from inside the cup, then it is lightly lifted 
off. Tugging at the cups without allowing the gas to escape is 
dangerous and can cause damage to the skin. When the cups 
are removed, they leave behind the circular, purplish marks 
which caught everyone’s attention when Michael Phelps 
swam swiftly through the Olympic pool.

The marks are caused by the pressure created in the cups. 
The colour of these markings can actually aid the Chinese 
physician in assessing the patient’s condition. Lighter, more 
reddish hues are representative of acute pain, whereas darker, 

more intensely coloured marks are indication of chronic pain 
and greater stagnation of the blood. The aims of cupping are to 
reduce stagnation of the blood and enable better circulation.

Stagnation of the blood is like a car stuck in a traffic jam, 
where nothing can move. Chinese medicine believes that this 
stasis or stagnation can be the cause of discomfort. Cupping 
increases blood circulation, effectively clearing the “traffic jam” 
and allowing for blood movements. The reddish marks usually 
disappear within three to four days, while the darker marks 
can take up to ten days. What is important is that the cupping 
therapy must be done by a professional therapist, and not by 
the patient himself or with an inexperienced person.

The philosophy behind cupping
The process is closely associated with the integral tenets of 
Chinese Medicine, which is centred around the concept of 
“qi,” the vital force. This vital force represents energy and its 
various manifestations in the body. Good health depends on 
this vital force, and it is associated with balance and harmony 
within the body. By creating pressure and reducing blood 
stagnation, the process of cupping is believed to restore 
balance of the body, hence increasing the flow of “qi.”

Cupping and Michael Phelps’ mind
We can only imagine how much Michael Phelps has to prepare 
mentally and physically to be successful in the Olympics. 
There is huge pressure for him to succeed and earn the golds, 
for himself and his country, let alone having to compete in 
a number of highly strenuous events. Without question, his 
body is under great strain and therefore vulnerable to the 
risk of injury. With cupping, many athletes experience pain 
relief, contributing to the confidence needed to do their best 
under immense pressure. Michael Phelps took to social media 
to praise the effects of cupping, which helped him prepare 
physically and mentally to take up the challenges at the 
Olympics. What is most important is the patient’s belief 
in the treatment. The overlap of psychology and physical 
well-being is of paramount importance to super athletes 
and champions like Michael Phelps.  

Source: Prof. Lin Xun, Senior Physician, Chinese Medicine Centre, 
International Medical University.


