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By drawing blood and nutrients 
to the treated area, cupping can 

help to reduce soreness and speed 
up the healing process in aching 
muscles, making it a good choice 
for athletes and those with 
musculoskeletal problems.

According to 
the Ancient 

Greek physician, 
Hippocrates, cupping 
was used to treat 
‘the spread of pain’. 
Research corroborates 
this theory, indicating 
that it is beneficial for 
many types of pain, including 
headaches, neck pain and arthritis. 

Cupping the abdomen can help 
improve circulation to the area, 

stimulate the digestive organs, and 
have a positive effect on constipation 
and gastrointestinal disorders. 

 Facial cupping helps to produce 
healthier looking skin by drawing 

oxygen-rich blood to the face and 
activating the lymphatic system. 

 Feeling stressed? While it might 
not be an obvious choice, 

cupping therapy is reported to 
promote deep relaxation.

While the true origin of cupping 
therapy remains a mystery, 
its use can be traced back 

to many ancient cultures. One of the 
earliest recordings of the therapy can be 
found in the Ebers Papyrus, an Ancient 
Egyptian medical textbook written 
around 1550 BC, which detailed the 
application of cups to treat fever, pain, 
vertigo, dysmenorrhea (painful periods), 
lack of appetite and constipation. 

Today, cupping therapy is widely 
used in Chinese hospitals, where it is 
considered a cornerstone of traditional 
Chinese medicine (TCM), and has been 
recognised as a formal treatment since 
1950. Celebrities such as Gwyneth 
Paltrow and Michael Phelps have also 
sparked interest in the therapy after 
baring its tell-tale circular marks at  
high-profile events. 

“While the techniques and type of cup 
used can vary, one of the more popular 
types of cupping therapy in the West is 
‘dry cupping’,” explains Christopher 
Byrne, President of the Federation 
of Holistic Therapists and a TCM 
practitioner. “It involves applying cups 
to specific areas on the body and then 
reducing the pressure inside, which is 
done by burning alcohol, herbs or paper 
inside the cup immediately before it is 
placed onto the skin, or using a manual 
or electrical pump. As the air inside 
reduces, a vacuum is created, drawing 
the skin and underlying soft tissue into 
the cup, which is left in place for up to 
15 minutes,” he says. “This action helps 
to increase blood and lymph flow to 
the area and improve skin and muscle 
function,” Christopher explains, “and it 

is also said to help balance vital energy 
(qi) within the body.” 

Other types of cupping include ‘flash 
cupping’, where the cups are left on the 
skin for up to 30 seconds before being 
quickly repositioned, and ‘massage 
cupping’, where oil is applied and 
the cup moved around to work the 
underlying tissue. Cupping may also  
be combined with another therapy,  
such as acupuncture. 

“It might sound a little unusual,  
but many clients describe cupping  
as enjoyable and deeply relaxing,”  
says Christopher. “Be aware that you 
might have temporary red marks after 
treatment, and cupping is not suitable  
for everyone, such as people with deep 
vein thrombosis or bone fractures.” 

Sessions last from 30 minutes to an 
hour and cost between £25 to £70, 
depending on the length of treatment, 
location and therapist. 

The Federation of Holistic Therapists 
(www.fht.org.uk) is the UK and Ireland’s 
leading professional association for 
complementary, holistic beauty and 
sports therapists.

BEFORE YOU GO
Cupping therapy 

should only be used 
alongside standard 

medical care and not as an 
alternative. Consult your 

GP or other health 
professional for medical 

attention and advice.

CUPPING THERAPY
CUPPING THERAPY IS AN ANCIENT PRACTICE THAT REMAINS POPULAR  

TODAY FOR THE TREATMENT OF MANY CHRONIC CONDITIONS
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