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PREFACE

The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on Chinese Materia Medica runs over 240,000 pages in some 400
volumes. This encyclopedic body of data, called “ben cao” for short, is a systematic presentation of all the major literature
on traditional Chinese medicine from the earliest Chinese dynasties to the end of the 19" century.

The study of Chinese medicinal herbs is more than a monumental botanical, zoological and mineral survey; it is
a scholarly undertaking within the broad framework of Chinese views on man and nature. The materia medica collection
reflects man’s self-awareness, man’s awareness of nature, the relationship between man and nature, the Chinese worldview
and way of life. Imagine what can be learned, the strides of understanding that can be made, if this vast collection of
traditional knowledge is scrutinized under the objective eye of modern science!

Materia medica, as a unified body of thought, has been fragmented and scattered by the wind and waves of
China’s turbulent history. Owing to numerous disruptions in China’s cultural and linguistic scholarship in the last
century, presently only a handful of Chinese scholars are versed in the full scope of Chinese texts on the topic. Outside of
China, due in part to a culture and language gap, only a handful of historians of science are even aware of the existence of
this vast collection of knowledge, let alone its import.

The term materia medica, based on the ideographs ben cao, is used three ways in ancient Chinese:

(a) In the broadest sense of the word, materia medica refers to all traditional Chinese medicine.

(b) Materia medica also refers to the study of individual medicinal herbs as well as compounds comprised of two
or more compatible medicinal herbs which ties into the tradition of “medical formulary,” or prescription-making.

(c) Shen Nong’s Herbal Classic, Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing is the oldest book on pharmacology in China. This
influential text was in circulation for a thousand years, from the Han Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty.

It should be pointed out that there is no such thing as a complete collection of all literature on traditional Chinese
medicine. Existing documents probably only account for twenty to thirty percent of the historical texts. Needless to say,
many valuable documents have been lost or destroyed through the ages. Even when such inevitable losses are taken into
account, however, there still remains a body of medicinal data so vast that 400 volumes represents only the most important
texts in the field.

According to legend, Chinese materia medica was first compiled by the Emperor Shen Nong over 5,000 years ago.
Emperor Shen was said to have been so moved by the suffering of his subjects to the ravages of disease that he went off to
mountain forests in search of cures. Through observation of animals and their diet, he noted that certain plants had
medicinal qualities. The emperor personally sampled various kinds of plants, sometimes ingesting poisonous herbs in the
process. Despite the risks he did not give up, and eventually discovered useful medicines to relieve the suffering of his
people. The Emperor is honored and respected even today as the father of natural medicine. There are still many temples
in honor of the “King of Medicine” in China, Japan and other Asian countries.

Shen Nong’s Herbal Medicine Classic (Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing) is not only the earliest known text on medicine, but
also describes the properties of 365 kinds of individual herbs.

The Book of Fifty-two Prescriptions, discovered in the Han Tomb at Mawangdui (dated 168 B.C.) includes 394 kinds




of recognizable individual herbs and 283 kinds of medicinal compounds. During the Han Dynasty, herbs were classified
according to formal name, alternate name, place of origin, method of collection, flavor, toxicity, medicinal effect, major
function, diagnosis and treatment, processing and production, method of preparation, quality standard, method of usage,
comprehensive use, etc.

By the 7" Century, a book entitled Newly Revised Materia Medica was published on the basis of a national survey on
the origins of herbs organized by the government. The series runs 54 volumes with detailed information on 850 kinds of
individual herbs. By that time, medical formulary on the study and record of compound medicines ran as large as 2,600
volumes, such as A Collection of Prescriptions From All Nations (Si Hai Lei Ju Fang).

The volume of literature on medicinal herbs increased dramatically in subsequent centuries until the 19" cen-
tury when the content of ben cao compilations was influenced by the incoming wave of Western science and culture. By
that time, Chinese traditional medicine had developed into an all-encompassing system of academic inquiry, cultural
achievement and a way of life. Herbal medicine was guided not just by the accumulated knowledge in a huge quantity of
texts but by extensive research and disciplined methods of application. The total textual data on the topic is estimated to
run around 600 million words. This includes information on over 5,000 individual herbs and over 100,000 compounds.

The materia medica collection is organized as follows:

1. classification of medicines;

2. kinds of medicinal herbs;

3. the function and effect of medicinal herbs, including flavor, channel tropism, toxicity, major function, side
effects and incompatibility;

4. method of collection, including recovery, preliminary processing, dehydration, packing and preserving;

5. research on medical production, including the form and dosage of medicinal herbs, compatibility, compound-
ing, compositicn and purification;

6. research on the origin of medicinal herbs, including the location of production sites, method of output, nurture
and breeding of plants and environmental protection;

7. prescriptions, preparation, usage, known incompatibilities and contraindications;

8. dietetic medicine, health foods;

9. clinical research.

Over several thousand years, the Chinese people have also established a comprehensive system of propagating
and applying materia medica. As early as the 2" century B.C., the central government had set up an official position
specifically to govern medicine, and by the 7% century, a bureau of medicine was established by the central government.
Many individual emperors attached much importance to the study of Chinese materia medica, and some of them conducted
personal surveys on medicinal herbs to compile and revise texts on herbal medicine.

In ancient China, every township had drug stores where herbal remedies were produced and put on sale. To be a
doctor in ancient China was to be an expert on herbs and their applications. Even scholars brushed up on materia medica
so that they could have a back-up career if officialdom did not suit them. The goal of education was to become a good doctor
if not a high-ranking official. Every conscientious mother was expected to know something about health-keeping herbs, to
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be able to identify commonly used herbs, to use different herbs according to season, to adjust the daily diet to prevent
disease, and to use herbs to treat common ailments and minor injuries.

Even today, materia medica is an important symbol of Chinese culture. Over the centuries, herbal medicine has
helped to secure the survival and reproduction of both individuals and society. Disasters both man-made and natural have
tested the resiliency of Chinese civilization and society to the limits. There have been some 25 different dynasties during the
last three millennia which means, on average, the rise and fall of a dynasty every 120 years. The transition between
dynasties has frequently been marked by heavy casualties from rebellion and war. During its long history, China has also
suffered thousands of serious natural disasters such as floods, drought and earthquakes. With an average of one major
natural disaster occurring every three years, a sophisticated understanding of medicinal treatment for disease and injury is
essential. It’s enough to make one pause and wonder if Chinese civilization could have survived to the present day without
materia medica, or would it have withered away and disappeared as did the Maya, the Incas and others?

Materia medica has been a friend in time of need for countless generations of Chinese. When a young woman
becomes pregnant, herbal medicine is included in her daily diet to enhance the health of both the mother and the baby.
When a baby is born, the mother traditionally prepares a small pillow filled with herbs — the so-called “ear pillow”. An ear
pillow looks like a cuddly plaything in the shape of a little frog or a miniature tiger, but it is actually filled with several types
of herbs effective in preventing illness common to infants. The baby is put to sleep on its side with its ear facing a small hole
in the pillow. The herb-filled pillows are sometimes also called a “holding pillow” because its familiar scent is reassuring to
an infant, especially when its mother is away.

Herbs are part of life and death in China. At a traditional funeral the body of the dead is washed with an herbal
solution and embalmed with herbs, and herbs are also placed in the coffin of the deceased.

The Chinese character for medicine, “yao”, is comprised of two parts; one is “cao” (which is a pictographic char-
acter referring to plant life), and the other is “le” meaning happiness. Thus one way to understand the pictograph for
medicine is “happiness from and with plant life.” Unlike other Chinese characters that can be read in a number of different
ways, there is nothing in the roots of the written term for herbal medicine that makes reference to the strange, unlucky or
frightening. ‘

According to Confucianism, all of nature is One. The essential element is “gi” (vital energy). Both the heaven and
the earth are said to be subject to the same unified natural law known as “li” (the law of existence). According to this
traditional worldview, diversity in the world is held together by an underlying unity.

Thus nature is a harmonized and integrated whole, with mankind a part of nature. As a part of the whole, man
reflects the integrated whole and is at the same time subject to it. Thus the structure and framework for human society is
related to nature, yin-yang and the five elements. This philosophy acknowledges that mankind is at a high position in
terms of natural evolution, but mankind cannot override nature, nor is man more important than nature. Instead, man-
kind needs and must be integrated with nature.

One way of describing the highest state of spiritual enlightenment is “forgetting both nature and oneself ” (i.e. not
being conscious of what nature is, what oneself is, eschewing any concept that differentiates the two). Similarly, the highest
level of morality means accepting that “all people are my kin and all things are my kind.” This philosophy urges one to
experience nature, approach nature, enjoy nature and protect nature.




Accordingly, heaven and earth are my home, the beasts are my friends, and the fish of the sea give me pleasure.
A passionate poet may feel sadness as the moon waxes and wanes following the lunar cycle. Since ancient times, poets have
prepared food and drink and invited the moon to join them as a way to relieve sadness. Traditionally a girl will not just cry
over flowers as they wither away with the spring, but she will bury them so they are not blown away.

It is even said by the ancients that plant life has a mind, while metals and stones have emotions. Intellectuals in
ancient China showed the deepest respect for bamboo, orchids, chrysanthemums and plums, calling them the four gentle-
men. Stone-gazing too was an ancient art. Practitioners often put stones of all sizes in their courtyard or on their desks for
enjoyment, and those especially fond of stones went to the mountains to look for their favorite kinds, considering the
encounter with a good stone almost like visiting a good friend. These are just a few examples that illustrate the depth of the
relationship between Chinese people and nature. The plants and herbs used in traditional medicine are highly respected
and treasured.

The vast body of literature on ben cao includes a number of literary works, including poetry, which were created
for the purpose of popularizing herbal medicine. Some poems were mnemonic devices used to commit to memory the
content and application of herbal medicine. One can also find examples in literature, including novels and drama, where
writers personified herbs, making materia medica and man change places and combine as one, thus singing praise for the
herbs and plants which contribute to human health.

Traditional Chinese medicine takes a philosophical outlook on illness: disease results from a loss of harmony or
balance between man and nature, between man and man, or a disharmony of organs and their functions within the human
body. In the final analysis, traditional Chinese medicine charts the relationships between man and nature, between parts
and the whole. Traditional medicine begins from the ‘whole’ in its endeavor to find out and resolve the problem of the ‘part’.
The study of traditional medicine sets out from the point of nature in its bid to solve human problems and to achieve
balance and harmony between man and nature through utilizing plants, animals, minerals — all parts of nature.

A typical example of this is the treatment of beriberi in China during the 5" century. Instead of treating the head
when the head aches and treating the foot when the foot hurts, there is a holistic, counter-intuitive approach which aims to
solve the issue of imbalance by acquiring nutritional substances from nature. The English scholar, Dr. Joseph Needham,
who has written extensively on the history of science in China, has expounded on this and demonstrated this in textual
research.

Both the concepts of wholism and naturalism of traditional medicine have their origin in the unified conception of
nature. Traditional thinking does not view nature as frightening or as man’s enemy. Man is not intended to conquer or
lord over nature. The purpose of studying nature is to better understand it, conform with it and be in harmony with it.
Knowledge is not a tool of power to wield over nature, nor a means of accumulating wealth.

Given the traditional attitude to suppress material desires, Chinese intellectuals have long been prejudiced against
commercial activity. The benefit of such a view is that it has helped man steer a wise course in his relationship with
nature. On the other hand, the anti-materialist view was a major factor in the failing of an otherwise highly civilized
‘society to generate and develop modern science and technology.

Needham argues in Science and Civilization in China that the most probable cause for the downturn was the
appearance of a bureaucratic class, or a class of feudal officials, who received education merely in literature and had no
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wish to improve technology. “All they cared about was to suppress merchants. Yet the merchants are the ones who pushed
forward technological improvements while tapping new markets.”

The historian of science, J.D. Bernal, also studied the enigmatic decline in Chinese technology and posed the
question: “Why did technological progress in éarly China 1b-egin with great promise but halt suddenly prior to-the 15%*
century?” He cites the example of the great marine general Zheng He, who led a fleet of a thousand soldiers to the
Mediterranean and Africa. While early Ming navigational technology was ahead of Europe by approximately two hundred
years, by the end of the Ming the great seajourneys had been permanently halted. One reason for the Ming Dynasty’s
dramatic turn inward is said to be the lack of motive — China’s economy did not require foreign trade and the only
memorable import of Zheng He’s Africa mission was a giraffe brought home for entertainment purposes. More seriously,
Ming officialdom did not want to support such costly journeys and the Emperor was preoccupied with problems at home.

Bernal and Needham were both pioneers in the study of science and technological history. They have illuminated
the mechanisms underlying the development of science and technology such as market demand, the driving force of
economic benefits, and the environment of security provided by such a system.

The astounding advances made by traditional Chinese medicine in the past contrasts with its apparent failure to
advance significantly in contemporary times. The path-breaking work of Bernal and Needham points to some underlying
structural problems, but it doesn’t answer all the questions. However, shifts in market demand, economic benefit, and
social systems are among the root causes of the downturn.

There exists fundamental difference between ancient Chinese philosophy and the modern philosophy of China
and the West which helps explain why, despite the significant achievements and literary brilliance of materia medica,
herbal medicine has not reached its potential in the modern age.

On the positive side, there are some two billion people in China and other parts of Asia who use traditional
Chinese medicine. Millions of families keep books on traditional Chinese medicine and there are millions of doctors who
still mix herbal prescriptions. Experiments have proved the efficacy of many herbal prescriptions and thousands of phar-
maceutical companies have utilized herbal compounds to develop new products. Hundreds of medical academies offer
classes on materia medica; and commercial advertisements flaunt the usage of Chinese herbal medicines. Proctor and
Gamble has put out a toothpaste product with a painted leaf attached in its commercial ads claiming the product “contains
traditional Chinese herbal elements.”

The commercial application of herbal ingredients is sometimes superficial and does not come close to revealing
the rich potential of materia medica and traditional Chinese medicine. Many pharmaceutical research institutes worldwide
are currently studying how to utilize natural drugs made from herbal compounds.

Traditionally such materials were collected by referencing documents, talking to the townsfolk and observing
nature. Such informal information gathering has been going on continuously in China for over 3000 years, and much of
the accumulated knowledge has been faithfully recorded in materia medica documents. Over the centuries, scholars
have pored over this vast amount of information and categorized, studied and organized it.

Today sample herbs and compounds are taken to laboratories for analysis, experimentation, trial production, and
safety tests using animals. The ancient Chinese labs, regrettably perhaps, had no modern biological, chemical and physical
testing methods. They lacked advanced technology and state-of-the-art equipment, and there were no post-doctorates

wearing lab coats and glasses.
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The simple fact is traditional materia medica is a gold-mine of information that no amount of fancy testing can
substitute for. Traditional Chinese medicine and herbal cures represent the accumulation of voluminous information
over a time span of several thousand years tested in the “field” by billions of persons, thus forming an incomparably huge
database. This is precisely what modern science, despite obvious technical advantages, is sorely lacking.

The trend towards globalization has helped the situation take a turn for the better in recent years. People of all
nationalities are beginning to realize that there is only one planet Earth, and that past efforts to conquer nature ultimately
proved to be a punishment to man himself. There is increasing desire to learn how to co-exist with nature, yet Western
science and philosophy have yet to provide fundamental solutions to the problems of our age.

After years of neglect, China once again has tried to appreciate and reconsider the philosophy of the ancients. The
Chinese too are part of the global trend of returning to nature. As a part of this trend, the study of traditional Chinese
herbal medicine is generating much excitement. Traditional Chinese medicines are used to develop natural drugs, bever-
ages, wines, heath care products, nutritious foodstuffs, beauty products, cosmetics, intensive care products, and anti-
aging products. Despite the obvious commercial success of many of these ventures, few people have access to or realize
the importance of studying the source documents.

In 1994, my colleagues and I began our plan to study and sort out the vast body of literature on Chinese materia
medica. We are honored to continue the mission begun by two outstanding scholars. One of the scholars is Zhao Yuhuang
(1883— 1960), the founder of modern Chinese Pharmacology and a sponsor of the Chinese Pharmacology Association
founded in 1908. His career was disrupted and his research impeded by many years of political chaos and turmoil. How-
ever, he persisted unswervingly in his studies until near the end of his life, he entrusted his student, Zhang Guozhen
(1928— ), to complete his work in compiling all the major documents on Chinese materia medica. Two other important
influences are Ma Jixing (1923— ) and Shang Zhijun (1917— ), both of whom have become authorities on ben cao in
modern China. It took incredible perseverance on their part to keep up their study of historical works on materia medica
during the turmoil and difficult years of more recent times.

Although there have only been a handful of intellectuals who devoted their lives to the study of materia medica in
this century, they have been essential links in an age-old chain connecting the present with China’s ancient past. This
vital link to the past might have been severed were it not for their tenacious efforts. Many of the documents they read and
annotated 40 — 50 years ago do not exist today. Documents that were logged as recently as 1984 in the joint library
catalogue of the Chinese National Library could not be found this year.

Fortunately there is a growing chorus of voices appealing to rescue existing historical documents on Chinese
materia medica and to avoid further losses of such invaluable texts. The importance of collecting all major texts on Chinese
herbal medicine and related knowledge seems self-evident. Yet at the same time, there are great difficulties in undertak-
ing such a gargantuan task. Historically speaking, only emperors were in a position to take on large-scale compilations
such as that required for a compendium of Chinese materia medica.

Although my colleagues and I have successfully completed many large-scale cultural, academic as well as scien-
tific and technological projects in the last 15 years, putting together The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on Chinese
Materia Medica has been an awesome undertaking. Following more than one year of planning and study, we successfully
established a project to chronicle and navigate this vast ocean of literature.

This project has two main purposes: —
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(1) To publish The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on Chinese Materia Medica with 300 copies printed
initially for the purpose of preserving such documents.

(@) To establish a document database on Chinese materia medica in order to provide information for Internet
users around the globe.

We are planning to complete the collection and compilation of The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on
Chinese Materia Medica before the year 2000 and to complete its printing and publication by 2001. The establishment of the
Chinese Materia Medica document database shall be completed in 2003. This database will serve primarily to collect new
documents rather than serve as a depository for the published historical documents.

It is estimated it will take 8 to 10 years to translate the primary texts The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts
on Chinese Materia Medica into English for broader international dissemination and research. The Chinese Cultural Re-
search Committee is the main working body for this project and I have established the Chinese Materia Medica Project
Working Committee, Academic Committee and Consultant Committee, to steer this project. Five years of steady work have
been devoted to a general survey of relevant documents, a study of catalogues, and the collection of documents from more
than 130 libraries throughout the world. We have also been engaged in technological research, have determined stylistic
rules and layout, and primary editing for the publication has been completed.

On the occasion of the publication of The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on Chinese Materia Medica, |
would like to express my sincere thanks to all those who have given kind help and support. However, it would be difficult
to mention all their names here as they are simply too numerous, so numerous in fact, that I can only list the names of all
our sponsors and supporters in a special volume included in the collection.

Among the above contributors, I would like to make special mention of two persons who have already passed away
and who gave sincere support and great assistance in the process of the compilation. Chen Minzhang and Cui Yueli were
both members of the Consultant Committee of the Chinese Materia Medica Project as well as former Ministers of Public
Health.

My thoughts and special thanks also go to two colleagues on the Project Working Committee who gave birth
during the long months of putting together the Materia Medica project. Their devotion to the project was such that they
insisted on working until they were about to give birth, and after the birth of their healthy babies (may the health-giving
properties of materia medica be with them!), they energetically resumed their faithful work on the compilation once again.

Life and death is precisely what the study of Chinese material medica is all about. Chinese materia medica has
been developed and accumulated within this cycle of death and birth for thousands of years and is the aggregate wisdom of
many generations. It is my hope that the lives and wisdom of countless persons embodied in The Complete Collection of
Traditional Texts on Chinese Materia Medica can be a blessing to mankind now and in the future.

It is important to remind ourselves that behind the numerous great inventions and accomplishments in the
course of history there have been numerous unknown attempts and failures. Even though failure also advances collective
knowledge in trial and error fashion, the human costs are incalculable.

Today, with technology and human resources, great inventions and intensive capital investment, accomplish-
ments are being realized at an ever-increasing rate. At this incredible moment in history, when mankind is looking forward
to a future made brighter by accumulated knowledge and accomplishments, is it not appropriate to look back at the contri-
butions of our forefathers?
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It is sincerely hoped this compilation will contribute to a great cultural heritage, bringing together in one collec-
tion the most brilliant cultural achievements of an ancient Asian civilization, shedding light on the way of the future for
mankind. The underlying theme in many of the texts contained within is nothing less than the history of the relationship
between man and nature. Taking a closer look at this age-old tradition that teaches man to co-exist and live in harmony
with nature will help us to face with renewed vigor the great environmental problems of our age.

This set of books is also an encyclopedic resource in the history of science and technology, a record of the research
and studies accomplished on various disciplines made by the Chinese people over thousands of years touching on anthro-
pology, physiology, medicine and pharmacology, zoology, mineralogy and geography.

And finally, you may take these volumes as a database of resources for research in modern biological science and
technology. The enormous amount of empirical data inevitably contains valuable information on under-studied topics and
can assist cutting-edge research in fields ranging from genetic engineering to the development of biochemical products. The
collection sheds light not just on history, but rather reveals the vital roots of today’s living culture. Chinese materia medica
is an invaluable resource for the study of both the humanities and the natural world, and it is an essential element of life
for the billions of people influenced by China’s cultural heritage.

The Complete Collection of Traditional Texts on Chinese Materia Medica is like the source of a great river. Millions
and millions of people living downstream are guided by its currents but few, if any, have been to the head of the waters.
Why not take a trip to the source and see where it all began? What you find at the mystery-shrouded upper reaches of this
vast river of knowledge is up to your own resourcefulness, perseverance and wisdom.

May China’s ancient wisdom of materia medica continue to cure the world of its woes!

Lu Jun
September 25, 1999
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