The Ming Dynasty
The Ming dynasty, established in 1368, lasted for almost three centuries. Under
the Ming, China’s society and economy continued to develop. With the
importation of new crops like corn and sweet potatoes from the Americas,
China’s population grew drastically, at least tripling from the 14th century to the
18th century. Silver, imported from the new continent and Japan, became one of
the major currencies in China, further boosting economic and social
development. With the growth of the market economy and the popularization of
commercial printing in the fifteen century, knowledge and technologies,
including medical knowledge, spread at an unprecedented speed.
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The life of Li Shizhen
16th-century China experienced social stability and economic prosperity. Li
Shizhen, a Chinese polymath, physician, pharmacologist, and herbalist, was born
in 1518 to a doctor’s family. Both his grandfather and father were physicians who
had authored books on medicine. Despite the family expectation of a career in
government service, Li Shizhen failed the civil examination three times and
turned his interest to medicine.

Li Shizhen proved to be a
talented physician. He cured
the son of the Prince of Chu
and was therefore invited to
serve the Prince’s court. Later,
his reputation as a physician
spread and he accepted a
position as Assistant President
at

the

Imperial

Medical

Institute in Beijing, the imperial
capital. However, he eventually
returned to the career of a
physician and devoted most of
his

life

to

drafting

an

encyclopedic text on China’s
medical tradition.
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The Compendium of Materia Medica
While serving in the government, Li Shizhen was exposed to the rare medical
text collections at the court. Concerned with the errors and mistakes in previous
medical texts, Li determined to author a new text. This led to the compilation of

Compendium of Materia Medica (bencao gangmu), completed in 1578. Li also
authored other texts, including A Study of Pulse and An Investigation into the

Eight Extra Meridians.

The Compendium of Materia Medica, a massive encyclopedia of China’s medical
tradition, described 1,892 drugs and presented details for preparing some 11,000
prescriptions. Scholars have pointed out
that the book was in part a synthesis of
other smaller encyclopedias of the same
kind. It contained descriptions of over
1,000 herbs, and 444 animal and 275
mineral substances. Li described medical
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processes such as distillation and the uses of mercury, ephedrine, chaulmoogra
oil, iodine, and smallpox inoculation. A revised edition of the work published in
the 1600s contained more than 1,100 illustrations. It also described the type, form,
flavor, nature, and application in disease treatments of 1,094 herbs. The plants
under investigation were classified according to habitat, such as aquatic or rock
origin, or by special characteristics (e.g. all sweet-smelling plants were grouped
together). The book also
included

various

related

subjects such as botany,
zoology, mineralogy, and
metallurgy. Its bibliography
included an astounding 900
other texts.

The Compendium has been translated
into multiple foreign languages. Today,
it remains the premier reference work
for herbal medicine. The book was
reprinted frequently and five of the
original editions still exist in China,
Japan, and the USA.
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