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CHAPTER A

Introduction

One can be forgiven for regarding Li Shi-Zhen’s (£ 8532) Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels (Qi jing ba mai kao ¥ 8 N\Jk#, between 1577 and 1578) as
a footnote in a career marked by more monumental achievements. He certainly had
other interests. Li's Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica (Ben cao gang mu
AX M H, 1590), the product of a lifetime of work, is widely regarded as the culmi-
nation of the Chinese literature on pharmaceutics.! His Pulse Studies of the Lakeside
[Recluse] (Bin-Hu mai xue 78 # Mk %, 1564) was equally innovative in its organization
and presentation of pulse lore. Both texts definitively shaped how Chinese medicine
is conceptualized and practiced today.

The Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels and Pulse Studies are the only
remaining examples of a series of shorter works written by Li on various topics. His
biographers typically portray these efforts as pleasant diversions from his daunting
work on the Comprehensive Outline. Yet the Exposition has been no less pivotal in
the development of its topic than the Comprehensive Outline and Pulse Studies have
been to theirs. In bringing together writings from acupuncture, herbal medicine, pulse
diagnosis, and internal cultivation, the book is quite literally the cornerstone of the
literature on the extraordinary vessels.

Li’s Exposition straddles the border between the familiar and the unexplored. Inter-
est in the book has focused largely on the well-traveled territory that forms the basis
for mainstream thinking on the extraordinary vessels, and the focus of scholarship
has thus far been directed toward understanding how Li’s work fits into the larger
landscape of extraordinary vessel lore. Indeed, much of this material has now been so
well-rehearsed that it seems almost pedestrian and is part of the curriculum of first-
year acupuncture students. Yet the Exposition contains a great deal of material that
has been left largely unexamined.

Few texts in the mainstream medical literature draw as deeply and explicitly from
the literature of internal cultivation as the Exposition. Although tantalizing, these por-
tions of the text are often rather opaque to medical readers. At first reading, such
passages appear to shed little light on the medical material, and in some cases, they
openly contradict our common assumptions regarding the extraordinary vessels. It
is not surprising, then, that the alchemical stratum of the text has been uniformly
ignored by medical readers. Yet Li states at the outset that he is writing for both
physicians and those involved in internal cultivation, and to truly comprehend the
extraordinary vessels, each must become intimately familiar with the territory of the
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4 PART I: Preliminaries

other. The authors of both of the original prefaces to the Exposition comment specifi-
cally on the importance of the text in creating such a synthesis.

The challenge of Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels is not limited to the
layers of the text dealing with internal alchemy. When considered on its own terms,
the book presents novel perspectives on even the most unremarkable topics. Modern
acupuncturists and herbalists tend to think about the extraordinary vessels primar-
ily in terms of the literature of their respective modalities; however, a more nuanced
picture emerges when one is forced to consider the extraordinary vessels in the light
of both these disciplines together. The Exposition is a very short book, yet the scope
of its discourse demands that the extraordinary vessels be approached in new ways.

Even within the bounds of the various disciplines it addresses, the Exposition pres-
ents a variety of fresh perspectives. What are we to make of an extraordinary vessel
acupuncture that ignores the so called ‘master-couple’ holes that form the basis for
nearly all extraordinary vessel therapeutics today? What are the implications of an
approach to extraordinary vessel herbal prescriptions based not on individual ingredi-
ents entering specific extraordinary vessels but on entire herbal formulas that address
generalized extraordinary vessel pathologies?

Li Shi-Zhen juxtaposes all of these ideas, and then leaves the reader to somehow
make them all fit together. He explains almost nothing, simply pointing his audience
in the right direction. It is a text that must be read with attention and care. On initial
examination, the Exposition appears to be little more than a laundry list of earlier
writings punctuated with an occasional cryptic annotation by Li himself. Yet in clas-
sical Chinese, the structure and organization of a discourse often conveys as much
information as the words and sentences it frames. This is particularly true in the Ex-
position, where Li’s own perspectives on the extraordinary vessels are most evident in
how he shapes the writings of others. Typically starting with a scrap of text from the
Classic of Difficulties (Nan jing #4%, ca. 260), Li builds upon its ideas, interpreting the
extraordinary vessels in innovative ways.

Li's message is defined by his editorial decisions, by his inclusion of material that
originally only inferred the involvement of the extraordinary vessels, and by the ma-
terial that is conspicuously omitted. Throughout the course of the book, Li requires
that his audience attend to the structure of his argument as well as its substance. The
reader’s sensitivity to this aspect of his writing significantly influences what she makes
of the text.

Then, too, the questions one asks of a text determine the answers one gets. When
one asks “How does Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels fit it into the larger
corpus of extraordinary vessel lore?” one is rewarded with what is now a fairly predict-
able picture of the extraordinary vessels, some interesting new tidbits of information,
and a great deal of loose ends that do not seem to really fit anywhere. By contrast, if
one attempts to suspend one’s preconceptions about even the most familiar of the pas-
sages in the book in an effort to discern how Li has used them to make his own point,
then a substantively different image emerges, one that is genuinely fresh and creative.
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This translation and commentary aims to define Li Shi-Zhen’s unique understanding
of the extraordinary vessels.

Questions without Answers

Practitioners of Chinese medicine typically study the historical literature because we
hope to be able to do something with it; at the very least, it inspires us to think about
what we do in fresh ways. For us, this literature is, potentially, still very much alive.

For this reason, we tend to approach the literature in very practical terms. For
instance, our interests in the social or cultural milieu in which a premodern Chinese
medical text developed is circumscribed by how that type of information might inform
our application of the material in that text. The modern cold damage (shang han 1%
%) specialist Huang Huang (% %2) has made much of the cultural milieu in which
Zhang Zhong-Jing (3k ¥ % fl. 220 cE) developed and used his herbal formulas.? For
Huang, the historical context in which those prescriptions were originally formulated
and administered sheds fresh light on how we understand and apply those formulas
today.

In reading historical literature, one is rewarded with new herbal formulas or nee-
dling strategies less often than one gains more generalized insights into diseases and
their treatments. Even so, the counsel of many if not most medical texts can be mad-
deningly ambiguous, even as they seem to present detailed treatment strategies. Early
medical texts in particular were written with the assumption that their meaning would
be verbally transmitted from teacher to student.® As the commentary literature makes
clear, a remarkable amount of information is left open to interpretation.

Then too, one need not delve very deeply into the history of the development of
the Inner Classic (Nei jing W #2) to appreciate that the received version is far different
from what physicians had to work with in the Han dynasty (206 BCE—220 cE). The
text had, even by that time, deteriorated to the point that while compiling his System-
atic Classic of Acupuncture and Moxibustion (Zhen jiu jia yi jing 4t % ¥ Z.#%), Huang-
Fu Mi (£ # #%, 215-282) grumbled about the sad state of the Inuer Classic.* For its
part, the Discussion of Cold Damage (Shang han lun 1% %3, ca. 220) lay moldering for
centuries before it was resurrected and reconstituted in a form that is unquestionably
different from the original. By the time Li Shi-Zhen was parsing such texts in the lat-
ter half of the 16th century, many of their passages may well have seemed as opaque
to him as they do to us today. Thus, in reading a text like Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels, we do well to ask not just what a passage in Divine Pivot (Ling
shu ¥ &) might have meant to its authors, but what it might have meant to Li Shi-
Zhen. How might Li have put a given piece of information to practical use? In this, our
present attempt to make sense of the material in Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary
Vessels is part of an ongoing interpretive tradition spanning millennia.

Many, if not most, of the questions that clinicians ask of a text are unanswerable
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in any definitive way. In most cases, we can never really know how physicians applied
the principles of the Inner Classic in the early Han or how Li Shi-Zhen interpreted that
book 1500 years later. The purpose of reading a book like Exposition on the Eight Ex-
traordinary Vessels is not to try to practice precisely as Li did, but to bring its ideas to
life. We do our best to understand the ramifications of those principles as thoroughly
as possible and then extrapolate from them using modern tools and techniques.

Like many premodern medical texts, on initial reading, one is left wondering what
relevance Li's work has to one’s daily practice. It is a book that clearly requires some
explanation. However, our translation and commentary on the Exposition is not in-
tended to be a clinical manual. Any attempt to posit definitive treatment protocols
based on our interpretation of the Exposition would be contrary to the spirit of the
text itself and would only serve to limit its possible range of meanings. In this book,
we have tried to present readers with an intermediate step, providing them with the
necessary tools to make independent decisions regarding how the Exposition might
be applied without dictating what those decisions should be. First, we have produced
a reliable translation as a basis for our inquiry. In our commentary on the text, we
have then tried to elucidate the fundamental principles that are characteristic of Li
Shi-Zhen’s approach to the extraordinary vessels. Finally, we have asked the ques-
tions that clinicians will inevitably ask of the text, and questions regarding its clinical
application arise on every page. For instance, the pulse material in the Exposition is
particularly opaque, derived as it is from a part of the Puise Classic (Mai jing Fk4E,
3rd century) that was unquestionably corrupted by the time Li was working with it.*
Virtually every line of the text requires the reader to make significant interpretive
decisions just to gain the slightest clue about how this material might be used. How
strictly must the pulses described in the text be interpreted, and what are the criteria
for using them? Must they accompany the symptoms that are presented with them?
How one chooses to answer such questions determines how and if the reader will use
the extraordinary vessel pulses.

Insightful physicians since Li have nevertheless interpreted the Exposition in ways
that have yielded clinically effective strategies. From Ye Tian-Shi’s (¥ X & 1667-1746)
extraordinary vessel herbal prescriptions in the 17th century to Kido Katsuyasu’s ex-
traordinary vessel pulse strategies in the modern era, clinicians have not only kept Li's
ideas alive, but have pushed them in new directions.® We have included a few essays of
our own detailing how we have approached Li’s material. These musings are in no way
meant to be definitive. They are presented here to illustrate how we have attempted to
engage the Exposition in a creative manner to produce a clinically relevant result.

Texts that maintain their currency throughout the ages are those that remain open
to ongoing interpretation. Once a book is saddled with a definitive interpretation, it
ossifies and dies. In the hope that we have left Li’s Exposition at least as vital as we
found it, we have tried to accommodate the greatest possible range of plausible inter-
pretations. Although we have freely speculated on a range of interpretive possibilities,
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we have nevertheless done our best to maintain clear boundaries between the facts
presented in Li's Exposition and our own suppositions about the book. Much as Li
Shi-Zhen left his material very open-ended, we have tried to present it in a manner
that encourages readers to make the material their own.

Organization

This book is divided into five parts. Part I contains a biography of Li Shi-Zhen and
provides an introductory overview of the main themes that run through the text.
These include chapters on theory, acupuncture, herbal medicine, internal alchemy,
and pulse diagnosis in the Exposition. For instance, the rather arcane method of pulse
diagnosis described in the Exposition is first outlined in an introductory chapter on the
pulse, providing the reader with some context for understanding this material prior
to encountering it in the text itself. A much more detailed discussion of extraordinary
vessel pulse diagnosis appears in Ch. 17 of the Exposition, and in our commentary in
Ch. 32.

Part II contains the Chinese text and our annotated translation of Exposition on the
Eight Extraordinary Vessels, and Part I1I presents our commentary on the text. These
commentaries assume a familiarity with the general themes presented in Part I, and
explore those ideas in greater detail. As noted above, the structure and organization of
the Exposition is Li’s primary medium for expressing his own perspective. For this rea-
son, our commentaries attend closely to how Li Shi-Zhen builds on a core set of ideas
throughout the course of each chapter. The translation is easily read independently of
the commentaries for those wishing to form their own impression of the text.

Readers will note that our commentaries to certain portions of the Li’s text are
considerably longer than others. For instance, we have a great deal to say about the
chong vessel and relatively little to say about the ren. This is because Li himself had
much more to say about the chong than the ren. We have not attempted to provide a
more generalized discussion of the extraordinary vessels but have instead focused our
remarks on those topics that bear directly on Li’s perspective.

In understanding the role of Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels in Chi-
nese medical history, it is helpful to know what later writers did with Li’s ideas. Part
IV discusses the influence of Li Shi-Zhen’s extraordinary vessel writings on three later
physicians: Luo Dong-Yi (# R i%&, 1662-1722), Ye Tian-Shi, and Shen Jin-Ao (ik 4
%, 1717-1777). In his commentary on the Inner Classic, Luo Dong-Yi presents a
perspective on the extraordinary vessels that resonates strongly with the alchemical
perspective presented in the Exposition. Ye Tian-Shi is himself one of the great figures
of Chinese medicine, and is indelibly linked to the use of the extraordinary vessels in
herbal medicine. While Li Shi-Zhen left no case records detailing how he used the
extraordinary vessels in clinical practice, Ye Tian-Shi’s writings, and those attributed to
him, consist primarily of case records. Shen Jin-Ao’s writings are, by contrast, entirely
theoretical in nature, and his thinking on the extraordinary vessels suggests that he
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adhered closely to Li’'s methodology.

Part IV also contains a selection of modern case records that reflect acupuncture
and herbal approaches to the extraordinary vessels that are consistent with Li's ideas.
There are also two essays by Charles Chace. The first illustrates the potential clinical
value of critically examining variant readings of early acupuncture texts, and the other
examines the roots of extraordinary vessels in China’s early philosophical literature.

Acupuncture texts compiled after Li’s Exposition, most notably Yang Ji-Zhou'’s (#5
4 M) Grand Compendium of Acupuncture and Moxibustion (Zhen jiu da cheng 4+ %
K A&, 1601), contain extensive extraordinary vessel acupuncture formularies making
use of the so-called ‘master-couple’ holes. This information is now well-represented in
the Western language literature and moreover constitutes the basis of most modern
extraordinary vessel therapeutics. Perhaps more importantly, the present book is con-
cerned specifically with Li Shi-Zhen’s approach to the extraordinary vessels, and the
master couple holes were clearly of little interest to him. For these reasons, we have
left this material for others to develop. Readers are referred to Kiiko Matsumoto and
Steven Birch’s Extraordinary Vessels for translations of this material.”

Part V contains appendices presenting historical prefaces to the Exposition as well
as tables of herbs, prescriptions, acupuncture holes, people, and books mentioned in
the Exposition.

Various Editions of Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels

Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels was apparently published between 1576
and 1578 (the precise date is unknown), during Li’s lifetime, but it is not known where
or by whom. The text was accompanied by two prefaces, dated 1572 and 1577. The
earliest extant edition of the book dates to 1606, shortly after Li's death, and was
published by Zhang Ding-Si (5k % &) in a compilation of Li’s writings that included
his Pulse Studies of the Lakeside Recluse and Exposition and Explication of the Pulse
Rhymes (Mai jue zheng kao Fksk3 #). Zhang contributed his own preface to the
work.

Our translation is based on the earliest extant edition of Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels that appears in Catalog of the Complete Collection of the Four
Treasuries (Si ku quan shu mu lu ¥ & 2 % B 4%, 1784). This edition also appears to
be the basis for all the other editions we consulted.®* No commentaries were written
on the Exposition until modern times. Wang Luo-Zhen (£ ¥#) and Li Ding’s (F
5#%) An Annotated Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels (Qi jing ba mai kao
jiao zhu 8 NRkH A2 3E, 1985) is the first true commentary on the text. Katsuda
Masayasu’s (% & iE &) Modern Language Translation of the Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels (Gendaigo Yaku Kikei Hachimyaku Kou 3 X35 3R (F BANAMA
¥ iE, 1995) is essentially a more thoroughly annotated extrapolation on Wang and
Li's work, accompanied by a translation into Japanese. We have made extensive use of
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both texts. For a listing of the various editions of Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary
Vessels, see Appendix 5.

Notes on the Translation

The original edition of Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels that appears in
Catalog of the Complete Collection of the Four Treasuries is unpunctuated, and that is
how we have presented the Chinese version of the text here. Much of Li’s text con-
sists of passages that are direct quotations or paraphrases of other texts. Sometimes,
Li delineates his own comments with a prefatory “Bin-Hu says,” but more often than
not, he simply inserts his own two-cents worth directly into the flow of the passage
he is citing. This can make it difficult for a reader who is not intimately familiar with
the full breadth of the Chinese medical literature to know whether one is reading Li
or, for instance, the Inner Classic. Subsequent editors have attempted to clarify this
matter by placing Li’s comments in a smaller typeface, in parentheses, or both, and
we have adopted this convention in our translation. Moreover, classical Chinese is
typically telegraphic in style, and in the interest of readability, it is often necessary to
make interpretative additions to an English translation. Such additions in our own
translation are placed in brackets [ ].

Our primary source for term selection is the Eastland Press house glossary. How-
ever, there are many instances where we have chosen other words that we believe
more clearly and transparently convey the meaning of the Chinese.® A few words, in
particular, bear mentioning.

We refer to the directions that the extraordinary vessels travel as ‘trajectories’ rath-
er than pathways to remind the reader that these vessels are not lines or even pathways
in the same sense as the primary channels, but are instead general directions of flow.
Although they may intersect with specific holes on the pathways of the primary chan-
nels and are generally depicted as lines in graphic representations, the extraordinary
vessels function more like tides than streams.

Similarly, we refer to acupuncture loci as ‘holes’ rather than points, both because
this is a more accurate translation of the term xué (/%) and to remind the reader that
these loci are three dimensional in nature. We have identified acupuncture holes by
their English translations in Practical Dictionary of Chinese Medicine'® and by their
World Health Organization alphanumeric designation.

The names of the extraordinary vessels have been translated in a number of ways,
none of which is (in our view) optimal, and at present there is no real consensus on
how they should be translated. It has been our experience, in discussing the extraor-
dinary vessels with both students and colleagues, that we often find ourselves running
through a litany of possible translations—the yin linking vessel, the yin binding vessel,
and so on—searching for the term with which our interlocutor is most familiar. Often
it is only when we resort to the Chinese—in this case, the yin wei vessel—that our
interlocutor’s eyes light up in recognition. To be sure, the chong, ren, and du vessels
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are just as often recognized as the penetrating, conception, and governing vessels,
but these translations are problematic as well in that they are by no means entirely
accurate. In any event, because the Chinese names of the extraordinary vessels have
become part of the common terminology in the West and are the terms most read-
ily identified by the greatest number of readers, we have chosen to use them in our
text.

Chinese measure words, too, tend to be either as familiar to most readers as their
English translations or they tend to lack meaningful English language equivalents. We
have therefore not translated Chinese measure words into English. Thus, the word
remains simply cuxn and not inch, body inch, or cubit.

Li Shi-Zhen cobbles his narrative together from a wide range of sources, and, in
keeping with the scholarly style of his time, each of Li’s citations lie somewhere on a
continuum between a direct quotation and a rough paraphrase. Those passages that
are closer to paraphrase often, but not always, begin with Z yun rather than B yue.
Regardless of the prefatory words that he uses, when Li’s references stray closest to
paraphrase, we have omitted quotation marks and begun the translation with “xxx
says that ... .”

In pre-modern times, Chinese writers were typically known by a number of dif-
ferent names throughout the course of their lives. In his writing, Li Shi-Zhen refers
to people in a variety of ways. For instance, he refers to himself by his pen name (bie
hao %1%%), Bin-Hu (7 #1). When referring to people in our own discussion of the text,
however, we have used the names that Western readers of Chinese medicine are likely
to recognize. This is most often, though not invariably, some form of their literary
name (hao %%), or their courtesy name (zi 5 ). For instance, we refer to Ye Gui (E #)
as Ye Tian-Shi (¥ X &), and Li Gao (F %) as Li Dong-Yuan (& R38).

Chinese proper names appear with Chinese characters when they are first men-
tioned. Subsequent mentions are in pinyin only. Book titles appear in English followed
by the pinyin and Chinese characters when they are first mentioned. Subsequent men-
tions are in English only. Lists of the significant people and books mentioned in this
book are included in Appendix 6.

In the interest of clarity, we have translated premodern anatomical terms using
their modern anatomical equivalents. For instance, jue gu %%, literally the extreme
or terminal bone, is translated as the fibula, and que pen # 2, literally the empty
basin, as the supraclavicular fossa.



CHAPTER B

Biographical Sketch of Li Shi-Zhen

Because Li Shi-Zhen is among the most eminent figures in Chinese medical history,
the essential details of his life are reasonably well documented. He was born in 1518
into a family of medical practitioners in Hu Guang (4 &) in what is now known as
Qi Zhou (%7 #) county, in the Qi Chun (# %) prefecture of modern day Hubei prov-
ince. His grandfather was an itinerant doctor (ling yi 4% )" who traveled from town
to town in this region, offering his services as a physician. His grandfather’s place in
Ming society was so low that there is no record of his given name. By contrast, Li
Shi-Zhen’s father, Li Yue-Chi (& A i), became locally famous for his medical skills
and was registered as Medical Secretary of the Imperial Academy of Medicine (tai yi
yuan li mu K& FE £ B ). He is known to have written a selection of texts, including
Hlumination of the Four Diagnostic Methods (Si zhen fa ming v335 % "8), Commentar-
ies on Medical Studies of the Eight Vessels (Yi xue ba mai zhu & % N\ Mk 3%), Diagnosis,
Pattern [Discrimination] and Treatment of Pox Diseases (Dou zhen zheng zhi Ja. 35 %
78), and Lore of Ginseng (Ren shen zhuan A%-1%), all written at the end of the 15th
and the beginning of the 16th centuries. Once Li’s father managed to acquire some
farmland and his practice of medicine was no longer the basis of their livelihood, he
was able to distance himself from his own father’s lowly station in life. Li Yue-Chi was
also able to pass the central state exams, attaining the rank of cultivated talent (xiu cai
% %), further enhancing his status.

Li Shi-Zhen was a sickly child who was considered dull and slow by his family.
Despite this perceived handicap, at six years of age he began learning how to read and
write, and he soon developed a love of books. While still a young boy, he completed
a subject for the first-level examination for the appointment of local officials. By age
12, Li was studying the Four Classics (Si shu ¥ &) for the second-level examination,
which he passed at age 14. Despite his diligent preparation, Li twice failed to pass the
subsequent county, provincial, and state level examinations. His progress stalled, and
in response to his father’s admonitions to study harder, Li worked so intently that
he contracted tuberculosis and nearly died. His father is reported to have treated Li
Shi-Zhen for this condition exclusively with Scutellaria Decoction (huang gin tang),
which cured him. Fully recovered, two years later Li again failed the examinations for
the third time.

With this third humiliating failure, Li finally gave up on a bureaucratic career and
began studying medicine with his father. At age 25, after only a year of medical study,
he joined his father’s practice. His lack of aptitude for governmental examinations
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notwithstanding, Li remained a voracious reader. According to the Qizhou Gazetteer
(Qi zhou zhi % M z%), Li spent his days reading books, and reportedly did not leave his
house for ten years. If this was true, then like most doctors of his day, he must have
seen patients at his home. His interests were eclectic, and his reading ranged from
medicine and the classics to history. According to this gazetteer, he never wasted one
moment in his studies. The picture that emerges is that of a young man struggling to
compensate for his shortcomings in mainstream scholarship by immersing himself in
a less formalized but no less rigorous course of study.

In 1545, when Li was 28, a plague broke out in his hometown of Huchang and
spread throughout the populace, killing rich and poor alike. Li and his father treated
many of the plague victims, prompting a commendation in the Qizhou Gazetteer for
their invaluable service to the community. As a consequence, shortly thereafter, Li’s
father was promoted to the position of Official of the Imperial Academy of Medicine
(tai yi yuan li KB %) and became very famous. This made it possible for both
Li Yue-Chi and his son to mingle in high society and allowed Li Shi-Zhen to make
many important acquaintances, including the Hao (#f) family, whose extensive library
contained numerous medical books. Li borrowed many books from the Hao library,
comparing various editions, which helped deepen his medical knowledge.

Over the course of his research, Li Shi-Zhen came to believe that the number of
medicinals contained in Divine Husbandman'’s Classic of the Materia Medica (Shen
nong ben cao jing ¥ & A E #8) was insufficient for clinical practice and that its three-
level classification was impractical. Li was not quite 30 years old when he began de-
veloping his idea of a Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica (Ben cao gang
mu) to remedy this situation.

In 1552, 12 years after failing the imperial service exams, Li Shi-Zhen began the
Herculean task of completely revising the pharmaceutical knowledge of the time.
Where previous efforts of this kind were the product of committees composed of 20
to 50 scholars, Li undertook this project on his own, an endeavor that would stretch
over the course of 40 years. Li Shi-Zhen’s first step was to review the Materia Medica
Arranged According to Pattern (Zheng lei ben cao 334 %, 1108). He emulated its
principles of herbal classification in his own Comprehensive Outline of the Materia
Medica.

During this period of Li’s life, his fame spread and he maintained a busy clinical
practice in addition to his scholarly pursuits. He also began teaching medicine. Li’s
father was a noted scholar in his own right who had done a significant amount of first-
hand research in his own writing projects, and Li Shi-Zhen followed this example. Li
Shi-Zhen researched a famous local medicinal called Qi [province] snake (Qi she &
#%). His monograph on The Lore of [White] Pattern Snakes (Hua she zhuan e ¥¢4%)
has been lost, although at least some of its content appears to have survived in the
Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica.

In 1556, Li was invited to have an audience in the court of Chu (#) where he cured
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the ruler’s eldest son of epilepsy. As a result, he was appointed to the Sacrificial Office
of the Princely Establishment (Wang fu feng ci zheng X At %43 iE.), which combined
the roles of head of court proceedings and of head physician. Deeply interested in
Daoist alchemy and immortality, the King of Chu surrounded himself with Daoist
priests who clashed with Li over political matters. It is curious that much of Li’s work,
particularly his Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels, reflects an affinity for
Daoist sensibilities since the only mention of Li’s interaction with Daoists in the of-
ficial histories concerns his conflict with them.

Li’s tenure as a court physician lasted just three years, but it allowed him to con-
tinue his herbal research in an environment that gave him access to extensive literary
resources until he was recommended for employment at the Imperial Academy of
Medicine in Beijing (Bei jing tai yi yuan 4t K % [Z). He spent a year in Beijing where
he was again exposed to a large number of medical books and medicinals.

In 1561, a year after returning to his hometown, Li had a new home built in the
Safflower Garden (Hong hua yuan #.7¢.[#) on the northern side of Rain Lake (Yu hu
#74). It was then that he adopted the nickname of Lakeside Recluse (Bin hu shan ren
& #h A). During this time, Li completed a series of smaller monographs including
The Case Records of the Lakeside [Recluse] (Bin hu yi an 78 # B %), Difficulties of the
Triple Warmer due to Guest [Qi] (San jiao ke nan = £ % %), An Exposition on the Life
Gate (Ming men kao 4 P1%), and An lllustrated Discourse on the Five [Yin] Viscera
(Wu zang tu lun B F& %), none of which survives.

Li remained at his home on the lake where he continued to work on his Com-
prehensive Outline of the Materia Medica in addition to proceeding with research
on pulse diagnosis and herbal medicine. In 1564, at the age of 47, Li completed his
famous Pulse Studies of the Lakeside [Recluse]. Around this time, he also began work
on Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels, a topic of some interest to his father
as well, and Textual Research on the Pulse Rhymes (Mai jue kao zheng Wk %% 3¥). It
was also around this time that Li Shi-Zhen’s father died, and his own eldest son took
his first imperial examination.

Lacking the resources available to the materia medica commissions of the Tang
(618-907) and Song (960—1279) dynasties, which benefited from imperially ordered
collection drives, Li was compelled to do his own herb collecting. In the three to four
years that followed, Li embarked on a series of research trips to Hunan, Jiangxi, and
Anhui provinces, collecting herbs and talking to local herbal producers, herbal mer-
chants, farmers, wood choppers, fishermen, miners, and old women about medicinal
plants. He took extensive notes and returned home with a large number of herbal
samples, which became the models for the illustrations that would appear in his Com-
prehensive Outline of the Materia Medica.

By 1569, with enough information to begin writing, Li retired to his lakeside home
and began work on the first draft of his magnum opus. As an apparent diversion
from this monumental task, he published Collected Simple Prescriptions of the Lake-
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side [Recluse] (Bin hu ji jian fang 78 # % # 7). Taking another break from work on
Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica, Li completed Exposition on the Eight
Extraordinary Vessels a few years later, in 1572, but then shelved it. In the years that
followed, Li completed the first draft of Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica,
producing an 800-page document, only to spend another four years on revisions.

Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels was finally published between 1576
and 1578 when Li was about 60 years old. Comprehensive Outline of the Materia
Medica was completed a year later, after being revised three times over 27 years. In
the preface to the first edition, Li noted:

[I] began [this project] in 1552 and finished in 1578, after rewriting the
entire manuscript three times over. [I] divided [the contents into] 52 vol-
umes, consisting of 16 parts, each part [broken into] 60 categories in total.
Monographs on each medicinal are referred to as ‘guiding principles’ (gang
#1) while the technical material within each category are referred to as
‘items’ (mu B).

The book contains 1,892 medicinals, including 374 substances added by Li himself,
with 1,109 illustrations drawn by his second son, Li Jiang-Yuan, and 1,096 formulas.
Having finally completed this masterpiece, his life’s work, Li must have been devas-
tated to find that no one was interested in publishing it. In 1579, he began traveling
around China in the hopes of finding a publisher, a quest that would consume much
of the remainder of his life. After first visiting Hangzhou and Wuchang, to no avail, he
continued on to Nanjing where he remained for several years in negotiations with a
publisher there. These labors were ultimately fruitless. In early September of 1580, Li
paid a visit to Wang Shi-Zhen (£ #71), one of the most famous scholars of his time,
who was visiting Nanjing. According to Wang, Li appeared at his house “emaciated
in face and body,” a shadow of his former self, who had once been “an enthusiastic
debater and a unique man [born] under the sign of the Great Bear.”? After spending
a few days together, Li asked Wang to write a preface to Comprehensive Outline of
the Materia Medica, and Wang happily agreed, additionally composing a poem in
admiration of Li’s work. Unfortunately, even these accolades failed to impress the
publishers of his day.

After three fruitless years of travel in search of a publisher, Li returned home, hu-
miliated. From this time until his death in 1593, at the age of 75, he retreated to his
lakeside home, practicing medicine, entertaining friends, drinking wine, composing
poems, and generally trying to enjoy himself. Yet even then he was unable to set the
Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica aside, undertaking a final revision of
the work.

In 1590, the Nanjing publisher Hu Cheng-Long (#f 7K #€) finally agreed to finance
and publish Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica. Li’s sons and grandsons
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had all contributed to the completion of the text. The illustrations were compiled by
his son Li Jian-Zhong (%3 ¥) and drawn by his grandson Li Jian-Yuan (F# 7).
Sadly, however, Li did not live to see his life’s work published. The first edition did not
appear until 1596, three years after his death.

Where previous materia medica were confined largely to medicinal substances,
Li had produced a comprehensive encyclopedia that often went beyond the scope
of pharmaceuticals. This was ultimately a source of criticism by subsequent authors
who complained that his book was too large and unwieldy, and contained too many
digressions into areas of marginal interest to anyone other than scholars. Nevertheless,
it represented the climax of the development of the materia medica literature, and
quickly superseded the book upon which Li had based his own work, Tang Shen-Wei’s
(B M, 1056-1136) Materia Medica Arranged According to Pattern, the previous
contender for the title of most comprehensive materia medica.? It remains a bench-
mark of the literature to the present day.

Li Shi-Zhen’s Work on the Pulse

Even if Li had never written Comprehensive Outline of the Materia Medica, he would
certainly be remembered for his much shorter, but no less influential, contributions to
the study of the pulse. Of his two monographs on the pulse, Textual Research on the
Pulse Rhymes and the Pulse Studies of the Lakeside [Recluse], only the latter survives.
Books dealing with pulse diagnosis were quite popular during the Ming dynasty, many
of which were commentaries and corrections of Wang Shu-He’s Pulse Rhymes (Wang
Shu-He mai jue X & F= Ik k), attributed to the eponymous author.* Many historians
believe that Pulse Rhymes was actually written by Gao Yang-Sheng (% % 4£) during
the Six Dynasties, but in either case, the original work had been lost long before Li’s
era. Like many critics of his time, Li believed that although physicians would often
commit Pulse Rhymes to memory, the text failed to truly clarify the principles of pulse
examination. Moreover, he believed that both Pulse Riymes and many of its subse-
quent corrections were narrow-minded and full of mistakes. Using his father’s work,
Hllumination of the Four Diagnostic Methods, as his primary reference, Li composed
his own interpretation of Pulse Rhymes with the stated goal of correcting the errors
it contained.

In Pulse Studies of the Lakeside [Recluse], Li divided all pulse images into 27 types,
which were analyzed in great detail in the first section of the book. Then, in Essentials
[of Pulse Diagnosis] in Quatrain (Si yan ju yao v3 5 % %), he composed quatrains for
easy memorization of the three aspects of each pulse—the pulse quality (¢ zhuang
B83R), its classification among different qualities of pulses (xiang lei 4848), and the
primary disorders it reflects (zhu bing %7). Lastly, Li included a critical commen-
tary on Pulse Rhymes by Cui Xi-yuan (4 # 3t) entitled Textual Research on the Pulse
Rhymes.



