
  

Chinese herbology 
From New World Encyclopedia 

See herbalism for the non-Chinese tradition of herbology.  

Chinese herbology or Chinese materia medica (Simplified Chinese: 中药学; Traditional Chinese: 中藥學; 
pinyin: Zhōngyào xué), the Chinese art of combining medicinal herbs, is an important aspect of traditional Chinese 
medicine. Crude medicines (naturally occurring unrefined substances intended for medical use) and prepared drugs 
(Simplified Chinese: 饮片; Traditional Chinese: 飲片; pinyin: yǐnpiàn) are used in combinations to treat patients 
according to traditional Chinese medical theory. Each herbal medicine prescription is a tailored to the individual 
patient and includes one or two main ingredients that target the illness, plus additional ingredients to adjust the 
formula to the particular patient's balance of yin/yang. Unlike in the production of Western medications, the 
balance and interaction of all the ingredients in a Chinese herbal prescription is considered more important than the 
effects of the individual ingredients. Chinese herbology incorporates ingredients from all parts of plants, including 
the roots, leaves, stems, flowers, and fruits, and also ingredients from animals and minerals. 

The Divine Farmer's Herb-Root Classic (Traditional Chinese: 神農本草經; Simplified Chinese: 神农本草经; 
pinyin: Shénnóng běncǎo jīng), first compiled around 206 B.C.E. and attributed to Shennong, a legendary ruler of 
China who is believed to have taught ancient China the practices of agriculture, includes 365 medicines. During the 
Neo-Confucian Song-Jin-Yuan era (tenth to twelfth centuries), the theories of the Five Phases (Tastes) and the 
Twelve Channels (Meridians) were applied to herbology. The Compendium of Materia Medica (Ben Cao Gangmu)
compiled during the Ming dynasty by Li Shizhen (1518 – 1593), is still used today for consultation and reference. 
It lists 1,892 distinct herbs, and about 11,096 prescriptions to treat common illnesses. 
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Overview 

Chinese herbology is the Chinese art of combining medicinal herbs. Herbology is one of the more important 
aspects of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM). Each herbal medicine prescription is a cocktail of many herbs 
tailored to the individual patient and based on traditional Chinese medical theory. One batch of herbs is typically 
decocted twice over the course of one hour. The practitioner usually designs a remedy using one or two main 
ingredients that target the illness, then adds many additional ingredients to adjust the formula to the particular 
patient's yin/yang conditions. Sometimes, ingredients are needed to cancel out toxicity or side-effects of the main 
ingredients. Some herbs require the use of other ingredients as catalysts, without which the brew is ineffective. 
Unlike in the production of western medications, the balance and interaction of all the ingredients in a Chinese 
herbal prescription is considered more important than the effects of the individual ingredients. A crucial element in 
traditional Chinese medicine is the treatment of each patient as an individual. 

Chinese herbology often incorporates ingredients from all parts of plants, including the roots, leaves, stems, 
flowers, and fruits, and also ingredients from animals and minerals. The use of parts of endangered species (such as 
seahorses, rhinoceros horns, and tiger bones) has created controversy and resulted in a black market of poachers 
who hunt restricted animals. Many herbal manufacturers have discontinued the use of any parts from endangered 
animals. 

History of Chinese Herbology 

The history of Chinese Medicine begins with the Yellow Emperors Inner Classic (Huang Di Nei Jing), a dialogue 
between the Yellow Emperor (2697-2597 B.C.E.) and his physician Qi Bo, in which they discuss many aspects of 
Chinese medicine, including acupuncture, yin-yang theory, Five Elements pathology, diagnosis, and etiology of 
disease. The Inner Classic was compiled around 305-204 B.C.E. and is the foundation for the theory and philosophy 

 9.1 Educational Resources  
 10 Credits  

of traditional Chinese medicine. The first Chinese manual on pharmacology, the Shennong Bencao Jing (Shennong 
Emperor's Classic of Materia Medica), lists some 365 medicines of which 252 are herbs, and dates from the first 
century C.E. Han dynasty. Earlier literature included lists of prescriptions for specific ailments, exemplified by a 
manuscript "Recipes for 52 Ailments," found in the MaWangDui tomb, sealed in 168 B.C.E. 

Chinese herbal medicine is a compilation of experimentation and research dating back to a tribal chief named 
Shennong, who resided in China along the great Yellow River Plateau (2700 B.C.E.). 

Shennong 

Shennong (Traditional Chinese: 神農; Simplified Chinese: 神农; pinyin: Shénnóng), also known as the Yan 
Emperor (炎帝) or the Emperor of the Five Grains (Traditional Chinese: 五穀先帝; Simplified Chinese: 五谷先
帝; pinyin: Wǔgǔ xiāndì), was a legendary ruler of China and cultural hero of Chinese mythology who is believed 
to have lived along the great Yellow River Plateau some 5,000 years ago, and taught ancient China the practices of 
agriculture. Appropriately, his name means "the Divine Farmer." Considered the father of Chinese agriculture, this 
legendary emperor taught his people how to cultivate grains as food, so as to avoid killing animals. He is said to 
have tasted hundreds of herbs to test their medical value. 

The most well-known work attributed to Shennong is the The Divine Farmer's Herb-Root Classic (Traditional 
Chinese: 神農本草經; Simplified Chinese: 神农本草经; pinyin: Shénnóng běncǎo jīng), first compiled around 206 
B.C.E., during the end of the Western Han Dynasty, several thousand years after Shennong existed. It lists various 
medical herbs, such as reishi, which were discovered by Shennong and given grade and rarity ratings. This work is 
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considered to be the earliest Chinese pharmacopoeia. It includes 365 medicines derived from minerals, plants, and 
animals. Shennong is credited with identifying hundreds of medical (and poisonous) herbs by personally testing 
their properties. He is also said to have discovered tea, which acts as an antidote against the poisonous effects of 
some seventy herbs. Chinese legend places this discovery in 2737 B.C.E., when Shennong first tasted tea made 
from leaves of burning twigs of the tea plant, which were carried up from the fire by the hot air, and landed in his 

cauldron of boiling water.[1] Shennong is venerated as the Father of Chinese medicine. He is also believed to have 
introduced the technique of acupuncture. 

Zhang Zhong Jing and Tao Hong Jing 

Zhang Zhong Jing, a celebrated Chinese physician who lived around the third century B.C.E., compiled two 
classics, Shang Han Lun (Discussion of Cold Induced disease) and Jin Gui Yao Lun, (Synopsis of Prescriptions of
the Golden Chamber). These works are still referenced today for medical diagnosis, treatment, and the 
differentiation of yin-yang and the six stages. Around 452 C.E. a Daoist named Tao Hong Jing edited the original 
Classics of Materia Medica according to kingdom, plant, animal, or mineral. He also increased the total number of 
entries to 730 substances. Succeeding generations added to this work with new treatises, such as the seventh-
century Tang dynasty Yaoxing Lun (藥性論; also spelled Yao Xing Lun, "Treatise on the Nature of Medicinal 
Herbs"). During the Sung Dynasty (960-1279 C.E.), a physician named Tang Shen Wei increased the Materia 
Medica to 1746 substances. 

Grand Materia Medica-(Ben Cao Gang Mu)

The Compendium of Materia Medica (Ben Cao Gangmu) compiled during the Ming dynasty by Li Shizhen (1518 –
1593), is still used today for consultation and reference. Li Shizhen read eight hundred medical works and 
conducted thirty years of research. The work consists of 884 pages in 52 volumes and contains 1,160 illustrations. 
The work lists 1,892 distinct herbs, of which 374 were added by Li himself. There are about 11,096 prescriptions 
to treat common illness, 8,160 of which were compounded or collected by Li. For every herb there are entries on 
names, detailed description of appearance and odor, nature, medical function, effects and prescriptions. 

Categorizing Chinese Herbs 

Chinese physicians used several different methods to classify traditional Chinese herbs: 

 The Four Natures (四氣 or 四性)  

 The Five Tastes (五味)  

 The Meridians (歸經)  

The earlier (Han through Tang eras) Ben Cao (Materia Medicae) began with a three-level categorization: 

Low level—drastically acting, toxic substances; Middle level—herbs with medicinal physiological effects; High 
level—herbs for the enhancement of health and spirit 

During the Neo-Confucian Song-Jin-Yuan era (tenth to twelfth centuries), the theoretical framework of 
acupuncture theory, which was rooted in Han Confucian theory, was formally applied to herbal categorization, 
which had previously been the domain of Daoist natural science. In particular, the theories of the Five Phases 
(Tastes) and the Twelve Channels (Energy Meridians) came to be used after this period. 

The Four Natures 
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The Four Natures theory pertains to the degree of yin and yang, cold (extreme yin), cool, neutral, warm and hot 
(extreme yang). The patient's internal balance of yin and yang is taken into account when the herbs are selected. 
For example, medicinal herbs of "hot," yang nature are used when the person is suffering from internal cold that 
requires to be purged, or when the patient has a general cold constituency. Sometimes an ingredient is added to 
offset the extreme effect of one herb. 

The Five Tastes 

The "five tastes" are pungent, sweet, sour, bitter and salty, each of which has its functions and characteristics. For 
example, pungent herbs are used to generate sweat and to direct and vitalize qi and the blood. Sweet-tasting herbs 
often tone or harmonize bodily systems. Some sweet-tasting herbs also exhibit a bland taste, which helps drain 
dampness through diuresis. Pungent herbs stimulate, warm, raise qi from the interior to the exterior. Sour taste 
most often is astringent and consolidates qi and secretions, while bitter herbs drain qi downward, dispel heat, purge 
the bowels and get rid of dampness by drying them out. Salty tastes soften hard masses as well as purge and open 
the bowels. 

Pungent herbs strengthen the lungs and large intestine, sweet herbs harmonize the spleen and stomach, sour herbs 

nourish the liver and gallbladder, and bitter herbs strengthen the heart and small intestine.[2] 

The Meridians 

The Meridians refer to currents of energy which flow through different organs and parts of the body. Certain herbs 
are linked with specific meridians and therefore act upon the organs associated with them. For example, menthol is 
pungent, cool and is linked with the lungs and the liver. Since the lungs are the organ which protects the body from 
the invasion of colds and influenza, menthol can help purge invading heat toxins caused by hot "wind." 

Chinese Patent Medicine 

Chinese patent medicine (traditional Chinese: 中成藥, Simplified 
Chinese: 中成药, pinyin: zhōng chéng yào) are standardized herbal 
formulas. Several herbs and other ingredients are dried and ground, 
then mixed into a powder and formed into pills. The binder is 
traditionally honey. The pills are characteristically small, round and 
black. Chinese patent medicines are easy and convenient, but are 
not easy to customize for a particular patient. They are best used 
when a patient's condition is not severe and the medicine can be 
taken as a long-term treatment. 

These medicines are not "patented" in the traditional sense of the 
word. No one has exclusive rights to the formula. Instead, "patent" 
refers to the standardization of the formula. All Chinese patent 
medicines of the same name will have the same proportions of 
ingredients. 

50 Fundamental Herbs 

In Chinese herbology, there are 50 "fundamental herbs."[3] These include:

 

Characteristic little black pills of Chinese 
patent medicine. 
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See also 

 Traditional Chinese medicine  

 1. Agastache rugosa - huòxiāng (藿香) 

 2. Alangium chinense - bā jiǎo fēng (八角枫) 

 3. Anemone or Pulsatilla chinensis - bái tóu weng (白头翁) 

 4. Anisodus tanguticus - shān làngdàng (山莨菪) 

 5. Ardisia japonica - zǐjīn niú (紫金牛) 

 6. Aster tataricus - zǐwǎn (紫菀) 

 7. Astragalus membranaceus - huángqí (黄芪) or běiqí (北芪) 

 8. Camellia sinensis - chá shù (茶树) or chá yè (茶叶) 

 9. Cannabis sativa - dà má (大麻) 

10. Carthamus tinctorius - hóng huā (红花) 

11. Cinnamomum cassia - ròu gùi (肉桂) 

12. Cissampelos pareira - xí shēng téng (锡生藤) or (亞乎奴) 

13. Coptis chinensis - duǎn è huánglián (短萼黄连) 

14. Corydalis ambigua - yán hú suǒ (延胡索) 

15. Croton tiglium - bā dòu (巴豆) 

16. Daphne genkwa - yuánhuā (芫花) 

17. Datura metel - yáng jīn huā (洋金花) 

18. Datura tatula - zǐ huā màn tuó luó (紫花曼陀萝) 

19. Dendrobium nobile - shí hú (石斛) or shí hú lán (石斛兰) 

20. Dichroa febrifuga - chángshān (常山) 

21. Ephedra sinica - cǎo má huáng (草麻黄) 

22. Eucommia ulmoides - dùzhòng (杜仲) 

23. Euphorbia pekinensis - dàjǐ (大戟) 

24. Flueggea suffruticosa (formerly Securinega suffruticosa) - yī yè qiū (一叶秋) 

25. Forsythia suspensa - liánqiào (连翘) 

26. Gentiana loureiroi - dì dīng (地丁) 

27. Gleditsia sinensis - zào jiá (皂荚) 

28. Glycyrrhiza uralensis - gāncǎo (甘草) 

29. Hydnocarpus anthelmintica (syn. H. anthelminthicus) - dà fēng zǐ (大风子) 

30. Ilex purpurea - dōngqīng (冬青) 

31. Leonurus japonicus - yìmǔcǎo (益母草) 

32. Ligusticum wallichii - chuānxiōng (川芎) 

33. Lobelia chinensis - bàn biān lián (半边莲) 

34. Phellodendron amurense - huáng bǎi (黄柏) 

35. Platycladus orientalis (formerly Thuja orientalis) - cèbǎi (侧柏) 

36. Pseudolarix amabilis - jīn qián sōng (金钱松) 

37. Psilopeganum sinense - shān má huáng (山麻黄) 

38. Pueraria lobata - gé gēn (葛根) 

39. Rauwolfia serpentina - (從蛇根木) or (印度蛇木) 

40. Rehmannia glutinosa - dìhuáng (地黄) or gān dìhuáng (干地黄) 

41. Rheum officinale - yào yòng dà huáng (药用大黄) 

42. Rhododendron tsinghaiense - Qīnghǎi dùjuān (青海杜鹃) 

43. Saussurea costus - yún mù xiāng (云木香) 

44. Schisandra chinensis - wǔ wèi zi (五味子) 

45. Scutellaria baicalensis - huángqín (黄芩) 

46. Stemona tuberosa - bǎi bù (百部) 

47. Stephania tetrandra - fáng jǐ (防己) 

48. Styphnolobium japonicum (formerly Sophora japonica) - huái (槐), huái shù (槐树), or huái huā (槐花) 

49. Trichosanthes kirilowii - guālóu (栝楼) 

50. Wikstroemia indica - liǎo gē wáng (了哥王) 
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 Herbalism, for the use of medicinal herbs in other traditions.  
 Compendium of Materia Medica  
 Yaoxing Lun  
 Traditional Korean medicine  
 Traditional Japanese medicine  
 Li Shizhen  

Notes 

1. ↑ Jane Reynolds, Phil Gates, and Gaden Robinson. 365 Days of Nature and Discovery (New York: Harry N. 
Adams, Inc., 1994, ISBN 0-8109-3876-6).  

2. ↑ Chinese Herbology, Scott Suvow, L.Ac. Retrieved December 12, 2007.  
3. ↑ Rehmannia glutinosa, Plants For A Future: Database Search Results. Retrieved December 12, 2007.  
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