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of Medicine in the Eighteenth Century (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2009), pp. 77-78.
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S. Livingstone, 1961), p. 54.

25 Matthew H. Kaufman, Surgeons at War: Medical Arrangements for the Treatment of the
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Greenwood Press, 2001), p. 92. 552K, J. H. Dible, Napoleon'’s Surgeon (London:
William Heinemann Medical Books, 1970), p. 28.

26 Mauro Maggi, “New Persian Glosses in East Syriac Texts of the Eighth to Tenth
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27 £ H, Samuel S. Kottek, “Selected Elements of Talmudic Medical Terminology: With
Special Consideration to Graeco-Latin Influences and Sources,” in Wolfgang Haase, ed.,
Aufstieg und Niedergang der Romischen Welt (ANRW): Geschichte und Kultur Roms im
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Rhechnik, 3. Teilband (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1996), p. 2927.

28 E. A. W. Budge, Syrian Anatomy, Pathology and Therapeutics or “The Book of Medicines,”
vol. 2 (London: Humphrey Milford, Oxford University Press, 1913), pp. 403-429.
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trans. by H. Said (Karachi: Hamdard Academy, 1973), vol. 1, pp. 73-75.
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Arabic Study Manual by ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Sulami (Leiden and Boston: E. J. Brill, 2004), pp.
69-70.
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Mecca Balsam and Balsam of Peru in Ancient China:
An Exchange of Foreign Medicine over
a Long Historical Period

Chen Ming*

Abstract

Duan Chengshi’s E&p% T, Tang dynasty work Youyang zazu PSF5FEMH
(Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang), records a foreign botanical medicine
called aboshen [A[Z)2: (balm of Gilead or Mecca balsam) originating from
Fulin ##i#% (Byzantine Empire). This balsam (resin, spice, or oil) was mainly
produced on the banks of the Dead Sea in western Asia. Although never
widely used in medieval China and only enjoying brief popularity there, in the
medieval Islamic world it was regarded as a panacea with a wide range of
uses. After the Age of Discovery, balm of Gilead was gradually replaced by
balsam of Peru from South America. Jesuit missionaries introduced balsam of
Peru to China in the late Ming and early Qing dynasties, where it was known
as baersamo EEFRIEE (balsam), baersamu you EEFRHARH (balsam oil) and
baersamu xiang P K7 (balsam spice). There was a gradual
increase in the number of records of this medicine and its uses in Chinese
Materia Medica, dispensatories, and jottings literature, mainly relating to its
use in the treatment of traumas. It appeared numerous times in exchanges
between the Qing court, the Jesuits and foreign countries. In Japan during the
period when the study of Western medicine was promoted, this balsam even

*  Chen Ming is a professor in the Center for Studies of Eastern Literatures and the Department
of South Asian Languages at Peking University.
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came to be referred to as “sacred medicine.” This article traces the journey of
Mecca balsam and balsam of Peru over a long historical period across different
regions of ancient China, focusing on transmission of knowledge, methods of
use, and trade routes. The author attempts to sketch the routes of its
transmission through ancient Greece, Rome, Syria, Persia, Arabia, pre- and
post-Renaissance Europe, South America, India, and Southeast Asia to China
and Japan. This article also explores how, in the process of botanical medicine
exchange from the medieval period to modern period, the role and status of
Chinese medicine in world medicine changed. This case study will also help us

understand changes in Chinese society from the pre-modern period to the late

Qing dynasty.

Keywords: Aboshen [1%)2%, baersamo EEFRHIEE, exchange of medical
cultures, Youyang zazu PGF55EAH, Jesuit
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