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Fire as Medicine: The “Fire” Section of Bencao gangmu
Jianmin Li
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The words of the living are distorted echoes of the past. Some core notions of Chinese
classical medicine had a long and profound influence, and although the common people had
daily intimate experiences related to these ideas they had no way of explaining them. “Fire”
is one of the clearest examples of this paradox.

“Fire” first appears as an independent medicinal category in Li Shizhen’s (c. 1518-
1593) Bencao gangmu, which categorizes materia medica according to the doctrine of the
five phases. The category of fire constitutes a distinct chapter, which includes eleven types
of medicine. The description of these medicines is preceded by a section on “yin-fire, yang-
fire,” a form unique to this chapter of Bencao gangmu. Li Shizhen further divides fire into
“celestial fire,” “terrestrial fire” and “human fire.” The last section, includes a discussion of
the notion of “ministerial fire” #H/K (xianghuo), based on citations from sources of the Jin
and Yuan periods.

Do our verbal categories determine our feelings? In classical Chinese medicine, fire,
just like “wind,” referred to pneumas surrounding the body. Beginning with the Jin and
Yuan dynasties, doctors placed increasing emphasis on “fire” within the body. At the same
time, fire became a term used by the sick themselves to describe their experiences of
malaise. Li Shizhen’s creation of a medicinal category for fire should be considered a part

of this process of reconceptualization.

Keywords: Bencao gangmu, medicine, fire, Li Shizhen
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