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The High-Level Donkey-Based Medicine: The Discourse
on Ejiao in the Chinese Materia Medica®

Liu, Shih-hsun™*

Abstract

Most Chinese materia medica classify medical substances derived from donkeys as
low-grade in the section on animals. However, ejiao FI# (also known as donkey-hide
gelatin), which is one of the medicines derived from donkeys, is considered to be in a
separate medicinal category and is classified as a high-level medical substance in the section
on animals, for it is said to “lighten” the body and benefit the ¢i #. and is nonpoisonous,
thereby holding a distinct position among Chinese medicines. Over the generations, Chinese
materia medica literature and prescription texts have recorded people’s observations and
understanding of e¢jiao in different periods. The discourse on its medicinal effects, and the
gelatin manufacturing factors such as black donkey hide or ejin I water, is not based on its
ingredients or theories such as Chinese herbal channel tropism or syndrome differentiation of
the organs. Rather, it is based on the aspect of cosmology, which involves concepts supposedly
to heal or nourish a body part using something that is visually analogous to the respective
body part to be treated. It also talks about the doctrine of yin-yang 4% , the Five Elements,
Heaven-human interactions, and the interaction between the external world and internal self.

However, these discourses did not emerge in their current form from the very beginning;
instead, they evolved through distinct stages that can be clearly categorized. In addition,
texts regarding how to identify the authenticity of ejiao in materia medica literature and
prescription texts involve the senses such as vision, smell, and touch. The senses have always
been the key factor in identifying the authenticity of gelatin, and it has already become a
kind of tradition in the knowledge of medicine identification. By looking into all these texts
regarding ejiao, it can be shown how they copied and questioned each other, even claiming
themselves to be the authentic author of relevant theories. The application of analogy, the
doctrine of yin-yang, and the Five Elements to elucidate the process of making gelatin was
also likely a rhetorical strategy utilized by herbalists during the Song dynasty and afterwards.
This does not necessarily mean that healers had to adhere to these principles when using ejiao
to treat diseases.
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