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Contribution of Ancient China to Pharmacy
Ancient China significantly contributed to the expansion of pharmaceutical knowledge and the establishment of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). Regarded as the father of Chinese Medicine, Emperor Shen Nung laid the foundation for early Chinese herbal medicine, and recorded his work in a treatise called “On Herbal Medical Experiment Poisons” which dates back to about 2695 Before the Common Era (BCE) (Toxipedia, 2018). The Emperor is said to have investigated the medicinal properties of hundreds of herbs which he tested on himself before he died due to a toxic overdose (Pharmapproach, 2020). Over centuries, Shen Nung’s work was developed, and it contributed to several waves of advancements in Chinese medicine, including the establishment of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). TCM is currently applied in the modern pharmaceutical world and has been successfully integrated into China’s modern health care system (He & Hou, 2013). Furthermore, TCM has been effectively used to treat various conditions, including epidemic hemorrhagic fever, dengue fever, viral meningoencephalitis, epidemic encephalitis B, and many more (He & Hou, 2013).
Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) was established approximately between 770BCE and 200BCE (He & Hou, 2013). In a book written during this time frame entitled Huangdi Nei Jing (Emperor’s Canon of Medicine), the basic principles of TCM are laid out (He & Hou, 2013). Essentially, this practice draws from ancient Chinese philosophies such as the Taoist school, Confucianism, Huang-Lao doctrines, among others, to create a guideline for its clinical practices (He & Hou, 2013). TCM involves treatment based on the differentiation of various symptoms classified into several categories. Fundamentally, TCM entails eight main therapeutic methods, which are diaphoresis, emetic method, purgative therapy, harmonizing, warming method, heat-clearing, tonification, and resolving therapy (He & Hou, 2013). Furthermore, TCM uses various herbs as an essential form of medication, and 269 of these herbal prescriptions are recorded in various books detailing the history of TCM (He & Hou, 2013). These herbs and the methodologies outlined continue to be used in modern TCM clinical practices.
Pharmacy in Ancient China by Robert Thom
The Pharmacy in Ancient China painting is one of the 40 paintings by artist Robert Thom (1915-1979) portraying various historical events regarded as important to the discipline of pharmacy. The painting depicts Shen Nung receiving Ephedra from a young boy, while surrounded by various herbs, including podophyllum, rhubarb, ginseng, stramonium, and cinnamon bark (APhA Foundation, n.d.). In the background, there is a mathematical design symbol called the “Pa Kua” which symbolizes creation and life according to the Chinese (APhA Foundation, n.d.). In my opinion, the artist accurately portrays Shen Nung as an herbalist, specifically due to the various herbs he places around him. This can be used as a symbol to emphasize the significance of Shen Nung’s work in the discovery of herbs since the Chinese are credited to be the first users of podophyllum, rhubarb, ginseng, cinnamon, and other plants for medicinal purposes (Pharmapproach, 2020). Furthermore, the artist highlights the spiritual foundation on which Chinese medicine is formed by the inclusion of the “Pa Kua” symbol. As such, Thom successfully depicts Shen Nung as the father of ancient Chinese medicine, thus placing his exploits among the great moments in pharmacy.
From this information, we can therefore infer that ancient Chinese medicine significantly contributed to pharmaceutical knowledge. More specifically, the work of Shen Nung not only laid the foundation for the advancement of Chinese herbal medication but also contributed to the establishment of Traditional Chinese Medicine. As such, Shen Nung was a pioneer in the discovery and extraction of various medicinal elements in plants, which paved the way for drug discovery and development in the modern pharmaceutical context. Furthermore, Traditional Chinese Medicine continues to provide an effective treatment alternative in modern China and other countries around the world and has been successfully integrated into China’s health care system. Consequently, ancient China has been crucial to the advancement of pharmacy as a discipline.
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