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Abstract 

This article surveys recipes for aphrodisiacs and philters from the medical 
manuscripts discovered in Mawangdui tomb 3 (burial dated 168 BCE) and 
Dunhuang manuscripts (seventh to tenth centuries CE). Despite medical 
views that defined sex as a form of physiological and spiritual cultivation, 
and that criticised se 'lust,' the aphrodisiac and philter recipes reveal ele
ments of eroticism in ancient and medieval Chinese views of sex. 

In the West, historical studies of Chinese sexual practice often contrast 
the eroticism of Western culture with a Chinese view of intercourse 
as one of several forms of physiological and spiritual cultivation
alongside breath cultivation, exercise, and dietetics-and attribute to 
the Chinese a refined, healthful sensibility in the art of love. 1 The 
oldest examples of Chinese sexual cultivation literature have recently 
come to light among the medical manuscripts excavated from tomb 
3 at Mawangdui J.Wi.:EJ.t, in present day Changsha ~r.1>, Hunan (the 
burial is dated to l 68 BCE; some manuscripts were copied in the 
late third century BCE).2 The Mawangdui medical manuscripts include 
writings on breath cultivation, exercise, and dietetics as well. Reading 
the Mawangdui sexual cultivation texts, one is struck by the inclu
sion of recipes for aphrodisiacs and philters and the signs of eroti
cism that occur in the recipes. Similar aphrodisiac and philter recipes 
recur in medieval sources, both in received texts and in Dunhuang 
'5(~ manuscripts (seventh to tenth centuries CE). 3 These recipes are 

1 For one example, see Wile 1992, p. 3, where Wile commences his study of 
'Chinese sexual yoga' (his term) with the obseJVation: 'To Chinese sexual sensibil
ities, the Western sexual ideal ... is so much adolescent thrashing'. 

2 For general information on the Mawangdui medical manuscripts, including their 
probable date, see Harper 1998, pp. 14-30. 

3 The term 'medieval in Chinese historical studies designates the period from 
roughly the third to tenth century. 
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invaluable evidence of Chinese eroticism, whether incorporated into 
an idealised model of sexual cultivation or simply for the sake of 
erotic pleasure. 

Let us first consider the model of sexual cultivation as stated in 
a passage near the end of a silk-sheet manuscript of recipes from 
Mawangdui, assigned the title Recipes for nurturing life (Y angsheng fang 
ll~1J) by the Chinese editorial team. The passage is written in the 
form of an exchange between Tang ~, the legendary founder of 
the Shang iffi dynasty (mid-second millennium BCE), and a teacher 
surnamed Chen 11.il: 

[fang] asked: 'When man and woman achieve unison and are a 
matched pair, how can it be accomplished without injuring the body?' 
[Chen] replied: 'What assists life is eating; what diminishes life is lust. 
Therefore, the sage must have a model.' 

Chen continues with a synopsis of the model for beneficial sex, free 
of the detriments of lust (se is), in the form of a list: six names of 
sexual positions; five names of parts of the female genitals; seven 
terms for different ways the man should thrust his penis; two terms 
referring to the woman's state of arousal during intercourse; two 
terms for the reactions of the woman's body; and four terms for 
actions the man must accomplish at various stages of intercourse. A 
second Mawangdui manuscript, written on bamboo slips and assigned 
the title Discussion ef the culminant way in Under-heaven (Tianxia zhi dao 
tan ~T¥.ili ~) by the modern editors, states the same general prin
ciple about life and lust followed by a series of sections, each pro
viding a fuller record of the terminology and actions ref erred to 
elliptically by Chen.4 Another bamboo-slip manuscript, assigned the 
title Conjoining yin and yang (He yin yang il-~11.i ), also concerns sexual 
cultivation. 5 

It is evident that the dialogue between Chen and Tang in Recipes 
for nurturing life was adapted from sexual cultivation guides such as 
Discussion ef the culminant way and Coryoining yin and yang. The Mawangdui 
manuscripts restore the earliest examples of sexual cultivation liter
ature as one of the four divisions of ancient medical literature, as 

4 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, pp. 165-66, S40-61; Harper 1998, pp. 432-37. 
5 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, pp. 155-56 (whole text); Harper 1998, pp. 412-24. 
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recorded in the bibliographic treatise of the Book ef Han (Hanshu 
rJH!f ). The bibliographic treatise, whose contents is based on the cat
alogue of the Han royal library (compiled in the late first-century 
BCE), lists the titles of sexual cultivation works under the heading 
'Intra-chamber' (fangzhong ii}q:r; none of the texts are extant), ahead 
of the literature on other forms of cultivation listed under the head
ing 'Spirit transcendence' (shenxian till ffl!; again, none are extant).6 

The testimony of the Mawangdui manuscripts and the ancient 
classification of medical literature demonstrate that sex was regarded 
as a category of physical and spiritual cultivation, and that the cat
egorisation affected elite attitudes towards sex (especially the attitudes 
of elite males, who were deemed the chief beneficiaries of the cul
tivation practices). 

However, recipes for aphrodisiacs and philters in the Mawangdui 
manuscripts-in Recipes far nurturing life and in two other manuscripts, 
assigned the titles Recipes far various cures (Zaliao fang fft.,J:Jj) and 
Recipes far various charms (Zajin fang fl~Jj )-and related recipes in 
medieval received texts and Dunhuang manuscripts are prima facie 
evidence that the idea of sexual cultivation did not define sexual 
experience (we cannot judge how often intercourse mimicked the 
cultivation model), nor did it diminish eroticism. Methods to enhance 
sexual function and fulfill sexual desire were surely transmitted orally. 
The details found in the written recipes, which appear in medical 
writings as well as in collections of diverse techniques for use in daily 
life, testify to a wealth of knowledge concerning aphrodisiacs and 
philters, and to sexual habits that formed part of sexual cultivation 
but did not conform to the principle of sex without se ~ 'lust.' 

I propose to use Mawangdui and Dunhuang manuscripts to affirm 
the place of se 'lust' in Chinese sex. Who read the manuscripts and 
who made use of the recipes is a complex issue that I cannot ade
quately address in the present context. Let me simply assert that the 
manuscripts, both ancient and medieval, were intended for general 
dissemination and that their content reflects everyday concerns. As 
I provide examples, this assertion will be justified. With respect to 
sex, there were clearly uses for aphrodisiacs and philters for husbands, 
wives, and lovers, either in connection with cultivation practices or 

6 See Gu 1924, pp. 249-53. 
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not. Just as clearly, the knowledge imparted in the manuscripts may 
reflect on the society of courtesans and brothels as well as on the 
everyday circumstances in which men and women, married and 
unmarried, pursued sexual inclinations. 

I begin with a section of recipes in the Mawangdui Recipes far nur
turing life for preparing 'napkins' (jin rfJ )-medicated cloths-that 
illustrates the connection between aphrodisiacs and tonics that boost 
vitality in general. The main ingredient in the first recipe is a chicken 
that is plucked and hung alive on a pole, and then rubbed against 
several beehives until the bees have stung it to death. Its flesh is 
finely pounded, mixed with other ingredients to make a paste, and 
daubed on cloth napkins. The napkins are used to 'rub the feet', 
with the result that when 'the feet have little vapour (qi ~ ), this 
makes a person have an abundance of vapour'. 7 The cloth in the 
second recipe is soaked in a liquid containing red ants, blister bee
tles (active ingredient: cantharidin), and a third stinging insect (yangsi 
fflJ~,) of unknown identity. The finished napkin is stored for use dur
ing intercourse: 'Rub the jade whip [i.e. penis] with it and the horse 
[i.e. vagina] will then be startled'.8 The six other extant recipes (there 
is a gap in the silk sheet and an unknown number of recipes are 
lost) are also used for intercourse, and the napkins are rubbed on 
both male and female genitals 'when going to bed' (wo ~) in the 
words of several recipes.9 

The combination of blister beetles, red ants, and yangsi is notable 
for its causticity. Blister beetle toxin was a well-known drug in the 
ancient Mediterranean world, and has been valued as a potent but 
dangerous aphrodisiac in European pharmacy (where it is popularly 
known as Spanish fly). 10 In Recipes far nurturing life, blister beetle belongs 

7 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu I 985, p. 106, C79-80; Harper 1998, p. 341. 
8 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, p. 107, C83; Harper 1998, p. 342. The blister 

beetle in 'Recipes for nurturing life' is banmao mm (I use the standard graphs for 
banmao in received materia medica rather than the graphs in the original manuscript), 
identified as Mylabris phakrata Pall. and M. cichorii L. in <:,hongyao dacidian 1977-79, 
no. 4730. These beetles have a high concentration of cantharidin, a potent coun
terirritant and vesicant. The blister beetle in the Mediterranean world is Cantharis 
vesicatoria L., from the Greek kantharis. 

9 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, pp. 107-08, C89 and 91; Harper 1998, p. 343. 
1° For blister beetle in the ancient Mediterranean world, see Faraone 1999, 

p. 124; and Scarborough 1979, pp. 73-80. Walton 1958, p. 106, cites an early 
eighteenth-century reference to mouches cantharides 'cantharidin fly' as an aphrodisiac 
by the French writer Grandval. Harold J. Cook (private communication, July 2004) 
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among other drugs that cause the body to become hot (re ~) and 
to itch (yang 11, written • in the manuscript). An aphrodisiac recipe 
prepared from a concentrate of snails and peaches, again in the form 
of cloth impregnated with the drug, records relevant observations 
about its effect: 

When engaging in intercourse, take a piece [ of cloth] the size of the 
palm and insert it in a nostril. It itches slightly and is hot. If pressed 
on the arm, the arm itches greatly and is fiercely hot. Do not let it 
touch the face. If it touches the face, the itching is unbearable. 11 

The double reference of the graph yang 1l ('nurture' and 'itch') may 
be read as evidence of overlap between sexual cultivation and sex
ual arousal in the sensation of the excited itching of flesh. The same 
word occurs in Conjoining yin and yang in the account of the 'five 
sounds' (w191in lift) the woman makes, by which the man gauges 
the increasing intensity of her excitation. My quotation begins with 
her response to penetration: 

When there is continual moaning, the jade whip has entered and 'itch
ing' (yang •) then commences; when there is blowing, rapturous crav
ing is intense; when there is biting, her body shakes and she wants 
the man to continue for a long time. 12 

I pass over other Mawangdui aphrodisiac recipes and parallels in 
medieval sources, noting only that male and female genitals are also 
given separate treatment as are tonics to bolster male vitality in order 
to increase sexual endurance and permit repeated acts of coition. 13 

The extant medieval aphrodisiac recipes mostly occur in medical 
writings and in association with sexual cultivation. As I noted at the 
outset, I am looking for evidence of aphrodisiacs and philters in the 
pursuit of sex as lustful engagement. 

notes similar references to the aphrodisiac properties of the blister beetle in late 
seventeenth to early eighteenth-century England. The use of blister beetle as an 
aphrodisiac is not definitively attested in the ancient Greek and Latin sources. 

11 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, p. 103, C49-50; Harper 1998, p. 336. 
12 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu I 985, p. 156, S 125-26; Harper 1998, pp. 419-20. 
u On multiple coitus see Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, pp. IO 1-02, C3 l, 32, 

and 34; Harper 1998, pp. 332-33. For the medieval period, Ishinhi5 1993, chap. 28, 
pp. 652-53, quotes relevant recipes from the Yufang zhiyao Ji:m=n;il! and Dongxuanzi 
llli.lz-'f . 
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Let me turn to the Mawangdui philters and medieval parallels. 
Recipes for five philters occur in Recipes for various charms, a wood
slip manuscript that was found rolled around the bamboo-slip man
uscript Discussion ef the culminant wqy when Mawangdui tomb 3 was 
excavated. Although Recipes for various charms and Discussion ef the cul
minant wqy are two manuscripts, connections between sexual cultiva
tion, aphrodisiacs, and philters in contemporary sexual habits might 
explain their physical proximity among the Mawangdui manuscripts. 
The five philter recipe topics, in order of appearance, are: 

(1) To restore affection between a husband and wife who dislike one 
another 

(2) To 'seduce' (mei ffl, written with ~ in the manuscript) a noble 
person 

(3) To 'seduce' the intended person 
(4) To 'obtain' (de ffi.) the intended person 
(5) To 'obtain' the intended person 

There is also a recipe to split up a husband and wife. 14 These recipes 
occur along with several other charms for situations such as silenc
ing barking dogs and crying infants, nightmares, and vanquishing an 
adversary in a legal suit. 

A collection of medieval Chinese philters occurs in the tenth-cen
tury Japanese medical compendium Heart ef medicine recipes (Ishinh6 
9,C.-15), in chapter 26, in a section titled 'Recipes for mutual love' 
(Xiang'ai fang f§~:1J ). 'Recipes for mutual love' quotes seven different 
Chinese sources. The uses of the philters match the Mawangdui 
philters (most often to cause or to restore connubial affection-or to 
destroy it-and to obtain the intended person). The recipes themselves 
include several similar philters, as we can see when we compare the 
following pair. First the older 'Recipes for various charms' recipe: 

Take four nails from the left claw of a male dove and four nails from 
the left hand of a young girl. Scorch in a saucepan, combine, and 
finely pound. Apply it to the person and the person will be obtained. 15 

14 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, p. 159, Sl-3 and 7-11; Harper 1998, pp. 423-24 
(see Harper for the revised sequence of the original wooden slips that make up the 
manuscript). 

15 Mawangdui Hanmu boshu 1985, p. 159, S9- l O; Harper 1998, p. 424. 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:03:57PM
via free access



CHINESE RECIPES FOR APHRODISIACS AND PHILTERS 97 

Now the 'Recipes for mutual love' recipe, quoted from the Canon to 

extend years ef age (Yanling jing gti*fil): 

Take the nails from the left claw of a rooster and the nail of the mid
dle finger of a never-married woman. Burn to ash, and apply to the 
intended person's clothes. 16 

Among the Dunhuang manuscripts, P26 l 0, a diverse collection of mostly 
astrological and divinatory techniques, includes a section of thirteen 
philters under the heading 'Record of secret methods to seize girls 
and women' (Rang ni.izi furen shu bifa M~-f-~1'.:lll!;M$:). 17 The 
recipes are notable for thrice specifying that the philter be used when 
a man seeks clandestine sexual relations (sitong f.LJi) with a woman. 18 

Of course we know that 'seduction' (mei ffl )-the term used in the 
Mawangdui philter recipes-was an act perpetrated by women and 
by men, and always with an element of secrecy even between a man 
and wife or concubines. However, the references in P2610 to 'seiz
ing girls and women' (in the heading) and to seeking 'clandestine 
relations' with women are useful reminders that the notion of the 
female as the seducer (and therefore dangerous to the male) is not 
the reality of ancient and medieval Chinese uses of philters. 19 

In the Dunhuang manuscripts, philters also appear randomly in 
collections of techniques as well as in medical writings, with occa
sional parallels in Ishinho, chapter 26, 'Recipes for mutual love.' For 
example, the following Philter recipe in 'Recipes for mutual love' is 
once again from the Canon to extend years ef age: 

Take fourteen strands of hair of a never married woman, make a cord, 
and wear it. Whoever sees it-their guts will be rent. 20 

16 lshinho 1993, chap. 26, p. 602. 
17 P26 I 0, verso, CI 02-115 (P designates the Pelliot manuscripts from Dunhuang 

held in the Bibliotheque nationale de France). For a description of the contents of 
P2610, recto and verso, see Kalinowski (ed.) 2003, pp. 59-63. For the text of the 
philters I have used Liu 2005, pp. 165-75. The philters are also studied by Gao 
1989, pp. 216-25; and Liu 1997, pp. 120-26. 

18 P2610, verso, Cl09, 111, and 112. 
19 Li 1996, pp. 1-32, examines the association of mei with the seductive powers 

of women in pre-Han and Han sources, as well as the use of meiyao ffl• 'seduc
tion drug' to denote a philter in medieval times. Li notes that philters were used 
by men and women. 

20 lshinho 1993, chap. 26, p. 602. 
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Compare the recipe in P266 l, verso, a manuscript that mostly treats 
of divination techniques: 

On the fifth day of the fifth month, take twice-seven strands of hair 
of a never married woman, make a cord, and attach it to the foot. 
Invariably (you) will have the love and respect of a contemporary.21 

P2666, verso, a medical manuscript of recipes for various medical 
conditions, concludes with a philter recipe. Rather than the philter, 
I quote one of two recipes to make an unfaithful wife reveal the 
identity of her lover: 

When a wife has other intentions, take the dirt from inside the hoof 
of a white horse and set it under her headrest. Do not let her know. 
While sleeping she will of herself speak the surname and name.22 

Compare the following 'Recipes for mutual love' recipe quoted from 
the As-you-will recipes (R19i fang ~•g1J): 

Set dirt from under the right hoof of a white horse beneath the mat 
and bed where (your) wife sleeps. Do not let (her) know. Of herself 
she will call out the surname and name of the outside man.23 

The As-you-will recipes is the most frequently quoted source in 'Recipes 
for mutual love.' Its nature as a diverse collection of recipes is evi
dent in the quotations from it in sections of lshinho, chapter 26, pre
ceding and following 'Recipes for mutual love' (the fifth section of 
the chapter). Although not quoted in the first and fourth sections, 
'Recipes to extend years of life' (Y annian fang ~if:: 1J) and 'Recipes 
to increase intelligence' (Yizhi fang tiftff/15 ), there are several quo
tations in the second and third sections, 'Recipes for beautiful com
plexion' (Meise fang ~f51J) and 'Recipes to have a fragrant scent' 
(Fangqi fang 1.i~1J ). It is also quoted eight times in the sixth sec
tion, 'Recipes for seeking wealth' (Qjufu fang 3j('i;1J). One As-you
will recipes recipe for wealth states that if a person 'buries an ox horn 

21 P2661, verso, C90-91. For a description of the contents of P2661, verso, see 
Kalinowski (ed.) 2003, pp. 252-53. 

22 P2666, verso, C87-88. For the second recipe, see P2666, verso, C49-50. 
23 lshinho 1993, chap. 26, p. 602. 
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in the house there will be wealth',24 which has a corresponding recipe 
m P2666, verso: 

On the fifth day of the fifth month burn an ox horn in the central 
courtyard and the household will have wealth and nobility. 25 

In regard to the varied content of the As-you-will recipes, it is note
worthy that the philter recipe in P266 l, verso, occurs in a section 
of the manuscript that bears the heading 'Summation of the vari
ous miscellanies that obtains their essentials in a single copy' (Zhu 
zalue deyao chaozi yiben ffiffl@ffl-J!fy-f--* ). 26 We also know that 
the copyist of P266 l, verso, is Yin Anren jt:ti:t , and that he wrote 
on the back side of a partial copy of the ancient Coriforming to elegant 
usage (Erya Jlft) lexicon that had been in the possession of a clan 
member, Yin Chaozong jtffl*, in 774.27 

For a philter recipe to be included in a 'summation of various 
miscellanies' is evidence that aphrodisiacs and philters were 'essen
tial' recipes for inclusion in medieval recipe collections~recipes that 
we now know from the Mawangdui manuscripts were already being 
recorded in the third and second centuries BCE. The recipes enhanced 
and abetted sexual life, whether or not sexual cultivation was the 
objective. For the history of Chinese sexuality, the recipes are essen
tial evidence of Chinese eroticism. For the history of cultivation prac
tices in traditional Chinese medical thought, the recipes provide a 
valuable perspective on how the ideals of a theoretical model mesh 
with real human concerns. 
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