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Title On Abscess and Swelling of Ancient China  

Abscess and swelling are illnesses commonly seen in literatures of ancient China. They were 

closely related to diseases such as nodule, piles, gangrene, acne, goiter, funnel, scabies, ulcers, 

tumor, carbuncle, or chilblain. However, it appears that the description of symptoms, the 

recognition of causes of illness, and the techniques used to treat these illnesses had all 

experienced tremendous changes in early Han period, the second century B.C.. On on hand, 

before early Han period, abscess and swelling were mainly referred to some abnormal bulge on 

the skin and muscle, with or without pus or wound. They were either attributed to possession of 

some spirits upon body, to obstruction of Chi of body, or to physical injuries. They were treated 

by magic to expel the demons or by lancet stone or knife to let out blood and pus, or to cut 

decayed flesh and to clean wound. On the other hand, after early Han period, they were also 

described as illnesses shaped inside body, such as abscess of stomach, lung or intestine. It is 

thought that they were caused by hot or cold Chi intruded into body from outside, by personal 

emotional or mental problems, or by excessive digest or licentious sexual life. And they were 

treated either by lancet needle to supply or deplete Chi, or by prescription composed of different 

medicnes. The goal of this article is to explain why these changes happened. By now, I have 

finished the collection of primary material, and I will present a paper of this project in The 

International Conference on Future of Medical History hold by Wellcome Trust Centre at 

Goodenough College in Londonin in coming mid-July. 
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retrospective diagnosis

 

abscess, aphthae, 

cellulitis, carbuncle, anthrax, edema, boil, tumour, furuncle, blister

infectious and parasitic diseases

diseases of the respiratory system diseases 

of the digest diseases of the digestive system

diseases of the genitourinary system

diseases of the skin and subcutaneous tissue
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