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Illness or Evil?
The “Human-Faced Sore” among the Strange
Diseases in Song-to-Qing Medical Texts

Wu, Chin-fang*

Explanations of the causes of disease can be traced back to the pre-Qin medical
classic Neijing (N%%), which posited two primary causes: external contraction
and internal damage. After the Song physician Chen Yan (B, 1121-1190)
established the Doctrine of the Three Categories of Causes (sanyin lun =[Rz),
later practitioners routinely classified the causes of disease as internal, external,
or neither internal nor external. Nevertheless, certain anomalous ailments in
traditional Chinese medicine eluded standard pathological doctrines, and medical
compilers often gathered them into a distinct category of “strange diseases”
(gibing Z797%). The most renowned of these is the “human-faced sore” (renmian
chuang A\THIJE), a lesion that appears on the knee or elbow, closely resembles a
human face with eyebrows, eyes, nose, and mouth, and is reportedly capable of
eating and drinking. The earliest records of the human-faced sore derive not from
medical literature but from religious scriptures and literati miscellanies, which
recount the karmic retribution that befell Dharma Master Zhixuan (%122, 809-
881) in the form of a sore on his knee. Because Zhixuan’s story carried the moral
weight of karmic retribution and featured the uncanny imagery of the sore, it
circulated widely in popular society for centuries and gave rise to many variants.
Medical compilers later incorporated these accounts into their sections on strange
diseases as cases in which medicine and religion converged. Through a
comparative analysis of human-faced sore cases recorded in diverse Song-to-

Qing sources, this article examines how medical texts, after absorbing these

* Associate Professor, Department of History, Tunghai University. Email: wjf@thu.edu.tw
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accounts, shifted their explanations of the sore’s causes, bodily locations, and
treatments away from karmic retribution for grievances incurred in former lives
and toward medical reasoning grounded in qi, blood, and the channels. This
transition reveals how Ming—Qing physicians sought to shape a conception of

disease and the body that joined moral edification with pathological therapeutics.

Keywords: Human-faced sore, Strange diseases, Song-to-Qing medical texts,

Conceptions of disease, History of medicine



