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It is said that when the Vietnamese monk physician Tuệ Tĩnh  (c. 1330-c.1400) was approximately fifty-
five years old he was sent, with nineteen other monks, on the diplomatic mission of 1385 as a living present to 

the Ming Dynasty from the Vietnamese royal court.  It is also 
said that although Tuệ Tĩnh himself was never allowed to 
return to Vietnam that he was able to send copies of the text 
he wrote while living there back with a later diplomatic 
mission.  Undoubtedly this medical text, Nam Dược Thần 
Hiệu  (Miraculous Drugs of the South), had a 
profound impact on the history of Vietnamese Traditional 
Medicine.  However, this is almost the only undoubted 'fact' 
concerning the life, career, and medical writings of Tuệ Tĩnh.  
There is no fourteenth century original version of Miraculous 
Drugs of the South in existence.  The version that was 
published in 1761 is a highly accretional text.  Further, for 
many centuries in Vietnam it was common for Buddhist 
monks, and nuns, to work as healers and a number of men 
who were both healers and Buddhist monks took the 
religious name Tuệ Tĩnh.  To some extent the exploits of 
several of these men have become merged in the popular 
imagination in Vietnam.  Thus the popularly accepted 
version of his life is also accretional and the accepted 
scholarly biography of Tuệ Tĩnh has more than a few 
doubtful points as well.  With all of this ambiguity why is 
Tuệ Tĩnh important, or is he important at all?  For one 
answer to this question (probably not the only answer but at 
least one of them) come to this presentation. 
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