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Kaempfer’s writings stand among early studies of Japan like
monoliths on an empty plain. Nothing substantial had been publi-
shed on ‘things Japanese’ in the period following the expulsion of the
last Portuguese from Nagasaki in 1638. Then, in 1712, the German
physician Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716) presented in his
Amoenitates Exoticae several treatises on acupuncture, moxibustion,
tea, amber, Japan’s policy of seclusion, and above all an extensive
Flova Japonica. His reputation as a pioneer and expert of the first
rank on these subjects rapidly spread throughout Europe. Fifteen
years later, an English translation of his manuscript Heutiges Japan
(Japan Today) was published under the title The History of Japan
and became the most influential book on Japan in the Age of
Enlightenment. However, throughout his travels, Kaempfer had
been forced to cope with countless difficulties, including lack of
financial resources, which meant he always had to depend on others
to take him to the East. Unlike C.P. Thunberg or Ph. F. von Siebold,
he did not establish an academic career after his return to Europe in
1693, but spent the remaining two decades of his life in the vicinity
of the rural town of Lemgo in Northern Germany. These circum-
stances may have contributed to forming the impression conveyed
by Karl Meier-Lemgo and other scholars that Kaempfer’s outstand-
ing achievements were the products of an ingenious, somewhat
misunderstood man who, in an act of individual inspiration, ventur-
ed from Europe to Japan to explore the archipelago. After 1990,
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however, stimulated by two international symposia,” intensive
research, and the publication of important Kaempfer materials kept
in the British Library,? attention has been drawn to Kaempfer’s
relationship with his contemporaries.

This study analyses how and why Kaempfer conducted botanical
research in Japan. Furthermore, it shows his reactions to the work
of the network of scholars and other curious men in the East and
West on three plants/drugs that Kaempfer and his partners consid-
ered especially important. For a report on all of Kaempfer’s studies
on Japanese medicine and related fields, see the comprehensive
survey published in 1993.® Kaempfer’s extensive correspondence has
recently been published.”

Curious men in Batavia

Before his arrival in Batavia in autumn 1689, Kaempfer knew
very little about Japan. During his long stay in Isfahan he was
offered a position as physician to a Georgian nobleman. He had also
considered travelling to Egypt, presumably under the influence of
Prospero Alpino’s famous book De medicina Aegyptiorum.® When
he finally turned to East Asia, Kaempfer dreamed more about “the
most noble courts of India and China” than he did about the island
of Japan.” Whilst in Batavia, the administrative centre of the Dutch
East India Company, he had intended to settle down, bring order
into his collections and write a Russian-Tartaric-Persian travel
account as the first part of a book about his travels in Asia.
Kaempfer applied for the vacant positions of chief surgeon and
apothecary in the hospital. This was a bold step considering his
lengthy but unfinished education and the somewhat dubious circum-
stances of his employment by the company in Persia. With good
reasons surgeon-general Adriaan van Strijkersberg denied him this
high-ranking position.” Only now did Japan attract his attention,
but even to obtain work at the outpost Dejima he needed help from
new and old friends. Thus, Kaempfer’s decision to go to Nagasaki
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appears to be an attempt to get out of another impasse on his
journey rather than the result of long-term planning.

Nevertheless, when Kaempfer began his explorations in Japan, he
was amazingly well prepared. On 6 May 1690 he boarded the
Waalstrom carrying with him an extremely rare “Thesaurus Lin-
guae Japonicae” printed by the Jesuits almost a century before,® and
copies of old diaries from the Dutch factory in Japan.?” No doubt he
had specific ideas about the kind of information that could be
collected in the Japanese archipelago.'” From autumn 1689 to May
1690 Kaempfer had spent many months in Batavia in intense talks
with a group of people who shared a strong interest in Japanese
affairs. The earlier travellers to Japan — such as the German physi-
cian and merchant Andreas Cleyer, the Dutch medical doctor
Willem ten Rhijne, and the merchants and collectors Hendrik van
Buijtenhem and Johannes Camphuijs — had instructed him about
the state of Western knowledge of Japan and the difficulties to be
reckoned with after entering that closed country. In Cleyer’s house,
where Kaempfer helped out as secretary,'” he had read Cleyer’s
extensive correspondence on botanical and medical observations in
Japan, and undoubtedly had heard a lot about Meister’s and Cleyer’s
attempts to sample the flora of the archipelago.'?

Ten Rhijne, head of the leper station (Buijtenregent van’t Lazarus-
huijs) on the nearby island of Pumerend, introduced Kaempfer to
the secrets of Sino-Japanese acupuncture and moxibustion, subjects
on which Western research had just begun.’”® He showed him not
only his own Dissertatio de Arthritide (London 1682), but also the
first Western treatise on the treatment of Podagra with “Moxa”,
written by the Batavian preacher Hermann Buschoff in the mid-
1670s.'® Ten Rhijne had worked in Japan under the factory-chiefs
Caesar and Camphuis. As can be seen from de Jager’s memorandum,
he possessed a Japanese nobility calendar (cf. Fig. 1b) and samples
of katakana syllabaries.'”

Kaempfer’s new acquaintances had great expectations, as can be
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seen from a recently discovered “Memorandum for Monsieur Engel-
bert Kaempfer to order and procure [...] some things in Siam and
Japan”.'® This paper was handed to Kaempfer together with a list
of plant names. Following some questions regarding Kaempfer’s
travels in Persia, the author requests information on the plants to be
found in Siam and Laos. He then turns to Japan, suggesting that
Kaempfer should try to procure an alphabet and information on how
the Japanese read. Then he requests detailed descriptions of the
lacquer tree, camphor tree, tea plant and ginseng, referring to
previous statements on that matter by Cleyer and ten Rhijne.'”

The memorandum has no signature, but two letters'® on plants in
Siam and Japan written by Kaempfer in October 1690 and the
summer of 1691, show that it is Jacob van Dam (1629-1709), who had
requested these favours. Van Dam was a member of the Batavian
“justice committee” (raad van justitie) and had been its vice presi-
dent since 1700. Like Kaempfer, he possessed many sketches and
notes from his own travels'® and it was he who had provided
Kaempfer with the precious Japanese dictionary mentioned above.
In his discussion of Kaempfer’s appointment to the post in Japan,
Terwiel draws attention to Nicolas and Andreas Muller, whose
sister was married to Cornelisz van Outhoorn, former chief of the
Dejima factory.”® However, the biographical background, the
memorandum and Kaempfer’s response suggest that van Dam too
played an important part in paving the way to Nagasaki. No doubt
several influential persons in Batavia approved of Kaempfer’s
appointment to Japan.

An old friend from the years in Persia, the VOC merchant and
orientalist Herbert de Jager, a protégé of the scholar and mayor of
Amsterdam Nicolaas Witsen, had also been transferred to Batavia
in 1687. He made an especially valuable contribution to Kaempfer’s
research project, providing a memorandum on books and other
items to be collected in Japan.?” Hendrik van Buijtenhem, head of
the Dejima factory from 1690 to 1691, was probably the only formal



J. Jpn. Soc. Med. Hist., Vol. 48 No. 4 (2002) 716

receiver of these requests. He handed the memorandum to Kaemp-
fer, who kept it in his Japanese collection. This paper, first analysed
by E. Werger-Klein in 1993% and then translated into English and
discussed in the broader context of seventeenth-century Japanese
studies by P.F. Kornicki®”, has subsequently been shown to be an
important document with respect to Kaempfer’'s explorations in
Japan.

Although de Jager, an experienced connoisseur of Persia and the
Coromandel Coast, had not set foot on Japanese soil, he was obvi-
ously part of that circle of educated men in Batavia who, with their
correspondents in Europe, aimed at a more systematic exploration
of Japan. His proposals by far exceeded Jacob van Dam’s expecta-
tions. De Jager’s memorandum embodies the studies and questions
accumulated over many years. To facilitate communication with
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Fig. 1. Chinese list (“Sineese list”) of items to be collected in Japan.
Appendix to Herbert de Jager’s memorandum (British Library, Sl
2910, fol.293r-294r).
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Japanese counterparts, he had even asked a Chinese living in
Batavia to prepare a brief translation. This Chinese version was
recently discovered in another bundle of Kaempfer’'s papers (Fig.
la/b).?®

Botanical Survey

The curious Batavian naturalists had above all hoped for a tho-
rough survey of the Japanese plant world. During his two terms as
a factory chief (opperhoofd) in Japan (1683-84, 1685-86), Andreas
Cleyer had acquired a collection of coloured drawings of Japanese
plants and had sent it to Christian Mentzel (1622-1701), head of the
Prussian king’s library in Berlin. Mentzel wrote a dedication to
Friedrich III, and had the 599 pictures bound together with a frontis-
piece and other materials to form an impressive Flora Japanica.?®
Several series of rough plant sketches by a Western hand went to
Nicolaas Witsen (1641-1717)2%® in Amsterdam and Jacob Breyn in
Danzig (Gdansk).?” The gardener Georg Meister, Cleyer’s compa-
nion in Japan and creator of an ‘oriental garden’ at the court of
August der Starke in Dresden, published his own observations under
the title Der Orientalisch-Indianische Kunst- und Lust-Géritner (The
Oriental-Indian Art- and Pleasure-Gardener).?® Many years before
the appearance of Kaempfer’'s Flora Japonica, Meister presented the
first detailed and illustrated description of a series of Japanese
plants. His book was reprinted several times; however, as he addres-
sed it to the general public in an unpretentious way using German
instead of Latin, it never received due recognition among the
scholars of that time. Some Japanese plants described in Cleyer’s
letters to Mentzel were published in the “Miscellanea curiosa
medico-physica Academiae naturae curiosorum sive Ephemerides
Germanicae” of the German “Collegium naturae curiosorum”
(Leopoldina).?® These short, illustrated articles stimulated consid-
erable general interest in Japan’s plants but, as is shown below, they
also caused some confusion.
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Cleyer and Meister were both looking particularly for useful
herbs and drugs, as Cleyer, a former head of the pharmacy in
Batavia, had a keen interest in Asian substitutes for the expensive
deliveries from Europe.®” Quite understandably, de Jager’s memo-
randum contains a request for a Japanese herb book with illustra-
tions of all the country’s herbs, one or two camphor branches with
blossoms or fruits, and some drawings of it in its natural colours.?"
Van Dam, who was well aware of interests in Batavia, had made
similar requests in writing.*® The study of exotic plants was not
only a source of pleasure for scholars and collectors: any discovery
of a useful herb promised exorbitant profits. Therefore, pictures and
dried samples were not enough. De Jager’s memorandum calls for
seeds of all herbs growing in Nagasaki and in gardens and naturally
elsewhere. These were to be accompanied by a branch carrying
blossoms or fruit, with their names in Dutch as well as in Japanese
characters.®®

Having conducted extensive studies in Persia, India and South-
East Asia, Kaempfer was well prepared for his task. After a month’s
stopover in Siam, where he gathered information on the plants listed
by van Dam,*¥ his ship continued on a stormy voyage and finally
reached Japan on 23 September 1690. Kaempfer entered a country
that distrusted Europeans and strove to control the flow of informa-
tion between Japanese and foreigners. In his view, all sorts of
limitations made the Dejima factory a kind of prison.?® However,
there were hardly any obstacles when it came to botanical studies —
but not because the Japanese considered botany to be a harmless
science, as Kaempfer believed. They themselves had just begun to
take a closer look at their natural resources. Since the 1660s,
influential persons in Edo and Nagasaki had shown a growing
interest in importing useful plants and seeds. They also hoped to
receive hints from visiting Europeans about native plants, the
benefits of which might be unknown in Japan. Annual excursions
into the city and the surrounding mountains of Nagasaki by the
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Europeans on Dejima, accompanied by a retinue of Japanese transla-
tors and various other personnel, served to collect herbs, and some-
times even discovered new ones. Kaempfer, too, participated in such
activities.®®
During his two journeys to the court at Edo in spring in 1691 and
1692, his Japanese companion, the representative of the Governor of
Nagasaki, Asahina Sadanoshin (iEEZE 2 ), who was obliged to
keep the few Europeans under strict control, brought plants to
Kaempfer and asked his opinion. Even the Governor Miyagi
Tonomo Masazumi (EI3FEAFI#E) had observed Kaempfer’s botan-
ical studies with great pleasure:
All our Japanese companions, and most of all the bugyo and his
bailiffs, until the last day of our journey, brought me all the rare
plants they could find and learned with diligence their correct
names and properties from people familiar with them. The
Japanese, as a reasonable people and exceptional specialists
and lovers of plants, consider botany an innocent discipline,
which according to the law of nations should not be obstructed
or begrudged. Also, I have never encountered a foreign person
anywhere in the world that hindered me in these studies, most of
them being eager to promote them. Moreover, the secretary and
highest councillor of the governor Tonomo once called me to his
place on Dejima in his spare time and conveyed through senior
interpreter Shingobe®” the following compliment: With great
pleasure his master had heard from the bugyo Asahina Sadano-
shin, that on the journey I had spent my leisure and found my
pleasure in these lovely studies, which he (Tonemono) himself
was fond of, and so forth.?®
Understandably, Kaempfer acquired some idiomatic Japanese
expressions to become more independent of the busy interpreters.
He was able to ask when trees and herbs bloomed, when they
carried fruits, when these ripened, and what their price was. He
could ask someone to pass him a specific herb or to break off a
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Table 1

Kaempfer’s Japanese glossary

Transliteration

“Kono Xa [/] Ki wa itz
fanano sakimaska
Koriwa faru ni nari

masiti kara fana mo-

otzi mas.
Kori wa akini nari
masiti kara, mi no

nari massur
Itz mino nari masska
Itz dzukus maska. ge-
ringer ist umi maska.
Fa wa mo mina
ootsimasta. Mina fawa
mo ootzi masta
Ikuiro gusarka. kond
kiwa Tatta ftoiro
gusarrimas.
ftai iro, mi iro, jo iro
Toki doki
ksabanna mote Kkité,

Wataxi ni

kuda sarrimasce

Kono ki wa mino na-
rimaska

fana no sakimaska

Kono ksa tote Jarasser-
re

Kono Jakusiu [/]
Xawa nani ni tskai
maska (/] moziimas
ka

Dono Ksade gusarka

surri surri it. sono xa

Dieses kraut/baum
wannehr bluhet

dies, als fruhjar kompt,
dan bluhmen tragt

Er trecht im Herbst

fruchte.

wanner tregts fruchte
quando maturat

folia deciderunt.

Wie viele Sorten habt
ihr von diesen baum.

nur einer hand.

2, 3, 4 derley &.

bisweilen vor mir eine
plante (gefast bren-
gende) verehret.

tracht
frucht s. bluhmen

dieser baum

dort da das Kraut gebt.

wozu braucht man das
Kraut (: motzii ge-
breuchlich:)

was Kraut
das das.

ZDE (R) 1Zwofto
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branch with blossoms:*?

An investigation of Kaempfer’s unpublished manuscripts brings
up further hints. Parts of his botanical notes demonstrate that he
worked very systematically using one or two pages for a single
plant. We find a date at the head of many of these pages. Obviously
it took him one day to collect the basic information on one or two
plants. Sometimes further remarks were added later.*” In this
research Kaempfer enjoyed the help of his young servant Imamura
Gen’emon and two other interpreters, as can be seen from a short
note. On 20 July 1691 Kaempfer was studying the ginseng root:
“Tsiozin Nizin Gendemoni | Jamma Nidzin Itzrobei | Sadzin Sin-
nemonis”.*? After removing the Latin flexions, one get as informants
three persons: “Gendemon”, “Itzirobe” and “Sinnemon”. Imamura
Gen’emon, Kaempfer’s most important partner at Dejima, told him
that ginseng was called chdsen ninjin (§ffff A=), Korean ginseng.
This Sino-Japanese name is still common today. Narabayashi Shin’
emon alias Chinzan (##FrA#M, #HL), who enjoyed a great
reputation as an expert in medical studies, contributed the term
shajin (¥2). However, in his Amoenitates Exoticae (1712) Kaemp-
fer explained correctly that the root “Sadsin” was used “by cheaters
instead of the real ninjin”.*? Ichirobé knew a third term yamaninjin
(ILA2), literally mountain ginseng, later determined by Kaempfer
to be a different plant (“Pastinaca sylvestris”).*® During the second
half of the seventeenth century there were two Ichirohé working in
the Dutch factory. One, the young apprentice Bata Ichirobé (J& T
HBEL), was a son of the interpreter Bata Kurdzaemon (& HJLESA
45, ?-1724) *» The other, Tominaga Ichirobé (& Kk EFLEH), was
mentioned frequently in the factory diary from the 1660s, twice as
chief interpreter in Edo.*® His signature can be found on a medical
certificate that Arnout Dirkz issued for the physician Seo Shotaku in
1667*® and on a glossary of plant names obtained from a European
in the early 1670s.*” Tominaga’s interest in medicine and related
disciplines is obvious, but the Dutch factory diary as well as the
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criminal register (hankachd) of the Japanese governor of Nagasaki
reveal that he lost his job and one finger in 1677 because of his
involvement in illegal business.*® This suggests that Bata Ichirobé
was one of Kaempfer’s informants on botanical matters, at least
once even providing plant samples.*?

During his first year in Japan Kaempfer had to work without
botanical literature. In a letter written in summer 1691 he explains
that most of his time is used for botanical studies, but deplores this
lack of herbal books. Nevertheless, he believes that he has covered
all but “a hundred” of the unknown plants in the archipelago. He
decided to stay for a second year at Dejima to investigate the
remainder, as well as Japan'’s history.®” These lines suggest that the
Kinmozui (F5é%), a source used extensively in Kaempfer’s
Amoenitates Exoticae (1712), was acquired after this letter. This
illustrated glossary of natural and man-made objects was the first of
its kind in Japan and compiled by the Confucian scholar Nakamura
Tekisai (HR157F, 1629-1702). In the parts (maki) dealing with
plants, Kaempfer added numbers and sometimes transliterations of
the headings. In his notes we find the numbers and names again
together with an outline of Nakamura’s explanations and other data
gathered by Kaempfer.

The general level and scope of Kaempfer’s botanical activities in
Japan is proved by the fifth fascicle of the Amoenitates Exoticae
(1712), which presents more than 200 plants as a Flora Japonica.
Owing to financial problems, Kaempfer was able to print only 28 of
his numerous plant drawings.”” Many notes, as well as an impres-
sive herbarium with dried specimens,’” remained unpublished.

Camphor

Scientific and economic interests are intrinsically intermingled in
the field of Botany. Jacob van Dam and de Jager identified some
plants and drugs that obviously drew considerable attention in
Batavia and Europe. One was the camphor tree that delivered the
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wood for the production of camphor.

In his edition of Kaempfer’s Flora Japonica W. Muntschik ponders
why Kaempfer delivered such an extensive description of a tree that
Europeans already knew from many reports.”® But Kaempfer had
been asked to do so. For decades the Dutch East India Company had
imported Japanese camphor (shond, #&fi4) from the province of
Satsuma in quantities that had once forced even the ruling house of
Shimazu to impose a temporary prohibition on collection, because
“the best and biggest trees were used”.®® After the introduction of
more efficient Korean techniques between 1711 and 1716, production
was finally licensed and the trade controlled. Only the surplus went
to the Dutch and Chinese merchants in Nagasaki.®® However, the
quantities procured were still great enough to make camphor
Japan’s second largest export commodity and an important financial
resource for Satsuma.

Quite understandably this tree appears in de Jager’s memoran-
dum:

“In Japan one should try to get one or two branches of camphor
with blossoms and fruits together with a handful of separate
blossoms and fruits and obtain a curious illustration in its
colours.”®®

European naturalists before Kaempfer had written several trea-
tises on camphor in the Far East. Hermann Nicolaus Grimm, once a
chemist in Cleyer’s Batavian pharmacy, published an illustrated
observation “De Arbore Camphorae” in the ephemerides of the
German Society of Naturalists (Leopoldina).®” From “Herrn Arent
Silvii Rapport”, written in Poulo Chinco in October 1680, Professor
Michael Bernhard Valentini, one of Kaempfer’s correspondents
since 1689, took an illustrated description of the camphor tree for his
Museum Museorum (1704) .52 Silvius’ Dutch manuscript is now
housed in the Staatshibliothek in Berlin.?® The Europeans carefully
distinguished between the Japanese camphor tree (Cinnamomum
camphora Sieb.) and the Baros or Borneo camphor (Dryobalanops
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arvomatica Gaertn.).’® The latter, although much smaller, was
praised for delivering a much better product. Jacob Breyn, a mer-
chant and plant lover in Danzig (Gdansk), admired an “Arbor
camphorifera japonica” in the garden of “Mister Beverning” during
his trip to the Netherlands in 1678." The merchant and “East-Indian
Councillor” Cornelisz van Outhoorn, Kaempfer’s superior at Dejima
from 1691 to 1692, had a Japanese camphor tree in his Batavian
garden that was mentioned in 1683 by de Jager in a letter to
Eberhard Rumpf.®® Some remarks by Cleyer on the Japanese cam-
phor tree (kusu-no-ki, f&) in a letter to Mentzel were printed as an
observation “De Arbore Camphorifera Japonensium Kusnoky dicta”
in the ephemerides of the Leopoldina.®®

During his stay in Nagasaki, Cleyer managed to collect informa-
tion on the methods used by the Japanese to obtain camphor. His
drawing of the tree, printed in the Miscellanea Curiosa and again in
Valentini’s Museum Museorum, shows a Japanese sublimation
vessel (Fig. 2), the only illustration of its kind in Western publica-
tions in the centuries that followed. Valentini summarizes Cleyer’s

Fig. 2. Japanese apparatus for obtaining camphor: 1 vessel, 2 neck, 3 head,
A oven, B burning chamber, C air pipe (From Miscellanea Curiosa,
Dec. II, Ann. X, Obs. 37)
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statements:
The Japanese take the roots and young twigs from the trees, cut
them into very tiny pieces, boil them in a distilling vessel (N.I.)
with water for forty-eight hours, until the camphor is sublimat-
ed and adheres to the cap (N).%
Although Kaempfer never had the chance to see this for himself,
he describes the vessel and adds some details:
“The extraction of camphor is the task of peasants in the
province of Satsuma and on the Gotod-Islands. They beat the
roots and the wood into straw-thick pieces and boil them with
added water in an iron vessel. From the big beak-like pottery lid
(to avoid any cracking by steam pressure) put atop they gain
the resin sublimated into the straw with which the lid is filled.”*?
In 1704 Valentini summarized the opinions on the qualities of
camphor. There were authors who thought camphor to be of a cold
nature. Like other frigida, it was suspected to affect men’s virility:
“Camphora per nares castrat odoere mares”. On the other hand,
opponents pointed out that the camphor refiners in Venice
sufficiently virile to father many children. According to Valentini,
camphor prevents and disperses inflammations of the eyes and other
parts of the body. It cools fevers, relieves headache and other pains,
stops nosebleeds and is helpful in plasters etc. Since it burns under
water, camphor was also used for “fireworks and waterballs”.5®
In addition to his remarks on camphor extraction, Kaempfer
contributed a number of botanical details about the camphor tree,
which he called Laurus Camphora. He judged correctly the Japanese
camphor tree to be different from the tree used for camphor produc-
tion in Borneo and Sumatra (Dryobalanops aromatica Gaertn.), but
thought the Cinnamon tree (Cinnamomum cassia Bl.) to be a species
of the Japanese camphor tree.

Lacquer
In his memorandum, de Jager also asks for observations on the
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paper tree and lacquer tree, and for samples of paper and lacquer,
accusing Cleyer of having delivered a rather confusing descrip-
tion.”” Van Dam too felt the need for samples and an exhaustive
description of “Cleyer’s lacquer tree”.®® In 1685 Cleyer had sent a
letter from Nagasaki to Mentzel in Berlin. His remarks on the
lacquer tree were promptly published in the Miscellanea Curiosa:
“De Arbore laccifera Japanensi Fasnoky sive Namra”. De Jager’s
and van Dam’s judgement on Cleyer’s outline is correct. The descrip-
tion is vague in many parts, and the illustration offers barely a clue
to distinguish the lacquer tree from other Japanese trees.®®
Cleyer’s companion in Japan, Georg Meister, published his own
thoughts about the “Arbor Varschnocy or Numra, item Urusch-
nocy” in Der Orientalisch-Indianische Kunst-und Lust-Gértner.™
Both used the term Namrak, which came from Siam and depicted a
South-East Asia lacquer-tree species. As well, they both knew the
Japanese names urushi-no-ki’” and haze-no-ki.”® As trade relations
between the Dutch factory in Ayutthaya and its counterpart in
Nagasaki were quite close, at least one of the ships annually leaving
Batavia for Japan made a stop in Siam to take on board commo-
dities for the Japanese market. Kaempfer used these weeks in
Ayutthaya to explore the city and its surroundings. Shortly after his
arrival in Japan, on 20 October 1690, he wrote a letter to Jacob van
Dam reporting the results of his explorations in Siam. Here we find
some clarifying remarks on the subject of Namrak:
“As for the tree of Nam Rak, its home too is not located in this
country but in Cambodia, in a province of this empire by the
name of Corsama, that lies at a distance of one month from the
Siamese capital Ayutthaya. Its name is as follows: Rak is the
actual name of the plant, Tonj means tree in general, therefore
they usually call this tree Tonj Rak. Nam means juice in
general; therefore the juice of the tree, that serves as lacquer, is
called Nam Rak. Luk designates any fruit; therefore the fruit of
this tree is called Luk Rak. And this Luk Rak is in fact the fruit
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of the tree Anacardus, Anacardinum, which is part of the
composite medicament named Anacardina. The same fruit is
used in Coromandel and in Malabar to dye linen.”™
Lacquer-work from Southeast Asia was well received by Eur-
opeans; however, Japanese lacquer-work excelled in the quality of
its craftsmanship and materials. Many years later, when Kaempfer
wrote his manuscript Heutiges Japan, he considered the Japanese
lacquer-tree as the most noble plant of that empire, and tried to
bring order into the cacophony of opinions and reports:
The noblest tree of this country no doubt, is the Urushi or
lacquer tree. With its milk the wooden furniture and all table-
dishes of this country are covered, as well, so that poor and rich
use it, even the imperial court prefers the lacquered dishes to the
silver and golden ones. Another wild sort called Haze has
narrow leaves, grows in hedges and mountains without excep-
tion, however, it only gives little and bad milk and therefore, is
almost not collected. The Urushi tree is a special tree; it flour-
ishes nowhere else than in the province Yamato, but occasion-
ally may be found in Higo and Shikoku as well. I judge the
Indian lacquer tree to be of another genus, to be the true
Anacardinus tree. It is called by the Siamese Rak-tree.”” At
several places of India™ it produces its fruits, but on the west
side of river Ganges, maybe because of lack of knowledge
among local people or the quality of soil, it does not give its
juice. This juice from Siam and Cambodia is brought to the
whole of the East Indies and even to Japan at low prices. Here
it is only used for low quality dishes or as a base of their own
rare and much better lacquer.”
The lacquer tree was also used for medicinal purposes, as
Valentini pointed out:
“In medicine lacquer resin is praised to be useful internally to
open up constipated tiny liver- and spleen-vessels and the treat-
ment of related illnesses such as dropsy. That’s why doctors of
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the Ancient School had developed and applied “Trochiscos de
Lacca”. Nowadays lacquer resin is mostly used against bleeding
and scurvy of the teeth. For this purpose the Mynsichti R.
Laccae or the lacquer-tincture is very effective, as can be read
in Ettmueller’s detailed treatise.”™
In his Awmoenitates exoticae Kaempfer wondered why lacquer was
not brought to the Netherlands (“Belgium”) and pointed out that it
could be kept usable by mixing it with oil gained from “Abrasin”
(aburagiri), one of the several species of Tung oil trees (Aleur-
ites).™®

Ambra

Next we find in de Jager’s memorandum a request for information
on ambra, which is collected in Japan, and whether it is pus from a
certain swelling of the whale, as ten Rhijne had been made to
believe.™

Ambra (<Arab. anbar) is a waxy, pleasantly smelling, and
cholesterol-like by-product of metabolism, mainly from the intestine
of sperm whales. In Kaempfer’s time, its true nature was not yet
understood. French “materialist” Pierre Pomet wrote that he could
publish a whole book if he wanted to present all the assumptions
about its origin. In his opinion, ambra was a beehive-like substance,
fallen from cliffs into the sea and then refined by salt water. Physi-
cians used ambra as a stimulant and against cramps. “Materialists”
distinguished black ambra (ambra nigra) from the grey variety
(ambra grisea),®” the latter being the linguistic root of the term
ambergris or ambergrease.

Whales were plentiful in many seas. The strong Batavian interest
in Japanese ambra was influenced by the already highly organized
whaling industry in Japan, through which ambra frequently came
onto the market. The principals of the Dejima factory occasionally
mentioned large specimens of one hundred pounds and more in their
diaries. Renowned naturalist Georg Eberhard Rumpf, responding to
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ten Rhijne in a letter from Amboin dated 20 August 1687, repeated
his opinion that ambra might be a fatty substance coming from the
sea-bottom, initially tender and ductile, then increasingly hardened
by salt-water. He added some observations about black ambra, but
apparently even for this usually well-informed naturalist the situa-
tion was still confusing.®” Andreas Cleyer, who in 1685 returned
from his second stay in Japan, had seen a North-caper from which
ambra grisea was taken. According to him it was a resin that whales
swallowed from the bottom of the sea. When Mentzel published
Cleyer’s report and his drawing in the ephemerides of the Leopol-
dina, its president, Dr. L. Schroeck, immediately added a “scholium”
expressing strong doubts.®? In 1694 a ship of the Dutch East India
Company brought to Amsterdam an ambergris specimen of 182
pounds. Valentini writes that it was more valuable than gold,’
which explains why de Jager and others in Batavia were interested
in more precise information on the subject.

Chinese physicians believed ambra to be the hardened saliva of
dragons (Chinese 16ngxianxiang, Sinojapanese ryasenkd, %) . In
Kaempfer’s notes on “Aromata and Simplicia”, we find the quite
prosaic Japanese denotation whale excrement (“Kusira noftun”, fifio>
#) 5 Kaempfer also studied Japanese whaling techniques. As a son
of the aged interpreter Yokoyama Yosoemon was a whaler, presum-
ably much information came from this source. The results of
Kaempfer’s explorations were summarized in a treatise “Ambra
Vindicata” included in the Amoenitates Exoticae (1712) .8 Kaempfer
was not partial to Pomet’s idea of beehives. He reached a similar
conclusion to Rumpf, that ambra was torn off the sea-bottom and
floated to the beaches or was swallowed by whales. Furthermore, a
very experienced Japanese physician had told him a “secret emp-
owering usage”:

Take as much as you please of crude opium, put it into a piece
of linen, and suspend it in the smoke [ =vapour] of boiling hot
water, what sweats out of the linen, and sticks to the outside,
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affords the best and purest opium. Take this substance, mix it
with twice the quantity of Ambergris, and make it up into small
pills. A few of these pills taken inwardly, at night before you go
to bed, are said to be an excellent stimulating medicine in that
case.’®
Kaempfer preferred to give such delicate recommendations only
in Latin; they are omitted from his German manuscript Heutiges
Japan. However, here Kaempfer explains in detail how to identify
fake ambra, since it was often imitated or diluted by additives:
Ambra is found in small amounts in Satsuma and Ryukyu, more
frequently at the shores of Kumano (that is the southern sea
near Kii, Ise etc.) and most often in the intestines of a whale,
which is caught near Japan, and called from the length of its
intestines hyaku hiro, that is 100 fathoms. There ambra is
associated with chalky, almost rock hard excrements, which are
especially found in the lower intestines, that appear when these
are cut open, indicating the presence of ambra. The unsavoury
location has inevitably given this noble earthy product the name
of kujira no fun [“Kusira noftin”], which means whale dung.
When ambra has been just torn by the waves from the bottom
of the sea and flushed to the shore, or when whales swallow it,
it is soft, shapeless, flat, slimy almost like a cowpat, and of an
unpleasant smell. Those who find it frequently shape it into a
round ball, or compress several small pieces into a large lump,
by which it changes into a denser and heavier substance. Others
know how to knead rice-husk powder into fresh ambra, making
it bigger and heightening the colour of the black ambra. This
addition, however, brings worms into the ambra, and is easily
discovered because of coal remnants when burned. Others mix
it with powdered, aromatic resins, which can be detected by the
smell of the smoke. The Chinese detect both additions by using
hot tea water. When ambra is finely scraped on the water it does
not spread sufficiently. The locals use ambra only as an addition
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to other pleasant-smelling substances or things, to retain the
volatile odour, as they explain. It would have received little
attention among them, if the foreigners had not taught them its
value by paying for it highly. Everybody is at liberty to pick it
up wherever he finds it and to sell it as his own property. When
we were there, someone had a piece of grey ambra weighing 140
catties. As it was not allowed to be bought by a single person,
it was divided and traded to various persons for sixty to seventy
taels per catty. I have bought the black ambra there for thirty
taels.®” '

Conclusion

We have discussed the medico-pharmaceutical requests in van
Dam’s and de Jager’s memoranda and their background. As has been
shown above, Kaempfer’s plan to conduct research on Japan was
born in Batavia after other plans to settle down had failed. His
application for the post at Dejima was supported by old and new
friends. Many of them were motivated to help him out of this
impasse not only through friendship. They also saw in him a scholar
capable of conducting extensive research on problems in which they
had an interest. As in many other aspects of Kaempfer’s Japan
project, his investigations concerning Japanese plants and drugs
were strongly influenced by questions that had circulated among
curious men in Batavia and their friends in Europe. Kaempfer, who
before his arrival in Batavia knew virtually nothing about Japan,
obviously established a link into this circle. His descriptions of
plants and drugs in the Awmoenitates Exoticae and his manuscript
Heutiges Japan, as well as his notes, clearly indicate that he was fully
aware of the current state of knowledge. As three examples of
plants and drugs considered by his partners to be of special impor-
tance show, Kaempfer was not a lone pioneer on uncharted paths.
His research and his writings fit neatly into the context of previous
publications and questions. On the basis of the information that he
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collected in Japan, he attempts to arrange, to clarify and, as far as

possible, to add new details. Even when he does not explicitly refer

to specific persons, he nevertheless reacts to their opinions.
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Saft des Baumes, der als Lack dient, Nam Rak. Luk bezeichnet jede
beliebige Frucht; daher heiB3t die Frucht dieses Baumes speziell Luk Rak.
Und dieser Luk Rak ist wirklich die Frucht des Baumes Anacardus, Anacar-
dinum, genannt, die Bestandteil des zusammengesetzten (Heil-) Mittels ist,
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das nach ihr Anacardina heiBt. Dieselbe Frucht wird in Choromandel und in
Malabar verwendet, um Leinen zu firben.”

Melanorrhoea usitata Wall., a tree in Siam, also used for the production of
lacquer.

In Thailand, several plants are called rak. The edible fruits lukrak are taken
from Semevarpus cassuvium, whereas lacquer is gained from Malanoorhea
usttata.

British Library, SI 3060, fol. 93r/v (EKW 1/1, 93): ”Vor den Edelsten Baum
dieser landen passiret wol der Urusj oder Vernis Baum, mit deBen Milch daB
holtzerne hauBraht und alles tafel geschier dieser landen uber zogen und
verlackt wird, so wol, welcher sich arme alB reiche, ja der Keiserliche hoff
selbsten bedienet, welcher die verlackte gefidle denen silbernen und giildene
weit vorziehet. Eine andere wilde sorte, Faasj genant, hatt schmahle blatter,
wechst durch gehends in hecken und bergen, gibt aber wenige und schlechte
milch und wird dannenhero fast nicht gesamlet. Besagter Urusj Baum ist
eines besonderen, und diesen lande eigenen Geschlechts, und will sich schier
in keiner anderen alB3 der provintz Jamatto zu diesem gebrauche an ziehen
laBen, f4lt doch auch in Figo und hin und wieder in Tsikoku. Den Indischen
vernis baumhabe ich befunden eines gantz anderen Geschlechts, und den
wahren Anacardinus Baum zu seyn, Bey den Siamern Rak Baum genant,
welcher an mehreren Ortern Indiens seine friichte, aber auff der west seite
der ganges, es sey aull Unkiinde der Einwohner oder beschaffenheit des
Erdgrundes seinen safft nicht mittheilet. Es wird derselbe auB Siam und
Cambodia durch gantz Indien, auch selbst in Japan wol feil angebracht, und
hier selbst nuhr zu schlechten geféBen, oder zum grunde ihres einheimischen
als raren und weit schoneren VerniB3es verbraucht.”

Valentini, M.B.: Museum Museorum, 398: “In der Artzney wird es innerlich
zu Eroffnung der verstopfften Leber und Miltz-Aderlein und daher geleiteten
Kranckheiten, als Wassersucht und dergleichen geriihet, weswegen die
Alten ihre Trochiscos de Lacca erfunden und verschrieben haben. Heutiges
Tages aber wird es meistens gegen das Bluten und Scharbock der Z:ihne
gebraucht, worzu das Mynsichti R. Laccae oder Lac-Tinctur sehr heilsam
ist, worvon Ettmiillerus weitldufftig handelt.”

Amoenitates Exoticae, 793f.

British Library, SI 3064, fol. 51r: ”ik bidde zijn E.E., dat eens naukeurich
believe te vernemen naar de Ambre de gris, hoedanich dezelve ald: gecol-
ligeerd werd, en of het zelv’ ook een etten van een zeker gezwel aan de
walvissch zij, zoodanich als aan de H* ten Rhijne wijs gemaakt is, ‘t welk mij
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gantsch niet waarschijnlijk dunkt.”

Pomet, P.: Der aufrichtige Materialist und Specereyhdndler Oder Haupt-
und allgemeine Beschreibung derer Specereyen und Materialien. Georg
Weidmann, Leipzig, 1717, Col. 551

This letter is published in Valentini, M.B.: Ost-Indianische Send-Schreiben/
Von allerhand raren Gew#chsen/Baumen/[...] Durch Die Gelehrteste und
Beriihmteste Europder/So vormahlen in Ost=Indien gestanden [...]). Zun-
ner, Frankfurt am Main, 1704, 44 (“Georg. Eberh. Rumphii Send-Brief an
Herrn Herbertum de Jager”).

Miscellanea Curiosa, Dec. 2, Ann. 8, Obs. 21 (“D. Andreae Cleyeri. De
Cetominore ambrophago”).

Museum Museorum, 477.

British Library, S1 3062, fol. 327r/v

Amoenitates Exoticae, Fasc. III, Obs. XIV, 632ff.

Kaempfer, E.: The History of Japan. London 1727, Vol. 2, Appendix, 51f.
British Library, SI 3060, fol. 91v-92r (EKW 1/1, 90f.): ”Ambar wird gefun-
den bey Satzuma und Riuku, doch wenig, haiiffiger an den ufern Kumano
(: ist die Siid see bey Kii, Jsje et:) am meisten in den gedermen eines
walfisches welcher timb Japan gefaﬁgen wird, und Fiakfiro [F#t], daB ist
100 Klaffter, von der ldnge seiner gederme genant ist. In demselben befindet
er sich vergeselschafftet mit kalkichten fast stein harte excrementen, welche
sich in sonderheit in den untersten gedermen haiiffig sehen laBen, und im auf
schneiden zu erkennen Geben, das Amber verhanden sey. Der unflitige Ort
hat diesem Edlen Erdschafften den Nahmen gegeben, dal Er nicht anders
alB Kusura no Fu [ =kujira no fun], daB ist, walfischdreck, genant wird. Der
Amber wan er zu erst aus dem grunde der See durch die wellen abgeri3en
und aufs ufer gespiihlet, oder von den wal fischen verschlucket wird, ist er
weich unformig, plat, schleimig fast wie ein Kuh fladen, und eines unliebli-
chen Geruchs: wird alB dan 6ffters von seinem Finder in einen runden ball,
oder verscheidene kleine stiicke zu einer grosen Masse zu samen gedriickt,
wodurch es zu einer deichteren und wichtigen Substantz wird. Andere willen
den frischen Amber mit ReiB hiilsen Meel durch zu kneten, wodurch er
gréBer gemacht, und der schwartze zu einer hoheren farbe gebracht wird. Es
ladet aber dieser Zusatz den wurm hinein, und wird durch eine nach
gelaBene Kohle beym abrauchen leicht erkant. Ander untermischen alB3 dan
zu pulver gemachte wolriechende haartze, welche durch den geruch ihres
rauches sich zu erkennen geben. Beyderley Zusitze erkennen die Sinesen
durch ein heiBes Tee waBer, wan es sich, fein dariiber geschabet nicht
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gnugsam vertheilet. Amber wird von den Einwohnern anders nicht gebrau-
cht, alB zu einem Zu satz andere wolrichenden Species oder sachen, timb den
flichtigen Geruch, wie sie sprechen, an zu halten. Solte auch wenig bey IThnen
geachtet werden, wan nicht die ausldnder ihnen den wehrt, durch theiire
bezahlung, gelehrt hitten. Einem Jeden stehet frey den selben auff zu heben
wo Er ihn findet, und vor sein eigen zu verkauffen. Bey unserem Verbleib
daselbst, hatt man ein stiick von 140 Catty grauen amber gehabt, welches,
al es eintzelen persohnen zu kauffen nicht angestanden, ist es zertheilt, und
in 60 biB 70 theil ein Catti an verschiedene persohnen verhandelt. Die
schwartzliche habe ich daselbst zu 30 theil eingekaufft.”
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