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The Making of Elixir:
Ambergris, Emperor Jiajing, the Portuguese Settlement at
Macao in 1557, and European Domination in Maritime Asia

Bin YANG

Abstract: Focusing on the procurement and consumption of ambergris in imperial China particularly in
the sixteenth century, this article illustrates how this marine product served as the tipping point that led to
the Portuguese settlement at Macao in 1557. Primarily exported in the Indian Ocean and initially used as
an aromatic luxury in China, by the reign of Jiajing (r.1522—1566), ambergris had become a key medicinal
ingredient in the making of elixir for the emperor’s pursuit of longevity and sexual pleasure. However, his
continuous efforts to obtain ambergris proved futile until the Portuguese in Macao, the sole suppliers of
this Indian Ocean substance, began to present it around the year 1555-1556. Scrutiny of both Chinese and
Portuguese sources has illustrated the temporal and spatial junctures in which the Portuguese succeeded in
squeezing their way in and putting down roots in maritime Asia, a water body with unbounded oceans. This
study of ambergris hence sheds some fresh light on the conceptualization of maritime Asia, especially in terms
of its traditions and changes, and exemplifies “the interactive emergence of European domination” in the
region.

Keywords: Longxianxiang (ambergris), elixir, the Indian Ocean, maritime Asia, the Portuguese Settlement at
Macao

Author: Bin YANG received his Ph.D. at Northeastern University (Boston) in 2004. He is a professor in the
Department of Chinese and History, City University of Hong Kong, specializing in ethnic and frontier history,
maritime history, and global history, and his publications include Between Winds and Clouds: The Making
of Yunnan (Second Century BCE — Twentieth Century CE) (Columbia, 2008) and Cowrie Shells and Cowrie
Money: A Global History (Routledge, 2019).
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REMETY (ambergris) 2 PR WUIGIE B2 W 8 0 B E 2 A e . ERERThi (T N B
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AR SR A R FAE RPN 2 ST o AL AREMER 20, 45 6T = 1A AR B B 222 Bl 7 WK I AR B
PR R ERERZ SR, Wi F—, BOARIZERREAS K. B mA
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FEVE R T K E) B PR E RS A 1RAR , IR R EE AN S GRS v LU AR
Az BT B S BRI RSR B I B A AR SR B A B R o TR ST AL & 4 A A\ SR
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PCHURAE, 2007) , #544-53 « 117-138E;  [HEMEA UM ) | RE&EECF. SER: TSRS M MM AE
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K7 BFHAASC “anbar” BIERE, DMEXERESR “ME/\5L7 o “Anbar” B “amber” MU EHAR
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WAIHEFEER N, MY 2 @ 4 5% T ATA T RARE R “anbar” B¢ “amber” , AR KR
PRt i BE A A IR ST, #F i A I REIE A SR LABE I I AR B, A BIAGEEEHU
HEFERIE, ARG o PSRRI AR Z %% “ambergris” , B KB RITE
(grey amber) o Z|7+-t. +/\HAS, “ambergris” —FlBWiE A, OAHEIER AR 4
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7, WrPERERER, PR AR E ML S, KRS IR R | (PR {ame ) ik
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(@) Erbest J. Parry, Parrys Cyclopedia of Perfumery; A Handbook On The Raw Materials Used By The Perfumer, Their Origin, Properties,
Characters And Analysis; And On Other Subjects Of Theoretical And Scientific Interest To The User Of Perfume Materials, And To
Those Who Have To Examine And Value Such Materials (London: J. & A. Churchill, LTD, 1925), 36-37.
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HERELL (#)897/8984F-2utt) i, WEMERIEENEEVEES 7 B 5B LA B ), - CRiER
I TENEZEG ) A%y Wgs) TEHERRES - AR A" |, fRIK, g, "TLGER
e, FHMERINIZER) “BRE (REREE) 7 HBUR8 115448 TREBIR 750 RIPREbER T+
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PHAC. BESAREMER RARE M) WD, TIARE ST BRI R P 55 B ST A A7
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PRA I A AE B R BRI R R R A B, B M AR M TR B 2 ke B 1 B R E 2
Ho A, P LA, FEMEEIEEA=REEAESE, FEMAN. N, BEEAM, B
FEL AR, AR NEBIARERM NI FU8” o EE S, NSRBI EZE. i, S,
Vg S SR AR i N JEAL ) A A RE T R B B RO B BB TR 3R o BETE B iR e i
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@ I CRIRAABHTSE AR SO, B, SB68E. SSE. 169E. 116E. 200201

(@ Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo (The Venetian), revised from Marsden’s Translation and Edited with Introduction by Manuel
Komroff (New York: Liveright Publishing Corp., 1953) , 310.
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B, MAREUWIRIE, TRITSURE SRR PR e, Bk 17, MRPEAG
e G A . BLoh, LIRS 4, SRF s e e # mIg N ZE, g E
HEZ KT, WAR & L LARE A A4 HIINEYEZ H45 , T9 @ AR T0 LASR i B A B g A
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HEMEF S ([ AR A SO LR E T ISRk I P L R 2 BRI . B4, HETEE HUE
TRIFPRERES (TREEAREARTHINAEE)  HREREHA ERORRI B, MY
BREA10-122K, MREA)12-18MA, MEMERER 14-18K, BUEA140-60MH, AR #iEH20Kk, #
FEHETOME, AR E R4k, EEIN, RGP B . AR ETEAGE
H, ATLUFB SIS 10000k TR . tuoh, BLEHSAHLY, BRE M0 BEERAS ok b 75 e K BT EE
CHABY R PRI, EREIAIE AR/, SRR SRS E R R
HERG RS 2 BN R =52 —, EAETR /K E PSR, WA BANm o al LAE 2. Bk
EUSR G ERaEEaTEaY. HPaFER KT RNE, iR FRRENESE
ey, RIEREH2K, MERE 20040 T HEHSMGIRE, MR RFELTIRE, 1
He AR . S s (RS T AN A v B se 2 W& P B RER TR 4. 1R
BEEHE (Edward H. Schafer) f5i1, BHBIAMS, “fGfanFRE, mEatamhmEsE” @ 1

@© SCAFms: PR AMORRES |, H106E .
(2 Edward H. Schafer, The Golden Peaches of Smarkand: A Study of T’ang Exotics (San Francisco: Hauraki Publishing, 2014), 223.
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IS TR i ) ST R S R/ G 4 B NI w6 7/ St AR RN 1 s S T/ vl
A7 o EMEME DR RIECAE (1271) AT, WREUGERE, (HREMTIRIR BT -CHEZ B I A
zh, BBERATREMUBERA12774E AR B FEIES “HUREE = =, Tiv N Jus b b=
SRR A OPAET . LB WISE YR &, UNRARBERE G (K
[, B A SR ER. ~ © MR A RS .

PAERETA, 27T RARERE A oS i st A P, B R A SRS S B A T B2k, I
AL Mg R, ARABHMS B AR W 7R, G HAG. PR RRELLA
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@@ Schafer, The Golden Peaches of Smarkand: A Study of T’ang Exotics, 225, 224, 222.

() Steven John Rowland, Paul Andrew Sutton & Timothy D. J. Knowles, “The Age of Ambergris,” Natural Product Research 33:21
(2019):3135.
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@ BizK: THEMEFLANERREMER T AL ), AL (s AP AHACERRAE, 2014) , #123-136H.
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© (1) KM%, M RE: THISbAR THRUEMEE ) REs  ost: WredibRet, 2005) |, #74-75H.

@@ . THEPA THIENE ) 7El ,585100-102« 77 ; X HMa Huan, Ying-yai sheng-lan (The Overall Survey of the Ocean’s
Shores 1433), translated and edited by Feng Cheng-Chun, with introductory notes and appendices by J.V.G. Mills (Cambridge:
Published for the Hakluyt Society at the University Press, 1970) (LA FFRMills, 1970) , 194, 174-75, footnote 7., 176.

® (W) 25 #F, WRERaE: FERBEERTD  bs: 3ECHMEE, 2019) , #5435, e . DSRdiEmEs b
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