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Abstract 

Sikchi begins with mankind’s efforts to maintain life while consuming natural food. The history of Korean food, a 
long experience of adapting to nature, can be found since prehistoric times. For example, Bangudae (a rock picture 
of hunting whales) showed how individuals gained knowledge on edible things in nature to survive. Also, Korea’s 
specific vegetation, climate, and culture led to development of the Sikchi suitable for Koreans. The myth of Dangun 
of Gojoseon dynasty demonstrated the first historical record of the Sikchi. Although the Sikchi theory was established 
in China, Korean food therapy was systematized and developed into a unique diet that reflects our hyangyak (Korean 
herbal medicine) and constitution. For the king and royal family’s health, Seungjeongwon-Ilgi (national-level docu‑
ments of royal records) and other medical books recorded many examples of Sikchi practice, which were different 
from China or Japan. The wide spread of the royal Sikchi practice among citizens promoted the notion that food 
was a useful way to promote health and treat disease. The Sikchi should be seen as not only a kind of life-sustaining 
method but medicine and food-based medicinal food therapy. Further, the Sikchi refers to the treatment process of 
adjusting the gaps between medicine and the patient’s condition with the mercenary technique called sumgoreugi 
(take a breather).

Keywords  Sikchi, Shizhi, Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, Hyangyak (Korean herbal medicine), Sumgoreugi (take a breather)

Introduction
Since the existence of mankind, the most basic methods 
to maintain life have been the selection of food, the effi-
cient intake of nutrients, and the way to respond to dis-
eases. In the initial process of searching for food, people 
fought against hunger and learned how to distinguish 
between beneficial and harmful foods. Also, when peo-
ple were sick, they knew which foods cured or aggravated 
the disease. Instead of dwelling on the simple instinct 
of appetite, a basic human need, they accumulated wis-
dom to maintain health through food experience. Since 
ancient times, mankind has always made great efforts in 

the struggle between life and death, learning how to eat 
to avoid getting sick and getting better from disease.

In Northeast Asia, health puts value on homeostasis, 
meaning a balance of the body in harmony with nature, 
and emphasizes the practice of Yangsheng (養生, to keep 
in good life) [1], which is interpreted as modern nutri-
tion or health. The ancient Greeks thought that all kinds 
of phenomena related to disease or health linked the cos-
mic elements with the composition of the human body 
based on the natural philosophical perspective based on 
epistemology. Also, the ancient Greeks found that food 
played an essential role in treating physical and mental 
illnesses. Further, Socrates and Plato believed that there 
was a correlation between food and disease and philo-
sophical idealism that distinguished between the mate-
rial and the spiritual. Hippocrates said [2], ’Let food be 
thy medicine and medicine be thy food.’ According to the 
Corpus Hippocraticum, 236 plants were used for dietary 
therapy to treat patients’ diseases [3]. Hippocrates knew 
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that certain foods were effective in preventing physical or 
mental illnesses. Although the East and West share the 
same notion (i.e., maintaining health via dietary therapy), 
each region developed its characteristic in climate, cul-
ture, and history.

Oriental medicine was traditionally used in the three 
countries of Northeast Asia, which had secured a signifi-
cant amount of efficacy and safety due to clinical expe-
rience accumulated over thousands of years. Sikchi [4], 
one of the treatment techniques of Korean medicine, 
was a unique food treatment method not found in West-
ern medicine and had elements of modern nutrition and 
health. Sikchi was called shizhi (食治) [5, 6] in China.

To maintain a living, people gained experience in 
choosing food sources. In the early stage of survival, peo-
ple searched for edible food, chose beneficial foods, and 
gradually moved to an advanced stage to avoid harmful 
food. This process allowed people to distinguish food 
and poison, prevent disease, and restore energy. Peo-
ple had naturally learned that "Drug (藥) and food (食) 
were the same sources (藥食同源) [7–10]" when only 
totems and shamans (available medical activities in early 
human beings)-based medical practice were possible. 
People gained knowledge of implementing food therapy 
for health care from nature. Nutritional intake using food 
sources was considered effective in treating and/or pre-
venting physical and mental diseases, and food intake 
greatly influenced human behavior.

Longevity and healthy life have become the focus of 
attention since the birth of mankind, but in various situ-
ations, healthy longevity was still challenged by cultural 
conflict.

As a rule of survival, people already learned to adapt 
to nature, distinguished between poison and edible food, 
and used it for a cure. They found that food provided a 
source of life-sustaining nutrients to prevent and treat 
diseases. This discovery led to the birth of the Sikchi. This 
medical technology was created based on the wisdom 
and experience of oriental medicine and had two func-
tions: treatment and prevention.

Korea is a ’Country of Record’ and has many national-
level documents, such as royal records and medi-
cal books, that report medical treatment in relation to 
food intake. For example, Joseonwangjosillok (朝鮮王
朝實錄, Veritable Records in Joseon dynasty) [11] and 
Seungjeongwon-Ilgi (承政院日記, the Diary of the Royal 
Secretariat) [12] have been famous for royal Sikchi treat-
ments based on the history of the royal family. Of the 
royal records in Joseon dynasty, the Seungjeongwon-Ilgi 
contained examples of Sikchi practice for the health of 
the king and the royal family, which cannot be found in 
China and Japan. Moreover, Uibangyuchwi (醫方類聚)
[13] illustrated useful information on Sikchi practices, 

highlighting the value of Sikchi in health treatment and 
preventive medicine functions and contained the largest 
number of dietary prescriptions and practical examples 
among traditional medicinal books at home and abroad.

In Korea, the importance of Sikchi had moved from 
the royal level of health to community health. The health 
secrets of the royal family were reflected in folk remedies, 
which had various effects on food and health. This review 
aims to explore the different philosophical and func-
tional values of Sikchi. To date, many Koreans still live by 
sticking to ancient wisdom and traditions, such as using 
Sikchi. Therefore, it is essential to analyze the philosophi-
cal value of Sikchi in order to determine the key that 
gives uniqueness to the health of Koreans.

To find the role of Sikchi in the modern world, the 
present study discussed the concept of Sikchi in orien-
tal medicine, the significance of Sikchi treatments in the 
Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, and royal records from the perspec-
tive of food and medicine.

Development of Korea’s Sikchi
The Sikchi is a medical treatment that prevents and 
treats diseases via dietary food intakes, and its theories 
and techniques have been transmitted and systematized 
over thousands of years. The history of Sikchi can be 
found from prehistoric times. The prehistoric age was 
the first time humans appeared on the Korean Peninsula, 
and there were no letters. The Bangudae Petroglyphs in 
Daegok-ri, Ulju-gun depicted whales, turtles, deer, tigers, 
birds, hunting for fish, and so on [14]. In this painting, 
a glimpse of the people’s desire for abundance through 
hunting can be found. People in the prehistoric era 
gained experience, knowledge of distinguishing between 
edible and inedible things in nature, and diversified food 
choices, leading to maintaining life. The first time Sikchi 
appeared in historical records was the Dangunsinhwa, 
the first sovereignty myth in Korean mythology [15].

A bear and a tiger lived together in the same den and 
begged Hwanung to become a human. Hwanung was the 
son of Hwanin, the god of heaven and the father of Dan-
gun. Hwanung gave them a bunch of divine mugworts 
and 20 garlic cloves. In Korea, mugwort has been consid-
ered a plant with mysterious medicinal properties, and 
there has been a long tradition of hanging dried mugwort 
at home for the household’s health. Also, garlic has been 
used often to season foods. From this tradition, it can be 
assumed that Korean people have been innately using 
food treatment. Korean people made unique food treat-
ments (different from China and Japan) and developed 
the Sikchi as a dietary method. Hongikingan (弘益人間) 
[16], the founding ideology of Gojoseon, put great impor-
tance on life and health to benefit human beings widely, 
which was in line with the Sikchi theory. Although most 



Page 3 of 15Ko ﻿Journal of Ethnic Foods            (2023) 10:8 	

of the records from the Three Kingdoms (Shilla, Bae-
kje, and Goguryeo) period were not told, relics related 
to Sikchi could be found in ancient tombs. The Gogu-
ryeo’s kitchen and food customs appeared in their tomb 
painting, No.3, the Anak Tomb [17]. This was the paint-
ing demonstrating the high-quality technology of Sikchi 
in Goguryeo dynasty. The records in the Nihon Shoki (
日本書紀)[18, 19] noted that there was a dietary therapy 
imported to the Japanese royal family from the Three 
Kingdoms. This was good evidence of how high a skill we 
practiced. Moreover, after Chinese characters were intro-
duced, the Sikchi was translated and recorded in medi-
cal books and has been handed down for a long time. 
Through trade with Chinese medical books, the wisdom 
and experience of our ancestors were systematized and 
developed into a scientific and unique Sikchi technique.

The Sikchi was quite settled and completed in Joseon 
dynasty. Joseon recorded valuable data on the health of 
the king as well as the health of the royal family, diet, and 
treatment of diseases in the form of diaries in Annals 
of the Joseonwangjosillok, Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, and 
Ilseongnok (日省錄, Daily Records of the Royal Court 
and Important Officials) [20]. Hyangyakjipseongbang (
鄕藥集成方) [21] and Uibangryuchwi (醫方類聚)[22, 
23] were published during the reign of King Sejong, 
Sikryochanyo (食療纂要) [24] by Jeon Sunui published 
during the reign of King Sejo, and Donguibogam (東醫
寶鑑) [25] published during the reign of King Gwang-
haegun. These books documented a significant level of 
Sikchi. Hyangyakjipseongbang was a medical book that 
compiled Hyangyak (鄕藥, Domestic herbal medicines) 
and prescriptions in Goryeo Dynasty, and summarized 
folk medicine closely related to Sikchi and private medi-
cal plants. It utilized native medicines grown in Korea 
instead of Chinese herbal medicines [26]. Hyangyakji-
pseongbang was a medical book that newly compiled 
herbal medicines prescriptions and compositional herbs 
from Goryeo dynasty and contributed to the general pub-
licization of herbal medicines in Korea. Uibangryuchwi 
consisted of 266 volumes and was cited in more than 
153 medical books from the Tang, Song, Yuan, and Ming 
periods in China; and is the largest medical book in the 
three Eastern countries, Korea, China, and Japan. Of 
cited books, about 40 medical books contained contents 
that have disappeared or been transmitted in Korea and 
China [27].

Tang dynasty in China, Shíyīxīnjiàn (食醫心鑑) was 
written by Zǎn yīn (昝殷) [28]. Sòngshǐ∙yìwénzhì (宋
史∙藝文志) recorded Shíyīxīnjiàn in two volumes but 
disappeared in China. Although this book was lost, 
Uibangryuchwi recorded its contents. The volume of 
Sikchi in Uibangyuchi was written mainly by quoting 
Shíyīxīnjiàn, Shízhìyǎnglǎoxù (食治養老序) [29], and 

Tàipíngshènghuìfāng (太平聖惠方) [30]. The Sikchi 
introduced a variety of the method, such as glutinous rice 
(餠, bǐng), porridge (粥, zhōu), steaming (蒸, zhēng), seop 
(羹, gēng), lamb (羔, gāo), wine (浸酒, jìn jiǔ), tea (茶, 
chá), and soup (湯 tāng). The section of Shízhìyǎnglǎoxù 
in Uibangryuchwi emphasized the Sikchi theory that 
healing a disease was not as best as preventing and treat-
ing it, and treatment with medicine was not as best as 
treating it with food. This Sikchi theory conceptualized 
Shízhìyǎnglǎo by combining the theories of Shíyīxīnjiàn 
and Shiliaobencao and the recipes of Taipingsheng-
huifang. It also emphasized treatment priorities: "In the 
treatment of disease, the first thing to do is to take food 
as food, and if it does not get better, use the medicine." 
Sikryochanyo agreed substantially with Hyangyakjip-
seongbang or Uibangryuchwi and contained essential 
dietary prescriptions from both books. The contents of 
Shiyixinjian found in Uibangyuchwi, which disappeared 
in China, were later known from Japan to China and were 
again printed and quoted in China in 1901. It is proof 
that China used the Shíyīxīnjiàn of Sikchi relations less 
frequently than Korea In the preface of Sikryochanyo, 
Jeon Sunui emphasized the importance of food by saying, 
"When the ancient ancestors established a prescription, 
they first treated them with food, and if they did not get 
better, they treated them with medicine." Sikryochanyo 
was the oldest food-specialized book of Sikchi in Korean 
medicine and was referred to as Hyangyakjipseongbang. 
The author who participated in the compilation of Uiban-
gryuchwi thought that he was influenced by it to a large 
extent. In the Sikryochanyo, "The prescriptions can be 
used at all times, selected, written based on Shiyī xīnjiàn, 
Shiliaobencao, Buqueshiliao (補闕食療), and Daquan-
bencao (大全本草)." The author has established a hyang-
yak-centered medical philosophy to treat diseases using 
ingredients readily available from land in Korea. He also 
emphasized treatment’s priority: "When a person lives in 
the world, food is first, and medicine is next." The Sikchi 
in Donguibogam was quoted from qianjinfang (千金方, 
abbreviation for Beijiqianjinyaofang) of SunSimiao. In 
Donguibogam, the Sikchi meant Sikyakyobyeong (食藥
療病)—treatment of sickness with food and medicine, 
emphasizing "Food is the basis for growing life (水穀爲
養命之本)." The basics of health were from right diet and 
how to manage the disease depending on the medicine. If 
eating was incorrect, it was difficult to preserve life, and 
if the nature of the medicine was not known, the disease 
could not be cured. Table 1 summarized the relationship 
between citing books from China and the Sikchi books 
published in Korea.

Uirimchwaryo (醫林撮要) [31–33] and Jejungsinpyeon 
(濟衆新編) [34, 35] strove to develop the Sikchi accord-
ing to our climate and constitution. Unlike the previous 
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medical books in which dietary and medicinal values 
were recorded in a mixed state, Uirimchwaryo used the 
Sikchi method by dividing it into the Sikchi and sikgi (
食忌, taboo food). On the other hand, Donguibogam 
listed prescriptions and ingredients commonly used for 
diseases in the section that organizes medicines. Jejun-
gsinpyeon was a book that simplifies the contents of 
Donguibogam and contains prescriptions of Naeuiwon (
內醫院, a palace pharmacy and hospital, Joseon dynasty) 
[36] for medical clinics. Jejungsinpyeon was borrowed 
the theory of the five elements and set up a section of 
yanglao (養老), and said, ’宜以五穀五菜五果禽獸鱗介與
平和五之藥調治.’ It described in more detail the content 
of peaceful(good) Sikchi, such as five grains (五穀), five 
vegetables (五菜), five fruits (五果), five types of meat (禽
獸), five pieces (鱗介) etc.

Table 1 summarized the citation relationship between 
Chinese medical books among the medical books pub-
lished in Korea. Medical books (that do not exist in 
China) were reborn in Korea and contributed to the 
Joseon royal family’s Sikchi. Korea did not stop at pre-
serving Chinese medical books that had disappeared but 
combined them with domestic medicinal herbs, Hyang-
yak, and developed Sikchi into food treatments that the 
common people could easily use.

History of shizhi
In Zhou (周) dynasty in China, a food doctor (食医)[37] 
who managed the king’s food and nutrition was a spe-
cialized field [38–42]. The role of food doctor was more 
crucial in relation to the king’s health compared with 
internal medicine (疾医), surgeon (瘍医), and veterinar-
ian (獣医).

In Suwen, wuchangzhengdalun (素問, 五常政大論) of 
Huangdineijing (黃帝內經) [43, 44], recorded as follows: 
" 大毒治病, 十去其六, 常毒治病, 十去其七, 小毒治病, 十
去其八, 無毒治病, 十去其九。If you use much medicine 
to cure a disease, you can rid of six out of ten. Also, if you 
use it suitably, you can get rid of seven out of ten. And if 
you use it with a small amount, you can get rid of eight 
out of ten. If you treat disease without the use of drugs, 
you can rid nine out of ten". This highlighted effective-
ness of treating diseases by food intakes such as grains, 
meat, fruits, and vegetables rather than excessive use of 
drugs. Also, Naejing (內經) has discussed the treatment 
of diseases through a cooperative relationship between 
medicine and food.

Tang (唐) dynasty in China developed food theory and 
a dietary treatment called 『 Shizhi 』. The first Sikchi 
edition of SunSimiao’s (孫思邈, doctor and herbalist in 
Tang dynasty) Beijiqianjinyaofang (備急千金要方) [45, 
46] showed that "The root of comfort in the body always 
depends on food, and the speed of cure for diseases 

depends on medicines. Those who do not know how to 
eat appropriately cannot enjoy a healthy life, and those 
who do not know the contraindications of drugs cannot 
properly cure diseases. These two are very important for 
potency. If you neglect this and do not learn properly, 
you are truly a pitiful person". MengSeon (孟詵), a dis-
ciple of Sun Simiao, compiled a book called Buyangfang 
(補養方) [47, 48], which recorded 214 medicinal ingre-
dients and 138 prescriptions based on Shizhi chapter of 
the Beijiqianjinyaofang. Zhangdingren (張鼎人), Meng 
Seon’s disciple, published Shiliaobencao (食料本草) [49]. 
In Song dynasty, Taipingshenghuifang (太平聖惠方) [50] 
and Yanglaofengqinshu (養老奉親書) [51] were writ-
ten, which were in line with the Tang dynasty’s ethics of 
Shizhi and ideology of Yangsheng on dietary intakes. Hu 
Sihui (忽思慧, The Imperial Physician) of Yuan dynasty 
published Yinshanzheng yao (飮膳正要) [52], a collec-
tion of 61 diet therapies, and Wu rui (吳瑞) published Ri 
yongbencao (日用本草) [53], a guideline for herbal ingre-
dients used in dietary therapies. Yangshengism was first 
developed during Míng dynasty. In consideration of Neo-
Confucianism, Lishizhen (李時珍) wrote Bencaogangmu 
(本草綱目) [54], a book explaining the essence of medici-
nal herbs. Moreover, many ingredients–based dietary 
books such as Suiyuanshi dan (隨園食單) [55] and Yin-
shixuzhi (飮食需知) [56] were published in Qing dynasty. 
However, today, China has emphasized medicinal food 
cuisine, Yaoshan (藥膳), rather than the Sikchi.

Characteristics of the Sikchi records in Seungjeongwon‑Ilgi
In Joseon dynasty, Seungjeongwon was like today’s presi-
dential secretary’s office. The Seungjeongwon-Ilgi was 
a diary of the king’s daily affairs. It was registered as a 
World Heritage Site in September 2001 [57], and there 
were records exist from Injo (1623) to Sunjong (1910). 
The analysis of Sikchi studied the record of each king’s 
life in Seungjeongwon-Ilgi in the Korean history data-
base of the National Institute of Korean History. For 
record retrieval, keywords such as yakbang (藥方), sik (
食, food), sikeum (食飮, food and beverage), eumsik (飮
食, meal), and the Sikchi were used, and the information 
on Sikchi selection process is displayed in Fig. 1 [58]. The 
royal doctors prescribed the Chilmi Baekchulsan(七味白
朮散) to the queen and made her took the medicine with 
ginseng tea.

As a result of analyzing the Sikchi treatments in 
Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, nine treatments were obtained as 
follows (Fig.  2). For the interpretation, it was necessary 
to have complex knowledge in several fields, including 
highly specialized Korean medicine.

In Korea, medical books before the Joseon dynasty 
have only remained in oral tradition or records, and a few 
remain. The record of Seungjeongwon-Ilgi before King 
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Injo was burned during the Japanese invasion of Korea 
in 1592. Fortunately, many Seungjeongwon-Ilgi that exist 
today refers to the Yakbang Ilgi (pharmacy diary in Josen 
dynasty) and has described in detail the practical applica-
tions and treatment methods of Sikchi.

The records from the 92 books of the Seungjeongwon-
Ilgi, December 7, King Injo 23rd, were as follows [59];

According to the decision to stop taking the prescrip-
tion for the Crown Prince,

1.	 Patient—Crown Prince.
2.	 Examination time—10 am (巳正, the time of the 

Snake in the 12 zodiac).
3.	 Decision-making manager—Seung-ji (King’s secre-

tary) Kwang-wook, Kim.
4.	 Royal Doctors—Deuk-ryong, Choi and Gun, Park 

etc.
5.	 The Crown Prince’s Condition—Almost all of the 

symptoms the Crown Prince suffers from have 
improved.

6.	 Characteristics of the disease—The spirit of the even-
ing is weak and the heart is excited, and the symp-
toms of palpitations are also reduced, and the disease 
is getting better.

7.	 Treatment situation and problems—It is difficult to 
continuously take medicinal decoctions according to 
the prescription in the cold season7. Treatment situ-
ation and problems—bitter decoction should not be 
used continuously in the cold season.

8.	 Troubleshooting—Stop the decoction and adjust it 
with the Sikchi.

9.	 Reference—Yakbang Ilgi(藥方日記, Pharmacy Diary) 
[60]

There was also a record of Sikchi in Joseonwangjosillok, 
a history book including, not only general state affairs, 
social affairs, and economy, but health and death of the 
king. The difference from Seungjeongwon-Ilgi was that 
Joseonwangjosillok was compiled after the death of the 
king. The record of Sikchi has a complementary relation-
ship to Joseonwangjosillok, although the use case is not 
specific, like the Seungjeongwon-Ilgi. The comparison 
between Joseonwangjosillok and Seungjeongwon-Ilgi is 
an important topic to be studied in the future, as each 
record is vast.

Example of Sikchi’s application in Seungjeongwon‑Ilgi
The records of the Sikchi in Seungjeongwon-Ilgi can be 
divided into three types: (1) Cases with only prescription 
records without Sikchi treatments, (2) Cases with the 
record of prescription and Sikchi, and (3) Cases without 
the record of prescription and Sikchi.

Cases with only prescription records without Sikchi 
treatments
In a report on the well-being of the queen on May 25, 
King Injo 24th, only a prescription record [61] was 

Fig. 1  The PRISMA flow diagram for the systematic review of sikchi using the database searches in the records of Seungjeongwon Ilgi from 
Historical Contents Provided by National Institute of Korean History
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included, but no record on the Sikchi can be found. The 
diary records as follows:

[Original] 則皆以爲吐血止息, 今已累日, 前進加入犀
角地黃湯十貼, 當盡於明日, 而當此夏月, 湯藥恐傷胃氣, 
不可連進, 此藥更勿加劑, 專以食治調補, 當觀數日, 別入
直醫官, 亦爲罷出,

[Translation] It has been several days since the vom-
iting blood had stopped, and the last 10 servings of 
Seogakjihwangtang (犀角地黃湯) will all be drunk 
tomorrow. In such a summer, you should not make them 

in a row because you are afraid that the decoction will 
damage the qi of the stomach. Do not prepare this medi-
cine again. Only treat it with Sikchi (食治調補) to keep 
you energized and should be looking at it for a few days.

In the diary, the queen was prescribed ten bags of 
SeogakjiHwangtang[62]. However, the constant use of 
SeogakjiHwangtang may damage the stomach, so the 
queen was treated with Sikchi. It was an important piece 
of evidence explaining the use of the Sikchi rather than 
treating disease with prescription (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2  The storage room and original book of the Seungjeongwon Ilgi in Kyujanggak Institute for Korean Studies of Seoul National University, and 
the diary contents of December 7, King Injo 23rd, in the 92 books. A Bookshelf of the Seungjeongwon Ilgi in Kyujanggak Archives, B Exhibit of the 
original Seungjeongwon Diary, C A UNESCO documentary World heritage certificate, D  Contents of the meeting to the decision to stop taking the 
prescription for the Crown Prince and treat with sikchi. But information of sikchi wasn’t noted. It was showed the record form of the diary that could 
obtain useful information of sikchi.*Photographs a, b and c were taken by the author with permission from Kyujanggak

Fig. 3  Seogakjihwangtang (犀角地黃湯) of cases with only prescription was recorded without information of sikchi treatments by the diary of May 
25, Injo 23rd, in the 94 books. *Original diary provided by Kyujanggak
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Cases with the records of prescription and Sikchi.
In the case of asking the king’s well-being and prescrib-
ing ginseng tea and decoction to the queen on August 3, 
King Sukjong 23rd, there were both prescription records 
and the sikchi [63]. The diary records as follows:

[Original] 伏聞醫女來傳之言, 昨日所進, 薏苡粥三合, 
養元粥五合, 水麪二合, 湯藥及生脈散, 一半進御, 夜間進
粟米飮二合。而前後所進, 幾盡嘔吐, 大便滑泄之候, 有
加無減, 自午後, 神氣昏昏, 不能收拾, 夜間一樣沈困, 寢
睡未得全安云。近來食治頓減, 元氣虛脫之中, 吐瀉兼
發, 症勢比前添劇, 臣亦不勝煎悶之至。與諸御醫等商
議, 則以爲, 卽今治法, 定嘔止泄, 扶接元氣, 最爲緊務, 蔘
茶一兩重, 入薑·棗·黃土水濃煎, 連次進服, 七味白朮散, 
亦爲連進, 宜當云。蔘茶及湯藥.

[Translation] The queen’s symptoms at Junggungjeon 
were reported by the doctor’s maid. Yesterday, three 
hops of Korean Job’s-tear porridge, five hops of Yang-
won (mixed rice and glutinous rice) porridge, and two 
hops of water noodles were eaten. A decoction was taken 
half of Saengmaeksan (生脈散) and two hops of a millet 
porridge at night. After that, the vomiting peaked, and 
the diarrhea symptoms increased and did not diminish. 
Since the afternoon (神氣, A word that combines spirit 
and energy) was mixed up and unable to deal with it, so 
he was always heavy and tired at night, so she could not 
sleep comfortably. Lately, the symptoms have been more 
severe than before; eating was not adequate, and there 
was not much energy, so vomiting occurred, and the 
symptoms were worse than before, so servants were also 
frustrated. As discussed with royal doctors, the treatment 
decided to stop vomiting, stop diarrhea, and help stam-
ina from now on. The most urgent thing was to make a 

ginseng tea with ocher water by adding ginger and jujube 
to 1 nyang of ginseng. I will prescribe the Chilmi Baek-
chulsan (七味白朮散) and take it with ginseng tea.

In the diary, Korean Job’s-tear porridge made with vari-
ous types of grain, including glutinous rice, water noo-
dles, and a gruel of foxtail millet, was used as the Sikchi 
treatment. Saengmaeksan (生脈散) [64] and chilmibaek-
chulsan (七味白朮散) [65] with ginseng tea (made with 
ginger and jujubes and boiled with ocher water) were 
used were also prescribed (Fig. 4). In Korea’s old metrics, 
a 1 hop was accounted for about 0.18 L and a 1nyang was 
37.5 In December 7th of King Injo (23rd) (Fig. 2), neither 
the prescription nor the Sikchi were described [66]. As a 
result of examining the diary before and after this diary, 
the following was written in the diary on December 2 of 
the same year.

[Original] 則世子所患諸症, 頗似減歇, 寢睡飮食, 亦勝
於前日少差之時, 但日西後初昏之間, 尙有虛煩之候。
黃芩湯, 去荊芥穗, 代知母, 加地骨皮·貝母干汗[汁]炒各
一錢, 進服五貼宜當云。

[Translation] The symptoms the Crown Prince suffered 
from seem to have improved considerably, and sleeping 
and eating were better than when he had a little relief. 
However, after the sun goes down until early evening, 
there are still symptoms of Hebun (虛煩). So instead of 
Hyeonggaesoo (荊芥穗) in Hwang Geum-tang (黃芩湯) 
is better to add 1 don each of Jimo (知母, Anemarrhena 
asphodeloides), jigolpi (地骨皮, Lycium chinense), and 
roasted paemo (貝母, Fritillaria ussuriensis). It is better 
to use a five packages of prepared decoction.

In the diary on December 2nd of the same year (Fig. 5), 
the Sikchi treatment was related to Heobeon. It was a 

Fig. 4  Cases with the records of prescription and sikchi was recorded by the diary of August 3, Sukjong 27rd. in the 399 books. For refreshment, the 
royal doctor prescribed Chilmibaekchulsan (七妙白産山) to the queen and made her took the medicine with ginseng tea. *Original diary provided 
by Kyujanggak



Page 9 of 15Ko ﻿Journal of Ethnic Foods            (2023) 10:8 	

symptom of anxiety and not being able to sleep comfort-
ably. The Yin (陰) was empty and there was heat inside, 
so the heart felt stuffed. In this case, it was necessary to 
review the diagnosis before and after. Hwang Geum-tang 
(黃芩湯) [67] prescribed on December 2nd of Injo used 
jimo (知母, Anemarrhena asphodeloides) without hyung-
gaesoo (荊芥穗, Schizonepeta tenuifolia). Instead, it was 
made with adding more than 1 don each of jigolpi (地骨
皮, Lycium chinense) and roasted paemo (貝母, Fritillaria 
ussuriensis). In Korea’s old metrics, a 1 Don was about 
3.75 grams. This piece of record allowed to predicted the 
use of the Sikchi.

Characteristics of Sikchi
The Sikchi refers to the treatment or prevention through 
food. In Korean medicine, it was used during recovery 
and for disease prevention. It was a life-raising method, 
and in the modern sense, it was a medicine and food-
based medicinal food therapy.

In Korean medicine, food was not limited to the sim-
ple instinct of appetite (a basic human need) but was 
also influenced by social, economic, and cultural factors. 
Based on the ideological "yin-yang (陰陽) and Five Ele-
ments (五行, metal, wood, water, fire, and earth)," very 
rich experiences that invigorate life have been accumu-
lated. Also, it was developed into the concept of pre-
vention, treatment, and recovery of diseases. Oriental 
medicine, called the medicine of Jeung (證) [68], was an 
important factor in protecting health. It defined disease 
patterns and maintained the balance of the body, result-
ing more comprehensive character than Western medi-
cine. The causes of disease were not limited to each part 
of the body, but a physiological problem of the whole 
body resulted in an imbalance of yin and yang in the 
body. In oriental medicine, health strengthens the body 
self-reliance in harmony with nature and increases the 

ability to control various diseases, one of the important 
characteristics that Western medicine does not have. The 
Sikchi treatment was to find the root of the disease and 
maintain the balance in the body rather than direct treat-
ment. The yin and yang signals in the effect of the Sikchi 
with nature and organically cooperate to deliver new 
vitality to the organs and to produce functional activity. 
Recently, these characteristics of Sikchi gained attention 
as an appropriate method for improving the quality of 
life.

If our diet was too biased to one side, the nutritional 
balance in the body was disturbed, sending a red signal 
to maintaining health. A diet without overeating and 
unbalanced eating was the basis of a diet that harmo-
nizes yin and yang. The Sikchi had a very rich experience 
of yin and yang that energized life. The languages of yin 
and yang were eyes to see the world and were considered 
important.

Hyangyakjipseongbang was a book of the Joseon 
dynasty that ordered the compilation of a book cover-
ing all the Hyangyak (鄕藥), thinking that the locally 
produced herbs would be more effective and suitable 
for endemic diseases in treating diseases of Korean 
people. Hyangyakjipseongbang was based on Hyang-
yakjesaengjipseongbang (鄕藥濟生集成方) [69] that 
complied hyangyak books from Koryeo dynasty. In 
Koryeo, there was a Sikui (食醫, food doctor) in Sang-
sig-guk (尙食局) [70], who made the king’s meals by 
systematically managing the experience of the hyang-
yak (鄕藥). Since sikui were passed down as Saseonseo 
(司膳署, providing food inside the palace) [71] until the 
early Joseon dynasty, a considerable level of Sikchi was 
expected to be developed.

At that time, Chinese medicine was called Tangyak (
唐藥) and was difficult to obtain due to its high price, 
but Hyangyak, a medicine from Koryeo and Joseon, was 

Fig. 5  If there is no record of prescription and food intake, it is necessary to examine the days before and after the diary. The clue to the diary 
of In December 7th of King Injo 23rd was found in the diary of December 2th. The symptoms of Hebun (虛煩) became useful information and 
Hwanggeumtang(黃芩湯) was a useful prescription to infer sikchi. *Original diary provided by Kyujanggak
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relatively easy to obtain. King of Sejo wrote the theory 
of medicine (醫藥論) [72], emphasizing the importance 
of the food doctor who made food to suit king’s health. 
He said that when the taste was sweet to suit, the energy 
was comfortable, and the body suffered when the taste 
was bitter. Sikchi was independently completed from 
the early Joseon Dynasty. Sikryochanyo, published dur-
ing King Sejo, developed food for the Naeuiwon (內醫
院, the royal medical office in Joseon dynasty) [73] level 
of medical care rather than the king’s food. In the Sikry-
ochanyo, the body’s health should be treated with five 
grains (five grains), five types of meat (five organs), five 
fruits (five fruits), and five vegetables. In Donguibogam, 
the definition of Sikchi in Korea was sigyakyobyoung, 
which recorded the importance of food and medicine in 
the relationship between disease and treatment. Food 
and medicine were not mutually exclusive but comple-
mented each other. Yo (療) encompassed not only the 
meaning of treatment to cure a disease but also medical 
service (醫療), recuperation (療養), and treatment (診
療). In addition, it also avoids hunger, such as Yogi (療
飢, appease one’s hunger).

The existing concept of Sikchi considered the synergis-
tic effect of the inter-relationship between health care, 
medicine, and diet. However, our Sikchi were different 
in that they contained the emotional domain of sincerity, 
and a representative example was the royal Sikchi (Fig. 6). 
Also, the development of Sikchi was important factor in 
history, culture, natural environment, and climate. The 

Sikchi focused on the management of Jeong (精, essence), 
qi (氣, energy), Sin (神, spirit), Hyeol (血, blood), Jin (津, 
secretion), Aek (液, liquid), Yeong (營, nutrition), and 
Wi (衛, defend). In Korean medicine, each element was 
interlocked and involved in or with maintaining life. In 
order to maintain life, Yeongwi (營衛) was the life activity 
of eating food and defense through the nutrient intake, 
and Jinaek (津液) was water to transport and act on inter-
nal secretion to support the body. Qihyeol (氣血) was a 
channel of the propellant of the life force or passageway 
to carry energy, and Jeongsin (精神) was the essence and 
spirit to be in charge of controlling growth and reproduc-
tion in physiological activities. The Sikchi made our body 
effectively use and control the roles in the body through 
food suitable for functional action and nourished and 
sustained people’s health. It was thus called the body’s 
battery.

Ilwolobongdo (日月五峯圖) [74], a large folding screen 
behind the king’s throne, symbolized the authority of 
a king in Joseon dynasty. Of many ways to interpret the 
paintings, the main explanation could be to wish the 
king’s good health and prosperity. In Korean medicine, 
the sun and moon in the picture described the spirit as 
yin and yang, respectively. The five mountains described 
the five elements, the red color of the pine tree described 
the qi and blood, and the waterfall described the essence 
or fluid. In the Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, Sikchi was used for 
prevention, treatment, and recovery stages for the king’s 
and royal family’s health.

Fig. 6  This painting depicts the character of Sikchi, which is a mutual relationship that regulates and maintains the health of our body through 
food. Sikchi has developed with a close mutual relationship between health factors of oriental medicine and national and social factors. In 
particular, Korean sikchi contains the emotional realm of sincerity, and a representative example is royal sikchi, and the Ilwolobongdo (日月五峯
圖) is a symbol of wishing for the king’s health and prosperity, and has a close relationship with sikchi. *Photographs were taken by the author with 
permission from Changgyeonggung Palace and National Palace Museum of Korea
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Sherlock Holmes’ analysis of the Sikchi 
in Seungjeongwon‑Ilgi
In the Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, there is no direct information 
about Sikchi, still, it is possible to predict Sikchi usage by 
analyzing the record, just like Shelock Holmes. For exam-
ple, if there was a prescription record, the Sikchi treat-
ment could be predicted by referring the characteristics 
of the prescription and the patient’s condition. Table  2 
summarizes the results of the analysis.

On May 25, King Injo (24th) had only a prescription 
using Seogakjihwangtang, but decoction could damage 
the stomach in the summer. Instead, the doctor treated 
the king using Sikchi (而當此夏月, 湯藥恐傷胃氣, 不可
連進, 此藥更勿加劑, 專以食治調補). Seogakjihwang-
tang provided an essential clue to finding out what kind 
of Sikchi was used. It was composed of rhinoceros unie-
ornis (犀角), rehmannia glutinosa (生地黃), paeonia suf-
fruticosa (牧丹皮)—helping to clear interior heat, and 
paeonia lactiflora (赤芍藥)—strengthening the blood. 
The patient’s condition caused high fever, bleeding symp-
toms, and mental confusion; often, it can be supposed 
that he was in the late stage of the fever. In this case, 
since a lot of antipyretic medicine was used to remove 
the interior heat, the stomach and spleen may be dam-
aged. To help the spleen and stomach recovery, ginseng, 
Astragalus membranaceus, Atractylodes macrocephala, 
and ginger should be avoided since these herbs provide 
heat in the body system, causing side effects. Therefore, 
the Sikchi practice, such as shellfish porridge, mung bean 
porridge, and lotus leaf porridge, might be the best alter-
native [75].

In December 7, Injo (23rd), any prescription or the 
Skichi treatments was recorded in the diary. But, the 
Sikchi practice could be found in treatment of Heobeon (
虛煩) [76]. Individuals with Hobeon had low energy and 
internal fever, making them difficult to sleep well due to 
chest tightness and anxiety.

On December 2, king Injo (23rd), Hwanggeum-Tang (
黃金湯) was prescribed, and it was an important clue. 
The decoction was made with Gamcho (甘草, Glycyr-
rhiza uralensis), Gilgyeong (桔梗, Platycodon grandi-
florum), Maekmundong (麥門冬, Liriope platyphylla), 
Parkha (薄荷, Mentha arvensis), Sangbaekpi (桔白皮, 
Morusalba), Yeongyo (連翹, Forsythia viridissima), Jeok-
jagyak (赤芍藥, Paeonia lactiflora), Chija (梔子, Gardenia 
jasminoides), Hwanggeum (黃金, Scutellaria baicalensis), 
and Hyeonggaesu (荊芥穗, Schizonepeta tenuifolia). The 
prescription could be used with and without constituent 
medicinal substances. Zimo (知母, Anemarrhena aspho-
deloides), baked Paemo (貝母, Fritillaria ussuriensis), 
and Jigolpi (地骨皮, Fritillaria ussuriensis) could replace 
Hyeonggaesu (荊芥穗). Hwanggeum was a representative 
medicine to treat anxiety. Hyeonggaesoo was mainly used 

to treat early colds and a relatively severe fever or reduce 
sweating. Zimo (知母, Anemarrhena asphodeloides) was 
a drug that lowers heat and produces energy. The effect 
of zimo was relieving the heat of the lungs and was used 
for individuals with a weak stomach; however, vomiting, 
diarrhea, and indigestion should be taken with caution. 
Considering the records on prescription, the possible 
Sikchi treatment was mung bean porridge, red bean por-
ridge, mushroom (Phellinus linteus) porridge [77], and 
tangerine peel tea.

Discussion
As written in the records of Seungjeongwon-Ilgi, 
Sikchi was thought to be a mercenary technique called 
“Sumgoreugi (take a breath)” with the wisdom to control 
the rate. Sumgoreugi meant calming down for a while 
and getting things done. In Chinese, it meant píngzhěng 
(平整), antei (あんてい) in Japanese, and maintenance in 
English. Korean Hangeul had a rhythm of 3.4 tunes. This 
melody, also called Sumgoreugi, was related to a phe-
nomenon taking a steady breath when reading a text. 
Like the rhyme of Hangeul, Sikchi was the rhythm and 
wisdom that controlled the pace of the body. In other 
words, the Sikchi was a Sumgoreugi (= breathing pro-
cess) that controls the interval between the drug and the 
patient [78].

The Sikchi in Joseon dynasty is still very useful today, so 
it is used to maintain health while distinguishing it from 
medicinal herbs, to prevent diseases from semi-healthy 
to healthy, to help recover from a disease, or to restore 
a state of weakness after treatment to make it healthy 
[79, 80]. It is scientifically rational to contribute to health 
promotion through the Sumgoreugi method of main-
taining health. The Sikchi has developed into a method 
for preventing disease while doubling the effect through 
proper cooperation between medicine and food, enhanc-
ing the effect of medicine, and strengthening the weak-
ened body after being cured. People have always wanted 
to stay healthy, both past and present. The Sikchi spread 
from the royal family to the general public and became 
famous. More importantly, the change in treatment from 
food to medicine, such as locally-Produced Hyangyak, 
significantly impacts food intake. Today, it showed a close 
relationship with medicinal food, which has the function 
of helping to treat diseases with food.

Moreover, the Sikchi provided health information 
through analysis, evaluation, and modern interpretation 
of historical records (such as the Seungjeongwon-Ilgi). 
The future value is the restoration of the royal Sikchi in 
relation to health maintenance and disease-free longevity 
in the aging society. The field of Sikchi creates essential 
health value, and further research is strongly warranted.
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Conclusions
The Sikchi in Korean culture was mainly settled and com-
pleted during the Joseon dynasty. Joseon was a nation of 
records and recorded valuable data on the health of the 
king and the royal family in the Annals of the Joseon-
wangjosillok, Seungjeongwon Diary, and Ilseongnok. 
The Sikchi was independently completed from the early 
Joseon dynasty.

•	 Hyangyakjipseongbang summarized a local folk herb 
closely related to Sikchi and contributed to the utili-
zation of native medicines grown in Korea.

•	 Uibangryuchwi contained books that had disap-
peared and were not transmitted in Korea and 
China. Although Shíyīxīnjiàn was a lost book, its 
contents were recorded in this book. The volume 
of the Sikchi in Uibangyuchi was written mainly 
by quoting Shíyīxīnjiàn, Shízhìyǎnglǎoxù, and 
Tàipíngshènghuìfāng.

•	 Sikryochanyo, published during the reign of King 
Sejo, was developed for food preparation for the 
Naeuiwon, the royal medical office of Joseon dynasty. 
The author has established a hyangyak-centered 
medical philosophy to treat our diseases by using 
readily available ingredients from our land.

•	 In Donguibogam, the Sikchi means Sikyakyobyeong. 
It treated sickness with food and medicine, empha-
sized as “Food is the basis for growing life (水穀爲養
命之本)”. It emphasized the significance of the Sikchi, 
that the basics of health were through the proper diet 
and managing the disease depending on medicine.

•	 Uirimchwaryo (醫林撮要) and Jejungsinpyeon (濟衆
新編), written in a similar period, strove to develop 
the Sikchi according to our climate and constitution.

•	 The analysis results of Seungjeongwon-Ilgi pro-
vided the 9 treatment records of the Sikchi practice. 
In order to interpret these records, it is necessary to 
have complex knowledge in several fields, including 
highly specialized Korean medicine. The records of 
the Sikchi can be divided into 3 types: (1) Cases with 
only prescription records without the Sikchi treat-
ments, (2) Cases with the records of prescription and 
the Sikchi, and (3) Cases without the records of pre-
scription and the Sikchi.
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