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An early record of a successful clinical trial is due to
the initiative of the Kangxi Emperor of China (ruled
1662–1722). Returning to France in 1703, the Jesuit
Jean de Fontaney – leader of a group of Jesuit
missionary scientists – mentioned the affair in a
letter to father François de la Chaise, father confessor
to Louis XIV.1,2

Fontaney wrote that at the end of 1692 he was
called from Canton to the Chinese court in Beijing.
Upon arriving, he discovered that the Emperor was ill
with ‘a malignant fever’. The Kangxi Emperor had
long had an interest in European science, and had
recently become curious about European medicine,
reportedly witnessing how several people who were
apparently dying were cured by taking certain
French medicinal lozenges brought by the Jesuits.
Although his doctors wanted him to be treated dif-
ferently, the Emperor decided to try half a dose of
a lozenge, which made him better but left some resi-
dual episodes of ague. By proclamation he then
announced that he wanted to be informed of any
cure for ague, and that all people suffering from it
should come to the palace to be cured. A great many
trials of the reported remedies were made on the sick,
some at least under the supervision of male members
of the Emperor’s family.

Fontaney and his confrere Claude de Visdelou
brought along a pound of the ‘Peruvian cortex’
(often known as ‘Jesuits bark’) that they had recently
obtained from their brethren in India, offering it for
trial. After discussion with the noble courtiers, they
had the bark prepared according to instructions. On
the following morning, three people suffering from
ague took the bark, one whose ‘fits’ were no longer
present, a second at a time when the fit had come
upon him and a third on a day when he was not
suffering a fit. All three were kept under observation
in the palace and were pronounced cured. The four
noblemen in charge of the trial then tried it them-
selves to assure all that the remedy had no ill
effects on the healthy, sleeping soundly afterward.

The Emperor thereafter took the bark and quickly
got better. Following his cure by the use of the loz-
enge and bark, the grateful Kangxi Emperor granted
the Jesuits new privileges, including the use of a house
inside the walls of the palace.

The episode is worthy of remark not only because
it shows the experimental attitude of many people in
the early modern period, when many new medicines
were both developed and tried out in circumstances
far from their point of origin. It also demonstrates an
awareness of the benefits of trying purported reme-
dies at different stages of a disease’s progress, and of
trying them out on those who were not ill to assess
their safety. While this example is not an early exam-
ple of a trial on a large sample of people, nor
an example of a double-blind study, it does show
how the cautionary principle could lead to relatively
complex trials.
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