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Use of Lotus Petals to Repel Silverfish: Literature and Practice
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Abstract

Lotus petals were once inserted into book pages by our predecessors as a method of preventing
bookworm damage in ancient times, a topic on which scholars have conducted little research and
rarely provided practical examples. By combining documentary records with historical practices and
utilizing sources such as poetry collections, archives, diaries, memoirs, and newspapers, the history
of using lotus petals for bookworm prevention can be traced. This research aims to authenticate the
origins of this method and explore its regional distribution characteristics. Temporal distribution can
be illustrated through poems and inscriptions on lotus petal papers by Qing dynasty literati, suggesting
that the practice of inserting lotus petals into books was already in use during the Qing dynasty,
with explicit textual records appearing from the late Qing period onward. The use of lotus petals for
bookworm prevention became common knowledge from the late Qing dynasty to the early Republic
of China period. Regarding geographical distribution, this practice was limited to regions where lotus
flowers grew abundantly and was only employed when the petals were fresh, typically during the
summer when lotus flowers were in full bloom.
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Extended Abstract

The practice of using plants and medicine for
protecting books is common throughout Chinese
history. Plants used for this purpose include
rue, orchids, tobacco, Chinese honey locust,
Sichuan pepper, Chinese mugwort, leaf mustard,
cinnamon, and camphor trees. The animal
products used for this purpose include musk and
minerals such as realgar, sulfur, quartz, and lime.
These insect repellents can be distinguished into
the incorporated type (@A ZL), fumigation type
(ZZFEZL), mounted type (YME ), and embedded
type (EAZ).

Lotus leaves and tobacco leaves were common
“embedded” silverfish repellents. The petals
and leaves of plants with known insect-repellent
effects were pressed between the pages of books
to repel pests. The literature on the use of tobacco
leaves for protecting books is more extensive
than that on the use of lotus leaves. The use of
lotus leaves for protecting books from pests has
been documented, with practical examples, in
historical materials such as poetry collections,
archives, diaries, memoirs, and newspapers and
periodicals. In this study, the geographical range
of each practice was investigated by validating
when they originated.

First, the literature on the use of lotus petals
to repel silverfish was examined. The correlation

between lotus petals and books may have occurred

in two ways. One possibility is the traditional
belief in the use of flower petals to ward off
silverfish, with the lotus simply being one of the
flowers. The other possibility is the prescriptions
of traditional Chinese medicine. The following
ancient texts on traditional Chinese medicine
describe that lotus petals promote granulation and
wound healing: Complete Book of Experiences
with Sores and Ulcers (JE55#%E554E) from the
Sung dynasty, Danxi Xin Fa (Danxi’s Mastery of
Medicine; FHZ/5E) and Yong Lei Qian Fang
(Meaningful Clustering of Key Prescription; 7x38
$577) from the Yuan dynasty, and Zheng Zhi Zhun
Sheng (Standards for Diagnosis and Treatment,
FEVEYERE) and Pujifang (Recipes for Universal
Relief, %P5 77) from the Ming dynasty. These
texts all state that dried lotus petals can be used
to treat ecthyma. Pressing lotus petals between
the pages of books was recorded in Yang Yi Da
Quan (Great Compendium of Dermatology; 5
B&K%), leading to the association between lotus
petals and books. The effect of repelling insects
may have been discovered during the process of
press-drying flowers in books, leading to the folk
wisdom of repelling silverfish with lotus petals.
The first explicit mention of this use of lotus
petals did not emerge until the late Qing dynasty.
During the Guangxu (O%##) reign, Ding Rou-Ke
(T 3&58) wrote in Liu Hu (HI5) that lotus petals
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can be used in books and paintings to repel pests.
During the Xuantong (E#f) reign, in the interim
regulations of the Shandong Library promulgated
(LR E EEEETTT2EAE) in 1909, the use of lotus
petals as a pest repellent was noted. Moreover,
in 1917, the household section of Shen Bao (Ff
#%; one of the first modern Chinese newspapers)
recommended the use of lotus petals to protect
books from pests.

Second, when lotus petals were first used
to repel silverfish for protecting books was
examined. Scholars believed that the use of lotus
petals to protect books from pests can be traced
back to the Ming dynasty, but no evidence is
available to support this claim. This paper notes
that the practice can be dated according to the
books in which dried lotus petals were found and
from poems that mentioned this practice. Such
poems were written by Yu Yue (B7f; 1821-
1906), Zou Zai-Yin (¥fEH; late Qing dynasty),
Dai Wang (#{%; 1837-1873), Ji Zhi-Chang
(FZE); 1791-1861), Fan Zeng-Xiang (BEHME;
1846-1931), and Yun Yu-Ding (1HfR5H; 1863
1917). In particular, Fan’s writings included
descriptions of lotus petals caught in the pages
of old volumes and books. This practice even
resulted in the popularity of stationary paper
with lotus petal patterns since the Qing dynasty.
Analysis of these examples indicates that the use
of lotus petals to protect books from pests was
widespread during the early 20th century, and
that lotus petals were pressed in books, possibly
as pest repellent, as early as the early and mid-
Qing dynasty.

Third, regarding the historical practice of
repelling silverfish with lotus petals, Shan Ben
Shu Suo Jian Lu (EARFEFT REK) written by

Extended Abstract

Luo Zhen-Zhang (¥#X7F), the owner of Tan
Yin Lu (#[%/E), included a Ming adaptation
of a Yuan text, Jing Ben Biao Ti Yan Zhai Zhu
Jie San Zi Kou Yi ClAREERETE LM =11
), which is affixed with the two seals of the
Yao family’s Tianmei tower (kK KFERE) and
notes that, “petals shed by the lotus in the pond,
placed freshly among the leaves of the book,
nevermore infestations of insects.” In 1909, the
Shandong Library also protected books from
pests using lotus petals. In the Republic of China,
the three Zhu brothers—Zhu Zi-Qing (RKEHH),
Zhu Wu-Hua (£¥J3E), and Zhu Guo-Hua
(AR[E3E) —from Yangzhou collected lotus petals
during the summer to protect their books, both
ancient texts and Western volumes, from pests.
In 1925, Liang Wen-Can (Z23C#Z) wrote about
the custom of drying books in the sun every June
and inserting fresh lotus petals to repel pests.
Ancient texts archived in the Shanghai Museum,
Songjiang Museum, and Fudan University Library
still contain the remnants of lotus petals.

Fourth, the geographical range of using
lotus petals to repel silverfish can be validated
according to where lotus flowers grow and the
aforementioned records of the practice. According
to the literature, lotus petals must be fresh to be
effective; hence, some seasonal and regional
limitations are observed for this practice. Lotus
flowers are more common in the tropical and
temperate regions of China, and they typically
bloom after July of each year. Therefore, this
practice can only be implemented during the
summer in regions where lotus flowers bloom.
The examples given in the texts indicate that the
use of lotus petals to repel silverfish was practiced
in Shanghai, Hangzhou (Zou Zai-Yin, late
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Qing Dynasty) and Yangzhou (Zhu Zi-Qing and
Zhu Guo-Hua, early Republic of China) of the
Jiangsu—Zhejiang region, as well as in Beijing
(Hongxiao (5Al), Yongzheng (H#1F) period
of the Qing dynasty), Shaanxi (Fan Zeng-
Xiang, Weinan ({8F9), late Qing Dynasty),
and Shandong (Shandong Library, late Qing;
Liang Wen-Can, early Republic of China).
These regions are consistent with areas in Asia
where lotus plants grow in the wild. The custom
of collecting books is especially popular in
the Jiangsu—Zhejiang region, and the ubiquity
of lotus flowers means that this practice is

particularly common in this region.
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