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Oral health in the children’s literacy book 
“Kuei Pen Tui Hsiang Ssu Yen Tsa Tzu” from 
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With the founding of the first dental college in the United 
States (Baltimore College of Dental Surgery) in 1840, the 
modern oral health, dental treatment, and dental educa-

tion systems gradually developed into what they are today. 
Simultaneously, the advances in anesthesiology and the 
invention of radiation accelerated the development of 
dental prostheses, endodontics, and oral and maxillofacial 
surgery. 1,2 In terms of oral self-care, cleaning teeth with a 
toothbrush is a daily routine for modern people. However, 
what did the toothbrush, a common tooth cleaning tool 
today, look like in ancient times? This is not common in 
research related to the history of dentistry, and de-

scriptions of tooth cleaning tools are also rare in historical 
documents. By unearthing historical materials, dental his-

tory research still has the opportunity to glimpse the 
appearance of ancient tooth cleaning tools. This article 
reported on illustrations and texts related to oral health 
from the “Kuei Pen Tui Hsiang Ssu Yen Tsa Tzu”, a book 
published in the early Ming Dynasty. This is a children’s 
book that teaches children to recognize words through 
pictures. It contains a total of 308 pictures, each group of 
four related words, and each picture corresponds to one 
word.

The “Kuei Pen Tui Hsiang Ssu Yen Tsa Tzu” was published 
in Nanjing in the fourth year of Hongwu in the Ming Dynasty 
(1371), more than 650 years ago. The book bears no editor’s

name (Fig. 1A). The images analyzed in this study are from 
the 1920 Japanese reprint of the Yonezando edition, now 
housed in the Mochizuki Library at Tokyo Gakugei Univer-

sity. In ancient Chinese classics, “Tsa Tzu” (miscellaneous 
characters) is a common children’s literacy textbook. This 
book contains 308 pictures with corresponding words, 
compiling commonly used characters (single-word and two-

syllable words) from daily life at that time. The text is ar-

ranged with the pictures on the left and the words on the 
right, and each item in the picture corresponds to a Chinese 
word. There are 224 pictures with one picture for one 
Chinese character, and 84 pictures with one picture for two 
words, totaling 392 Chinese characters. Although this book 
is often used by calligraphy enthusiasts to study calligraphy 
from the Yuan and Ming dynasties, the images also provide 
valuable research materials for understanding the life and 
culture of the Ming dynasty.

From a modern dental perspective, this book contains 
seven pictures related to oral health or oral and maxillo-

facial structures. The pictures related to the external 
appearance of the oral and maxillofacial structures include 
the head (Fig. 1B), the face (Fig. 1C), and the mouth 
(Fig. 1D), while the pictures related to the internal struc-

tures of the oral cavity include the tongue (Fig. 1E), the 
animal teeth (Fig. 1F), and the human teeth (Fig. 1G). This 
learning material could have helped children gain a
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preliminary understanding of the structure of the mouth 
and face. Interestingly, in ancient Chinese characters, an-

imal teeth (Fig. 1F) and human teeth (Fig. 1G) are 
completely different and are not the same character. This 
has been demonstrated in our previous research. 3 

Furthermore, the book includes a picture of the toothbrush 
used by the Chinese at that time. The appearance of the 
toothbrush is similar to that of modern toothbrushes, both 
with a handle (Fig. 1H). The inclusion of the toothbrush in 
the children’s picture-based reading material suggests that 
brushing teeth was a common practice for people in the 
early Ming Dynasty. This also shows that toothbrushes have 
long been a common tool for dental cleaning, rather than a 
new thing. However, in ancient times, only a few families 
could afford to provide their children with a reading envi-

ronment. In fact, it still needs further historical research to 
clarify whether the use of toothbrushes was truly wide-

spread among people of all classes in the early Ming 
Dynasty.

The “Kuei Pen Tui Hsiang Ssu Yen Tsa Tzu” utilized a 
visual-textual correspondence format, making it the 
earliest extant Chinese children’s literacy textbook to 
employ this approach. By combining common vocabulary 
with the pictures, the book served to teach children about 
literacy, the human body, and practical skills. This book 
pioneered a new teaching method, using visuals to support 
text and helping children to connect words with physical 
objects through the visual memorization. This format 
allowed the reading and writing process to serve as both a 
foundation of knowledge base and a vehicle for daily life. In 
particular, by linking oral-facial structures with the

identification of dental cleaning tools, children’s word 
learning process may subtly promote the improvement of 
their oral health concepts and self-care awareness.

The correspondence between the illustrations and the 
text in this book marks an important milestone in the 
development of illustrations in ancient Chinese textbooks. 
This is of great significance in the study of educational 
history, demonstrating the role of teaching methods that 
combine pictures and texts in improving children’s cogni-

tive efficiency. However, this article proposed a new 
approach to the study of the history of dentistry. Since 
ancient people also suffered from dental problems, both 
medical and general historical records are likely to include 
references to dentistry. 4,5 By excavating historical mate-

rials, we extract content related to oral medicine, and 
analyzed and interpreted it from the perspective of 
dentistry professionals. This reconstructed the landscape of 
oral health development during the period described in 
these historical records.
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Figure 1 The images were obtained from the “Kuei Pen Tui Hsiang Ssu Yen Tsa Tzu”, housed in the Mochizuki Library at Tokyo 

Gakugei University. The first page of this book stated that it was published in Nanjing in the fourth year of the Hongwu reign of the 

Ming Dynasty (1371) without editor’s name (A). In this book, the pictures related to the external appearance of the oral and 

maxillofacial structures included the head (B), the face (C), and the mouth (D), while the pictures related to the internal structures 

of the oral cavity included the tongue (E), the animal teeth (F), and the human teeth (G). Furthermore, the book included the 

picture of a toothbrush used by the Chinese at that time, which was similar in appearance to the modern toothbrushes, both 

featuring a handle (H).
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