
 

 

Botanical Name: Paeoniae radix alba/ Paeonia lactiflora 

Pallas 

 

Family: Ranunculaceae 

 

Common names: White peony root, Chinese peony root,  
bai shao/bai shao yao (Mandarin), bhyakushaku (Japanese), 

paekchak (Korean) 
 

 
The white peony plant is a herbaceous perennial from the Ranunculaceae family. Reaching 60-100cm tall, it has 
broad, dark green compound leaves and is cultivated the world over for its incredibly beautiful, large, full flowers 
of pink and white hues.   
 
Traditionally gathered in the wild during Summer or Autumn from the rocky slopes, woodland edges and 
riverbanks of its native soils (south-east Siberia to north and east China) the root of the white peony plant is now 
largely cultivated in agricultural regions of mainland China. In particular, Zhejiang, Anhui, Sichuan, Guizhou and 
Shandong provinces. While the best bai shao is believed to hail from Zhejiang, most of today’s peony root 
comes from Bozhou, Anhui, where the variety can be harvested after just two year’s growth (as opposed to the 
traditional 4-5 years) and without the trimming of side roots typically required after the first year of growth (1). 
 
Once harvested, the roots are cleaned, stripped of their skin, boiled, dried and sliced. These are then prepared 
in a variety of ways to enhance or regulate their effects, notably: dry-fried (chao bai shao) to warm its energetic 
temperature making it less cooling on the digestion and fried with vinegar (cu chao bai shao) to increase its 
analgesic and liver-soothing effects. 
 

• Paeoniflorin 

• Paeonol 

• Paeonin 

• Albiflorin 

• Triterpenoids 

• Sistosterol 
 

The peony plant has been cultivated and coveted for the great beauty of its blooms for thousands of years. The 
lords of Henan province in central China gave peony flowers as offerings to their king almost 4,000 years ago. 

In its long history as a medicinal substance, bai shao has had many faces. Historically, it has been used as a 
tonifying, thickening and flavouring agent in cooking (Confucius claimed himself a fan), a ritual fasting aid for its 



 

ability to stabilise blood sugar and as a therapy 
for toxicity from food and drink (an application 
used in early Daoist alchemical practices 
where it was used to protect against heavy 
metal poisoning). 

Bai shao was first listed in the Shennong 
Bencao Jing (The Divine Farmer’s Materia 
Medica) (ca. 100 A.D.) as a bitter medicinal for 
treating ‘evil qi’, abdominal pain, blood stasis, 
masses, urinary difficulty and qi deficiency. It is 
also believed to have been used medicinally by 
the ancient Greeks and was, up to the 19th 
Century, featured in the European 
Pharmacopeia. 

Western herbal medicine actions: 

• Blood and nutritive tonic 
• Emmenagogue 
• Antispasmodic 
• Astringent 
• Antihypertensive 
• Analgesic 
• Sedative 
• Anticonvulsive 
• Diuretic 
• Antibacterial 

Traditional Chinese medicine actions: 

• Nourishes Blood 
• Regulates the menses 
• Calms the liver 
• Suppresses ascendant liver yang 
• Alleviates pain 
• Preserves yin 
• Harmonises ying (nutritive) and wei (defensive) qi 

Menstrual: Bai shao is an instrumental TCM herb for regulating menstruation. It may, and often is, used at any 
stage of the menstrual cycle, but is most important in the follicular phase (the yin half of the cycle; menstruation 



 

and post-menstruation) where it helps to supplement and support blood and yin during and after the period when 
they and naturally depleted. It is also useful to include in the second half of the cycle (the yang phase; ovulation 
and pre-menses) in cases of liver qi and blood stagnation, where its harmonising and sedating effects are drawn 
on to address conditions such as anovulation from hyperprolactinemia and PMT. 

It is often used for absent, light, irregular (both late and early) or painful periods and bleeding between periods. 
Accompanying symptoms indicating bai shao for use in these instances will tend to be those of liver blood 
deficiency (dry skin, hair and nails, tingling in the limbs, insomnia, blurred vision, pale tongue, thin pulse) with or 
without the often consequent liver qi stagnation (period pain that is paired with a pale tongue and thin pulse tells 
us that this particular qi stagnation is a result of blood deficiency). It is also often used in formulas where heat 
from ongoing liver qi stagnation or yin deficiency has led to the ‘reckless’ movement of blood such as that seen 
in bleeding between the periods and early periods. 

Bai shao is also invaluable (with the appropriate pattern of 
symptoms) for helping issues that plague women at the 
time of their periods, including breast distension, 
headaches, diarrhea, fever and skin outbreaks. 

Musculoskeletal: Any pain - in particular, abdominal, 
chest or flank pain - that is cramping and contracting in 
nature and due to blood deficiency or qi stagnation will lend 
itself to this herb. For this purpose, it is often combined with 
gan cao (licorice). Indeed, the formula Shao Yao Gan Cao 
Tang is simply bai shao and gan cao combined in equal 
parts to treat a vast array of pain conditions (everything 
from sciatic pain to bronchial spasms) and is especially 
useful for cramps in the calf muscles.  

Gynaecological: Bai shao is indicated in any number of gynaecological conditions where its abilities to tonify 
blood and yin, calm the liver, stop pain and astringe are required. These can include endometriosis, pelvic 
inflammatory disease, abdominal masses and excessive vaginal discharge.  

Reproductive: Bai shao is used as a supportive medicinal and often prescribed in formulas where a woman’s 
fertility issues are believed to be linked to underlying patterns of blood deficiency, blood stagnation, qi stagnation 
and/ or liver and kidney yin deficiency. It is also included in formulas for men experiencing fertility issues such as 
low sperm count and quality, erectile dysfunction related to kidney deficiency or qi and blood stagnation. 

Obstetric: Given for morning sickness where liver qi invades the Stomach, abdominal pain from blood 
deficiency (a common condition in pregnancy), liver qi stagnation or cold, oedema from qi stagnation and 
dizziness from liver yang rising. Post-partum, where qi, blood and yin deficiencies are very common, bai shao is 
readily included in formulae for post-natal depression, abdominal pain, constipation and absent or insufficient 
lactation. 



 

Digestive: A primary herb for treating 
abdominal pain owing to the 
spleen/stomach (digestion) being 
‘attacked’ by errant liver qi. This is a 
common clinical presentation (think, 
IBS) and occurs where emotional 
issues (notably, anger, stress, 
resentment or pent-up emotions) have 
led to liver qi stagnation which has then 
gone wayward. It often occurs against 
a backdrop of weak digestion, which 
allows the invasion to occur and, 
therefore, treatment involves 
supporting earth (spleen/ stomach) 
while controlling wood (liver). To this 
end, bai zhu (white Atractylodes) will 
typically be combined with bai shao to 
nourish earth and control wood, 
respectively. Also used in cases of 
dysenteric pain.    

Nervous: Used for headaches, dizziness and insomnia from either blood or yin deficiency or liver yang rising. 
Calms irritability from ascendant liver yang and nourishes blood and calms the liver, generally, to alleviate 
tension, depression and mood swings. In western herbalism, bai shao is used for epilepsy and spasms. 
Research has explored bai shao’s neuroprotective potential - as seen in Parkinson’s disease, for which it is a 
chief herb - attributing it to a reduction in neuroinflammation. 

Immune: Bai shao’s anti-inflammatory and immunomodulatory properties lend it to use in a range of 
inflammatory autoimmune conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis and systemic lupus erythematosus. 

Cardiovascular: Used as an antihypertensive in western herbalism, bai shao is also included in TCM formulas 
to descend liver yang in cases of high blood pressure. 

Skin: Bai shao is used for spontaneous day or night sweats from deficient yin and excessive liver yang. It also 
regulates sweating in cases of wind-cold (colds and flue) where sweating has failed to alleviate symptoms 
because of an underlying deficiency. In such case it will be combined with gui zhi (Cinnamon) to harmonise the 
ying and wei qi. This combination is also used in formulas to treat skin conditions, such as itching and hives, 
caused by wind-cold trapped in the body’s exterior. As a yin and Blood tonic, bai shao may also be used to treat 
skin conditions with yin and blood deficiency at the root, including chronic dryness, itching, carbuncles, 
dermatitis and lupus. 

Research in to the use of bai shao tends to focus on the water/ethanol extract TGP (total glucosides of Peony) of 
which paeoniflorin is the major constituent. While further large scale randomized control tests are needed to 
explore bai shao, TGP and paeoniflorin’s therapeutic benefits, the following pre-clinical in vivo trials have yielded 
promising results.      



 

Paeoniflorin has shown anti-inflammatory and immunosuppressive actions in a large number of studies yet the 
exact mechanisms of which are not clearly understood. 

In a review of twelve trials exploring the mechanisms behind TGP’s anti-inflammatory and immunomodulatory 
activity, it was concluded that TGP inhibits the production of inflammatory mediators and proinflammatory 
cytokines. In other studies, the same review also determined that TGP may dampen heightened immune 
responses by inhibiting lymphocyte proliferation, balancing the differentiation of T helper and T suppressor cells 
and increasing lymphocyte apoptosis. TGP was also found to protect cells against oxidative stress. Anti-
inflammatory effects were also seen in a recent study into using white peony root for cholestasis. 

In a study looking in to the potential neuroprotective qualities of white peony root, it was found that the TNF 
signalling pathway was a key pathway for its therapeutic effects and that it inhibited neurodegeneration by 
reducing neuroinflammation, slowing neural apoptosis and regulating neurotransmitter levels. 

In a later study, TGP decreased oxidative stress and protected against neurotoxicity by reducing the absorption 
of toxic alkaloids into the brain. Neuroprotective, along with anti-depressant effects, were also observed in 
another recent study. 

TGP’s analgesic effect was verified in numerous studies where it was found, in part, to involve adenosine A1 
receptor and not opiate receptors. 

In a recent review of TCM use for menopausal hot flushes, bai shao was found to be the most commonly 
prescribed individual herb, likely owing to it containing phytoestrogens and displaying phytoestrogenic effects. 

 
Because of its cool nature, use with caution in individuals with weak yang qi and in diarrhoea from deficient cold. 
Incompatible with li lu (Veratrum root and rhizome). 

Traditionally, soaked in water for at least 20-30 minutes then decocted in non-metallic pots in a formula of two or 
more herbs on a low-moderate heat for around 20-30 mins. Nowadays, also prepared in powder and tincture 
form. 
 

 
6-15g - very large doses may be up to 30g. 
 

 
Root 
 
 



 

1) Fruehauf H. Single Herbs: Baishao (Paeonia lactiflora). ClassicalChineseMedicine.org. Accessed May 1 2022. 
https://classicalchinesemedicine.org/single-herbs-baishao/ 

2) Dharmananda S. White Peony, Red Peony and Moutan: Three Chinese Herbs Derived from Paeonia. ITM Online. Published August 2002. 
Accessed May 1 2022. http://www.itmonline.org/arts/peony.htm 

3) Tu J et al. The Regulatory Effects of Paeoniflorin and Its Derivative Paeoniflorin-6′-O-Benzene Sulfonate CP-25 on Inflammation and Immune 
Diseases. Frontiers in Pharmacology. 2019. Vol 10. doi.10.3389/fphar.2019.00057.     

4) Hao Q et al. Study on Phytoestrogenic-like Effects of Four Kinds of Chinese Medicine Including Radix Rehmanniae preparata, Radix 
Paeoniae alba, Radix Angelicae sinensis, Rhizoma chuanxiong. China Journal of Chinese Materia Medica. 2009;34(5): 620–4. 

5) Lee S et al. Determination of Phytoestrogens in Traditional Medicinal Herbs Using Gas Chromatography–mass Spectrometry. Journal of 
Nutritional Biochemistry. 2004;15(8): 452–60. 10.1016/j.jnutbio.2004.01.007.  

6) Fruehauf H. Single Herbs: Baishao (Paeonia lactiflora). ClassicalChineseMedicine.org. Accessed May 1 2022. 
https://classicalchinesemedicine.org/single-herbs-baishao/ 

7) Fruehauf H. Single Herbs: Baishao (Paeonia lactiflora). ClassicalChineseMedicine.org. Accessed May 1 2022. 
https://classicalchinesemedicine.org/single-herbs-baishao/ 

8) Dharmananda S. White Peony, Red Peony and Moutan: Three Chinese Herbs Derived from Paeonia. ITM Online. Published August 2002. 
Accessed May 1 2022. http://www.itmonline.org/arts/peony.htm 

9) Wood M. The Earthwise Herbal: a Complete Guide to Old World Medicinal Plants. California: North Atlantic Books; 2008. 
10) Zhou Y-X et al. A Review on the Pharmacokinetics of Paeoniflorin and its Anti-inflammatory and Immunomodulatory Effects. Biomedicine & 

Pharmacotherapy. 2020. Vol. 130. doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2020.110505. 
11) He DY, Dai SM. Anti-inflammatory and Immunomodulatory Effects of Paeonia lactiflora Pall., a Traditional Chinese Herbal Medicine. Front 

Pharmacol. 2011;2:10. doi:10.3389/fphar.2011.00010. 
12) Kim SH et al. Chemical Constituents Isolated From Paeonia lactiflora Roots and Their Neuroprotective Activity Against Oxidative Stress In 

Vitro. Journal of Enzyme Inhibition and Medicinal Chemistr. 2009; 24:5. doi: 10.1080/14756360802667977. 
13) Ma et al. Paeonia lactiflora Pall. Regulates the NF-κB-NLRP3 Inflammasome Pathway to Alleviate Cholestasis in Rats. J Pharm Pharmacol. 

2018;70(12). doi: 10.1111/jphp.13008.  
14) Du W et al. The Underlying Mechanism of Paeonia lactiflora Pall. in Parkinson's Disease Based on a Network Pharmacology Approach. Front 

Pharmacol. 2020;11:581984. doi:10.3389/fphar.2020.581984. 
15) Li S et al. Prophylactic Neuroprotection of Total Glucosides of Paeoniae Radix Alba against Semen Strychni-Induced Neurotoxicity in Rats: 

Suppressing Oxidative Stress and Reducing the Absorption of Toxic Components. Nutrients. 2018; 10(4):514. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu10040514. 

16) Cheng J et al. Paeoniflorin Exerts Antidepressant-like Effects Through Enhancing Neuronal FGF-2 by Microglial Inactivation. J 
Ethnopharmacol. 2021; 28;274:114046. doi: 10.1016/j.jep.2021.114046.  

17) He DY, Dai SM. Anti-inflammatory and Immunomodulatory Effects of Paeonia lactiflora Pall., a Traditional Chinese Herbal Medicine. Front 
Pharmacol. 2011;2:10. doi:10.3389/fphar.2011.00010. 

18) Li M et al. Chinese Herbal Formulae for the Treatment of Menopausal Hot Flushes: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. PLoS One. 
2019;14(9):e0222383. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0222383. 

19) Lee S et al. Determination of Phytoestrogens in Traditional Medicinal Herbs Using Gas Chromatography–mass Spectrometry. Journal of 
Nutritional Biochemistry. 2004;15(8): 452–60. 10.1016/j.jnutbio.2004.01.007.  

20) Hao Q et al. Study on Phytoestrogenic-like Effects of Four Kinds of Chinese Medicine Including Radix Rehmanniae preparata, Radix 
Paeoniae alba, Radix Angelicae sinensis, Rhizoma chuanxiong. China Journal of Chinese Materia Medica. 2009;34(5): 620–4. 


