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Identification of Easily Confused Species of Chinese Materia Medica in Hong Kong
by Macroscopic and Microscopic Characteristics Project

Radix Rhapontici
versus

Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

Source
*Radix Rhapontici

is the dried root of  

Rhaponticum uniflorum (L.) DC. 

in the family Compositae

Radix et RhizomaVeratri
is the dried root or rhizome of  

Veratrum nigrum L.# or 

V. schindleri Loes. f. 

in the family Liliaceae

Overview
The Chinese Materia Medica (CMM) Radix Rhapontici is listed in both the Schedule 2 of the Chinese

Medicine Ordinance and the Chinese Pharmacopoeia (2020), while Radix et Rhizoma Veratri is only listed
in Schedule 2 of the Chinese Medicine Ordinance. In the past, there have been poisoning cases due to
incorrect dispensing of Radix et Rhizoma Veratri as Radix Rhapontici to patients. According to the
Chinese Pharmacopoeia, Radix Rhapontici can clear heat and detoxify, disperse abscesses and promote
lactation. According to A Reference Book for Chinese medicines which had been reported as adverse
events in Hong Kong, Radix et Rhizoma Veratri can induce vomiting of wind-phelgm, and kill worms.
However, it has a narrow therapeutic window and it is toxic to the cardiovascular system and nervous
system. External applications of it can also cause burning sensation on the skin and mucosa, sneezing
and tearing, etc. Traditionally, it is believed that Radix et Rhizoma Veratri is antagonise various CMM
named “Shen”, Herba Asari and Radix Paeoniae. Despite the name of Radix Rhapontici and Radix et
Rhizoma Veratri includes the word “Lu”, their source, efficacy and toxicity varies significantly, therefore,
extra precautions is needed when distributing and using these two CMM.

Note: 
*Its name in the Chinese Pharmacopoeia (2020) is “Rhapontici Radix”.
#Only Veratrum nigrum is included in this study as currently it is the main species of Radix et Rhizoma Veratri in the market.
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Radix Rhapontici vs Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

Key identification features

Macroscopic features of Radix Rhapontici decoction pieces 

◆Sub-rounded or irregular thick slices

Micro-morphological feature

A: Wood(→) is yellow or yellowish-white, sub-triangular and has 
black radial fissures(→) in the centre

(Transverse section of the root)

1 cm

With remnants of stem
and squamiform leaf base
at theapex
Sometimeswithobservable
greyish-whitevilli

Dark brown or greyish-
brownsurface

Rough and with reticulate
cracks

5 mm

A

2 mm
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Radix Rhapontici vs Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

Macroscopic features of Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

◆Rhizome is cylindrical or conic and the lower part has numerous 
slender and curved roots

Micro-morphological features

Sometimes observable
remnants of leaf base at the
apex
Brownish-yellow or dark
brownrhizome

1 cm

Yelloworyellowish-brownroot

With fine and dense
longitudinal and horizontal
wrinklesonthesurface

A B

1 cm

A:  Yellow or light yellowish-brown. Cortex has observable brown 
or light brown dots(→). With observable light yellow, irregular 

and scattered annular or linear striations(→) in the centre

(Transverse section of the root)

B:  Whitish or yellowish-white. With observable
yellowish-white or yellowish-brown steles(→) 

in the centre

(Transverse section 

of the rhizome)
1 mm 500µm



Note: 
%Radix et Rhizoma Veratri Powder is irritating to skin and mucosa. Handle it with care during powder and slide    
preparation. 
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Radix Rhapontici vs Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

Microscopic feature comparison of Radix Rhapontici 

decoction pieces and Radix et Rhizoma Veratri powder 

Radix Rhapontici
decoction pieces 

Radix et Rhizoma Veratri
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50 µm

Frequently found, mostly broken, colourless or light
yellow

Long strip-shaped, contains reddish-brown or yellowish-
brown secretion

Frequently found, present in bundles in mucilage cell or
scattered; polychromatic under the polarized light
microscope

%

a b

Absent

Absent

Absent

a.  features under bright field;  b.  features under polarized light 

a

a



Summary

Major differences in the features between Radix Rhapontici decoction pieces

and Radix et Rhizoma Veratri :

Radix Rhapontici vs Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

Radix Rhapontici
decoction pieces 

Radix et Rhizoma
Veratri
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s Apex

With remnants of stem and 
squamiformleaf base; 

sometimes with observable 
greyish-white villi

Sometimes with 
observable remnants of  

leaf  base

Surface With reticulate cracks
With fine and dense 

horizontal wrinkles on the 
root

Transverse 
section of
the root

With black radial fissures 
in the centre

With observable 
yellowish-white or 

yellowish-brown steles in 
the centre
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Non-
glandular 

hair
Present Absent

Secretory 
canal Absent Present

Raphide of  
calcium 
oxalate

Absent Present

For more information, please refer to the Hong Kong Chinese Materia Medica

Standards website:

Radix Rhapontici - Hong Kong Chinese Materia Medica Standards (Volume 8)
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https://www.cmro.gov.hk/html/eng/useful_information/hkcmms/volumes.html
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Additional information

Government Chinese Medicines Testing Institute

Department of  Health

Enquiry Hotline: 3188 8079

Website: www.cmro.gov.hk

The information in this pamphlet may be re-disseminated or reproduced, provided that the

Government Chinese Medicines Testing Institute (GCMTI), as the source of information, is

acknowledged and that the re-dissemination or reproduction is for non-commercial use. Any

other reproduction, adaptation, distribution, dissemination or making available of the

information in this pamphlet for commercial use is strictly prohibited unless prior written

authorizationis obtainedfromtheGCMTI.

Photo of crude Radix Rhapontici

Radix Rhapontici vs Radix et Rhizoma Veratri

1cm
1cm

Appears conic or flattened pieces and mostly
twisted. Varies in length and 1-2.5 cm in diameter

Surface is dark brown, greyish-brown or blackish-
brown and rough

With longitudinal grooves and rhombic reticulate
fissures

Outer layer is easily exfoliated. Apex of the root is
swollen and has remnants of stem and squamiform
leaf base

With greyish-white villi at apex

Fracture is uneven, greyish-yellow and has fissures.
Some have stellate fissures in the centre and
appear greyish-black or brownish-black

◆ Light, fragile and easily broken

◆ Characteristic odour, slightly bitter taste
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