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Preface

Formulas are comprised of herbal medicinals, and constitute the clinical development
and increasing use of Chinese medicinals. After the appropriate combinations, Chinese
medicinals become formulas and can, firstly, bring into play the synergistic reaction between
medicinals and increase the curative effects or change the intrinsic function and produce a
new effect. Secondly, it can identify patterns and determine treatment, with consideration of
all aspects of syndromes to enlarge the therapeutic range, and to meet the needs of relatively
complicated syndromes. Thirdly, regarding those Chinese medicinals with drastic properties
or pertaining to those that are toxic, medicinal combinations can restrict the secondary
properties and reduce toxicity, hence eliminating the ingredients that are harmful to the
human body. Therefore, in a formula, medicinals can supplement, oppose, or complement

one another, thereby embodying the superiority of Chinese medicinals combinations.

There is a plethora of formulas in TCM, we had recorded 96,592 formulas in the Formulae
Thesaurus of TCM compiled in the 1990s. From these abundant formulas, there is much
to discover and research regarding the compatible rules for mastering the applications of
formulas for clinical use. So the study on the compatible theories and methods of formulas is
the core issue behind formula research, and is the only way to discover the compatible rules

of formulas.

As far as the direction of research is concerned, the difference between the compatible

methods of formulas and the treatises on prescriptions is that the latter mainly aims at single
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formulas, whereas the former aims at formulas as a whole. Compatible methods of formulas
operate under the guidance of the theories of therapeutics, in order to apply inductive
methods in scientific research, launching from the study of the systematical analysis of a
variety of representative formulas (such as tonic formulas, formulas for relieving exterior
syndromes, formulas for invigorating blood and dispelling stasis, etc.) which were in
common use in the past. This is done in order to find common ground, particular points and
main points of the combination in these kinds of formulas, thereby revealing the compatible
essences of the formulas that include the relationships between the Chinese medicinals used

in the formulas, their dosage, preparation, and formulation.

Since the end of the 1970s, I have engaged in this direction with research, publishing the
first article, Discussions on the Compatible Methods of Formulae for Relieving Exterior Syndromes,
in the first issue of Nanjing University of CM Transaction in 1982. Thereafter, I was engaged
in the studies of formula compatibility in tonic formulas, purgative formulas, and formulas
for treating wind syndromes, among others, which were published in succession in the
Journal of TCM and other magazines of TCM in many provinces throughout the country.
These studies played an important role in the teaching of undergraduate students and
majors of TCM, in advancing the study of teachers and training of postgraduate students,
to enhance the teaching quality and provide guidance for formulating prescriptions in the
clinic. Due to the heavy demands of teaching, research and clinical work, it took over 20
years for me to amend, supplement and collect all the research theories on the compatible
methods of formulas which were finally published in 1999.

Formulas for treating dryness syndromes are divided into formulas that can slightly
disperse outer dryness and formulas that can nourish yin to moisturize dryness.
As dryness and heat injure fluids in the body, the Basic Questions - Great Treatise on
the Correspondences and Manifestations of Yin and Yang said: “If dryness prevails, the
body becomes dry.” So the compatible characteristic of formulas for treating dryness
syndromes is that both dispersing outer dryness and nourishing yin to moisturize
dryness and nourishing fluids should all be considered, at all times. It may be embodied
in the representative formulas for treating dryness syndromes recorded in the past
version of the teaching material in Chinese Medicinal Formulas. Regarding the aspect of
combination, formulas for slightly dispersing outer dryness are similar to formulas for

relieving exterior syndromes, and formulas for nourishing yin to moisturize dryness are
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similar to formulas for nourishing yin, so these kinds of formulas are simply just mentioned

in this book.

According to file No. 39 (1993) issued by the State Council and No. 59 (1993) issued by
the Ministry of Health, xi jido (Cornu Rhinocerotis) belongs to the category of banned herbal
medicinals, so when applying ancient formulas with this ingredient for current clinical use,

it is substituted with shui nit jido (Cornu Bubali).

Since the first publication of this book in 2001, it has received wide acclaim and
recognition by the clinical, research and academic professionals of the TCM community.
With the development of traditional Chinese medicine, there is constant change and progress
in research. It is my sincere wish that those readers of this book who have an interest and.
background in TCM will provide their valued suggestions for further amendments of this

work.

Li Fei

Professor of Chinese Medicinal Formulas
Nanjing University of CM

August 2007
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Introduction

The Principle of Formulating Prescriptions

prescription is composed of selected

medicinals and suitable doses according
to the principles of formulating a prescription,
based on syndrome differentiation for the
etiology and determining the therapy
method. The Basic Questions - Great Treatise
on the Essentials of Supreme Truth (Sit Wen - Zhi
Zhén Yao Da Lan, /3 - A% X7t ) indicated
that: “The medicinal aiming at the main syndrome
is called the chief, the medicinal helping the chief
medicinal is called the deputy, the medicinal
responding to the deputy medicinal is called the
envoy ( EREZBR, ERXIBE, NME X
18 1% ) This is the principle of formulating
a prescription. About two thirds of the 314
prescriptions recorded in the Discussion on
Cold Damage (Shang Hdn Lun, 1% & 3t ) and
in the Essentials from the Golden Cabinet (Jin
Gui Yao Lue, £ & %#8 ) compiled by Zhang
Zhong-jing in the Han Dynasty embodied
the above principle. The formulation of
many effective prescriptions in the Important
Formulas Worth a Thousand Gold Pieces [for
Any Emergency] (Béi Ji Qian Jin Yao Fang, %

21 %% % ) compiled by Sun Si-miao and the
Arcane Essentials from the Imperial Library (Wai
Tdi Mi Yao, #~ & # & ) by Wang Tao in the
Tang Dynasty, show a rigorous compatibility
and a clear primary and secondary syndrome.
It illustrates that the “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” ( 7 E.1£1X ) theory of formulating
a prescription had been applied widely by
many clinical doctors in the Han and Tang
Dynasties. During the period of the Song, Jin
and Yuan Dynasties, Cheng Wu-ji compiled
the Clarification of the Theory of Cold Damage -
Treatise on Prescriptions (Shang Hin Ming
LiLun - Yao Fang Lun, 1% R eA 2 it - &% &
1t ) to discuss the principle of syndrome
differentiation and prescription establishment
in the Discussion on Cold Damage, and
launched into the research on the theory of
prescription formulation, and popularized
the theory of prescriptions from the Inner
Classic (Nei Jing, A £%) for successive doctors
in creating new prescriptions. Thereafter,
many doctors, such as Zhang Yuan-su, Li
Gao, Wang Hao-gu, He Bo-zhai, Xu Hong,
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Wu Kun, Wang Ang, Ke Qin, etc, individually
developed and contributed to the principles of
formulating prescriptions from the academic
and practical points of view, and enriched the
theories of composing prescriptions, thereby
the “chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” theory
became enhanced further in the formulation
and application of prescriptions. Since the
founding of the People’s Republic of China,
with the establishment of Chinese Medicinal
Formulas as a subject, the compatible theory of
methods of prescriptions were summarized
and studied systematically. Especially
important is that with the development of
experimental research on prescriptions, many
scientific connotations on the principle of
using “chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” in
formulating prescriptions were expounded.
Both in the academic texts for the Chinese
Medicinal Formulas versions 1~5, in colleges of
Chinese medicine, and in the teaching material
of the general higher education on Chinese
Medicinal Formulas, the theory of “chief,
deputy, assistant and envoy” as the principle
of formulating prescriptions is held to be
the guide for the research on compatibility
theory and method of prescription, and
has become an important topic in modern
research on formula prescriptions.

There were difficulties in systematizing
and modernizing the research of prescriptions
because it took a long period of realization
and practice to put forward the principle
of “chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” in
formulating prescriptions, and the views
of many doctors regarding this principle
have been varied, plus the fact that many
prescriptions couldn’t be explained with this

principlé. In this chapter, we will discuss
this principle from the perspective of the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” theory,
the different beliefs of many doctors and the
development of this study and its research.

B THe ORIGINAL MEANING OF THE “CHIEF,
DepuTty, AssISTANT AND Envoy”
PRINCIPLE

As a professional phrase, “chief, deputy,
assistant and envoy” was also found in
the Divine Husbandman’s Classic of the
Materia Medica (Shén Néng Bén Cdo
Jing, #* R & F £2 ). In this book, according
to their different properties and applications,
Chinese medicinals were differentiated into
three categories of the best, the middle
and the low grades based on the “chief,
deputy, assistant and envoy”; implying,
the best grade was the chief medicinal, the
middle grade was the deputy medicinal,
and the low-grade were the assistant and
envoy medicinals. The meaning of the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” was
completely different to that applied in the
principle of formulating a prescription.
So the Basic Questions - Great Treatise on
the Essentials of Supreme Truth indicated
that: “The meaning of chief and deputy in the
formulation of prescriptions, ...... is not the
meaning of best, middle and low grades.” ( *
MAEE, kL FEdoXiBt, It
told us that the original meaning of “chief,
deputy, assistant and envoy” included two
aspects, pertaining to the classification of
medicinal properties and the theory of the
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formulation of prescriptions. The origin
of the “chief, deputy, assistant and envoy”
theory in prescriptions can be found in the
book, the Inner Classic. It should be strictly
differentiated. The theory of formulating a
prescription during the period of the Inner
Classic applied the different military statuses
of the chief, deputy, assistant and envoy of
that time to the concept of different primary
and secondary relations of herbal medicinals
in formula prescriptions. That is: “A
medicinal aiming at the main syndrome is called
the chief; a medicinal helping the chief medicinal
is called the deputy; a medicinal responding to
the deputy medicinal is called the envoy.” It
indicated that in a prescription the mainly
effective medicinal for therapy was the chief
medicinal, the helpful medicinal to the chief
was the deputy medicinal, and the medicinal
catering to the deputy was the envoy
medicinal. Due to the differences in the
primary and secondary effects of medicinals
in a prescription, and the compatibility of
medicinals in the “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” theory requiring different
amounts of medicinals, according to the
different sizes of prescriptions in the clinic,
the Inner Classic has further formally
stipulated the composition of prescriptions,
such as “one chief and two deputies,” (Z—E.—)
“one chief with three deputies and five assistants,”
(#& — E =1k &) and “one chief with three
deputies and nine assistants,” ( & — B = 1&
#. ) etc. Thereby the principle of selecting
medicinals and formulating prescriptions
was established. Shen Kuo, in the Song
Dynasty, indicated that when analyzing
the principle of formulating prescriptions,

“the theory of one chief, two deputies, three
assistants, and five envoys, means that although
there are many medicinals in a prescription,
just one of them mainly aims at the syndrome,
while the others will help to carry out its effect.
This is appropriate” (R B AR — . ~E. =
EOAEIIR, EELLBAB SR, 2RFHE—
Y, Htnyppiach A, ReBFBLLHY, 4otk 2
) Dream Creek Essays (Méng Xi Bi Tdn, ¥
£ %1% illuminated that the “chief, deputy,
assistant and envoy” were determined
according to their respective importance in
a prescription. During the Ming Dynasty, He
Bo-zhai further explained that “the medicinals
in therapy play their effects in different ways.
The main effective ingredient is called the chief
medicinal; the helpful ingredient to the chief
is called the deputy; the helpful ingredient but
incompatible with the chief is called the assistant;
and the ingredient leading the other medicinals
in the prescription to the affected part or some
correlative channels and collaterals is called the
envoy.” ( RIBHBZ 87K, BRAME, £:8%,

o, WeE B, 5ERMMAFIEEEF, &
t, BIRRBIBHEIBETRME, i)
(The Inside of Chinese Medicine - Y1 Xué Gudn
Jian, B %& JL ) The text, The Inside of Chinese
Medicine, further expounded the meaning of
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy.”

B THe ReaLizaTions oF DocTors IN PAsT
DYNASTIES

Since the theory of the “chief, deputy,
assistant and envoy” in the formulation
of prescriptions was put forth in the Inner
Classic, many doctors try to discuss and



Applications of Chinese Formula Compatibility

4

differentiate the objective proofs of the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” from
their own views. In general, the following
three aspects should be mentioned.

1. Differentiating “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” according to the dosages of the
Chinese medicinals

The chief medicinal is the main ingredient
in the composition of a preséription and its
dosage is relatively large, but the dosage of
the deputy, assistant and envoy medicinal
is reduced in turn. So, many doctors choose
the dosage of a medicinal in prescriptions
based on the standard for differentiating the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy.” Li Gao
said: “The dosage of the chief medicinal is the
maximum, then the deputy’s dosage is secondary
and its dosage cannot exceed the dosage of the
chief " (BB EHRZ BHRZ, AT SE
32 F £ ). In the Discussion on the Spleen and
Stomach (Pi Weéi Lun, & B3t ), Wang Hao-
gu also said: “The dosage of the chief medicinal
is the most, the deputy medicinal is next, and the
assistant medicinal is third. If the effects of all
the ingredients in the prescription are uniform,
then their respective dosages are uniform” (4
RERD, AEFRE, EEXRE, BXH
WA E Bl A, % 2 ). In the Materia Medica
for Decoctions (Tang Yé Bén Cio, % R & %),
Wu Qiu further indicated: “The dosage of a
medicinal is according to the following standard:
The main effect on a syndrome is from the
chief medicinal, and its dosage is one hundred
percent, then the deputy medicinal’s dosage
is seventy to eighty percent, and the assistant
medicinal is fifty to sixty percent, while the

envoy medicinal is thirty to forty percent” ( S
R, £ERBHRE A+ HE EREN
o, BE A < 5, 1Rk =@ 255 ) (Thoughts on
Curing - Hud Rén Xin Tong, & A< ). All
of the above discusses that it is somewhat
reasonable to differentiate the “chief,
deputy, assistant and envoy” according to
the dosage of medicinals, but because of the
variance in characteristics of the effects of
the medicinals, the strength of the effects
and the weight of medicinals’ textures, in
addition to the different needs for individual
therapies, it is insufficient to determine the
dosage solely based on the “chief, deputy,
assistant and envoy” standard. For example,
Ke Qin discussed the dosage of ingredients
in the formula, Da Chéng Qi Tang (Major Qi-
Coordinating Decoction, X 7 < :3% ) from
the Discussion on Cold Damage: “The dosage
of hou po ( B4~ , Cortex Magnoliae Officinalis)
is twice that of da hudng ( X% , Radix et
Rhizoma Rhei), so the medicinal with the effect
of promoting qi is the chief medicinal” ( /& %
BERE, B HR) (Collected Writings on
Renewal of the Discussion on Cold Damage -
Further Appendices to the Discussion on
Cold Damage - Shang Hdin Ldi S Ji - Shang
Hin Fu Yi, " R R 7 % - 17 Ry R ). This
subject necessitates further discussion.
First, in terms of the property of da hudng
(Radix et Rhizoma Rhei) and hou po (Cortex
Magnoliae Officinalis), the former is bitter
and cold, with the effect of purging away
heat and relieving constipation, cleaning
the small intestine and the stomach,
invigorating blood and transforming stasis.
The latter is bitter and warm, with the effect

of promoting the flow of qi and guiding
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away stagnation, and relieving fullness, and
is indicated for cases of excess syndrome of
the yangming fu-organs. Therefore, in this
prescription, da hudng (Radix et Rhizoma
Rhei) should be considered to serve as a chief
medicinal. Secondly, analyzing from the
selection of medicinals in the Sin Chéng Qi
Tang (Three Qi-Coordinating Decoction, =
A% ), some practitioners use hou po (Cortex
Magnoliae Officinalis) while some practitioners
don't, but hou po (Cortex Magnoliae Officinalis)
is a prerequisite medicinal. It illustrates that
all three prescriptions named “Chéng Qi”
use da hudng (Radix et Rhizoma Rhei) as the
chief medicinal. Thirdly, compared with the

Hou Po San Wi Tang (Officinal Magnolia

Bark Three Agents Decoction, /& #h =42:% )
in the Essentials from the Golden Cabinet, the
composition of this prescription is uniform,
but the dosage of every medicinal is the
same as that in Da Chéng Qi Tang (Major
Qi-Coordinating Decoction). Although the
medicinal of promoting the circulation of
qi is emphasized as a chief medicinal, the
prescription is indicated for abdominal
pain, both the full and closed types, and the
prescription is not named Chéng Qi Ting
(Qi-Coordinating Decoction), but rather,
Hou Po San Wu Tang (Officinal Magnolia
Bark Three Agents Decoction). It is obvious
that if the main effect of a prescription is
purging, then da hudng (Radix et Rhizoma
Rhei) is used as the chief medicinal, but if
its effect is promoting the circulation of qi,
then hou po (Cortex Magnoliae Officinalis) is
used as the chief medicinal. Therefore, it is
not comprehensive to differentiate the “chief,

deputy, assistant and envoy” just according

to the dosage of medicinals in a prescription.

2. Differentiating “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” according to the strength of the

Chinese medicinals.

In accordance with the needs of the
clinic, the composition of prescriptions
may need a medicinal with strong effects to
serve as the chief medicinal and the effect
of deputy, assistant, envoy medicinal to be
relatively weak, so some doctors differentiate
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy”
according to the strength of the medicinal.
For example, Zhang Yuan-su, indicated:
“The medicinal with strongest effect serves as
the chief medicinal” ( 77 X % 2% % ) (recorded
in Grand Materia Medica - Bén Cido Gang
Mu, &% £R B ). However, the strength of a
medicinal in a prescription is also correlated
to its dosage and preparation, so it is not
sufficient to simply emphasize the strength
of the medicinal. For instance, Zhi Zhu Tang
(Immature Bitter Orange and Atractylodes
Macrocephalac Decoction, #24:% ), as recorded
in the Essentials from the Golden Cabinet and
Zhi Zhu Wan (Immature Bitter Orange and
Atractylodes Macrocephala Pill, #2 K ),
as recorded in the Discussion on the Spleen
and Stomach, are both composed of two
herbal medicinals: zhi shi ( #2 2% , Fructus
Aurantii Immaturus) and bdi zhu ( &8&,
Rhizoma Atractylodis Macrocephalae),
which are indicated for stuffiness due to
weakness of the spleen. The former mainly
targets stuffiness, using the strong effects
of zhi shi (Fructus Aurantii Immaturus)

as the chief medicinal; the latter mainly
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treats the weakness of the spleen, so bdi zhil
(Rhizoma Atractylodis Macrocephalae),
with its weak effect, serves as the chief
medicinal. So the correct conclusion cannot
be reached solely considering the strength
of the two medicinals while ignoring the
differences between the two prescriptions in
terms of dosage and preparation. The other
example is Md Zi Rén Win (Cannabis Fruit
Pill, # 3 1= A ), recorded in the Discussion
on Cold Damage. It is the representative
laxative prescription and md zi rén ( #-F1=,
Fructus Cannabis) serves here as the chief
medicinal. In terms of the strength of the
effects of the ingredients, da hudng (Radix
et Rhizoma Rhei) shows the strongest effect
of purging, and should be differentiated
as the chief medicinal, but this contradicts
the principles behind the formulation of
this particular prescription and makes it
difficult to distinguish it in terms of the
principle behind San Chéng Qi Tang (Three
Qi-Coordinating Decoction), so it is also not
comprehensive to simply differentiate the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” based

on the strength of the medicinals.

3. Differentiating the “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” according to the medicinal used

for naming the prescription.

Throughout history, prescriptions named
after a single medicinal generally indicate the
chief medicinal which was used, such as Md
Hudng Tang (Ephedra Decoction, # %% )
and Gui Zhi Tang (Cinnamon Twig Decoction,
##5:% ). Otherwise, the prescription names
reflected medicinals arranged in the respective

orders of “chief, deputy, assistant and envoy,”
such as Md Hudng Fu Zi Xi Xin Tang (Ephedra,
Aconite, and Asarum Decoction, &+ % Pif-F-¢e =
%), Ling Gui Zhi Gan Tang (Poria, Cinnamon
Twig, Atractylodes Macrocephala, and
Licorice Decoction, % #£ & B % ), etc. Many
doctors analyzed the “chief, deputy, assistant
and envoy” according to the medicinals
used in the name of a prescription, which
is quite reasonable. However, the meanings
of prescriptions named with medicinals
are varied, and not limited in scope to the
chief medicinal, such as Shi Zido Tang (Ten
Jujubes Decoction, -+ # %), recorded in
the Discussion on Cold Damage. This is a
representative prescription for eliminating
fluid retention, which uses da ji ( X% , Radix
Euphorbiae Pekinensis), yudn hua ( 3 ¥ ,
Flos Genkwa), gan sui ( ¥ #% , Radix Kansui),
three medicinals with the effects of drastically
purging and eliminating fluid as the chief and
deputy medicinals, yet it is named with the
medicinal da zdo ( A& , Fructus Jujubae), with
the function of reinforcing the spleen and the
stomach. The meaning of this prescription
deserves close examination, because all of
the medicinals in this prescription show
the effects of drastically purging and
eliminating fluid. It is easy to injure the
spleen and the stomach, and in turn the
resistant qi in the body, so ten pieces of
da zdo (Fructus Jujubae) are used in this
prescription to reinforce the spleen and the
stomach, as well as to reduce the drastic
properties of the other medicinals and their
toxic reactions, and to protect the resistant
qi while purging. At the same time, it is a
reminder of the incompatibility between gan
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cdo ( B% , Radix et Rhizoma Glycyrrhizae)
and the three medicinals in this prescription:
Da ji (Radix Euphorbiae Pekinensis), yudn
hua (Flos Genkwa), gan sui (Radix Kansui). So
the name of “Shi Zdo” is very profound. The
other example is Shén Qii Win (Medicated
Leaven Pill, % ¢ A ), from the Important
Formulas Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold for
Any Emergency, used for the optical disorders
caused by incoordination between the heart
and the kidney due to the disharmony of
water and fire. The medicinal, ci shi (%% ,
Magnetitum), in this prescription enters
the kidney channel and shows the effects of
benefitting yin and suppressing yang, and
is used as the chief medicinal. Zh#i sha (&
=+, Cinnabaris) enters the heart channel, is
capable of purging away fire from the heart
and tranquilizing the mind, and is used as
a deputy medicinal. The combination of
the two medicinals can nourish the kidney
and suppress yang, fill up the kidney with
essence, enable the patient to hear and see
well, as well as restore coordination between
the heart and the kidney so that a normal
physiological state is recovered and the
mind is tranquilized. In relation to why the
prescription was called shén gii ( ¢ &b , Massa
Medicata Fermentata), is firstly because the
disharmony between the heart and kidney,
and between water and fire; it is caused by
the dysfunction of the middle jizo; and since
shén gii (Massa Medicata Fermentata) is used
for digesting grains and strengthening the
spleen, it can regulate the middle jizo, and
also is helpful in restoring the coordination
between the heart and the kidney, as well as
the controlling of fire with water. Secondly,

both ci shi (Magnetitum) and zh#é shd
(Cinnabaris) are both mineral medicinals,
which can easily disturb the normal function
of the stomach. Shén gqi (Massa Medicata
Fermentata) can strengthen the stomach
and help to transport foods and mineral
medicinals, and the combination of these
medicinals may prevent the dysfunction of
the stomach caused by mineral medicinals,
as well as help the transformation of
foods and its upward flow to benefit the
eyes. Therefore, it is insufficient to solely
differentiate “chief, deputy, assistant and
envoy” based on the medicinals used in the
name of a prescription.

The above discussion demonstrates
that the confirmation of a medicinal as the
“chief, deputy, assistant and envoy” is made
according to the primary or secondary
effects of the medicinal, the needs of
the formula combination, as well as the
dosage and strength of the medicinal. A
comprehensive and integrated analysis is
greatly beneficial to the understanding of
the principles of formulating a prescription,
and to the application of formulating and
establishing new prescriptions.

B MoDERN INTERPRETATION OF THE “CHIEF,
DepuTy, AssISTANT AND Envoy”

1. Chief medicinal

This is the ingredient with the primary
therapeutic effect aiming at the main
disease or main syndrome and exhibits the
following three characteristics:



