Medicinal Plant 2026, 17 (2): 55 -65

DOI: 10.19600/j. cnki. issn2152 —3924.2026.02.014

Development and Inheritance of Modern and Contemporary Snake-

bite Medicine in Suzhou

Weiren SHI'* , Zhong’en GAO’, Zehao ZHONG", Yujia ZHANG'
1. Suzhou Vocational Health College, Suzhou 215009, China; 2. Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Suzhou 215009, China; 3. Jiangyin Hospital

of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Wuxi 214400, China

Abstract The development of snakebite treatment in Suzhou during the modern and contemporary periods has undergone an evolutionary pro-
gression, transitioning from folk practices to systematic integration, and subsequently to the integration of traditional Chinese and Western med-
icine. During the Republic of China period, Ye Juquan and other physicians pioneered the systematic scientific organization of herbal medicine
for the treatment of snakebites. Following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the government undertook initiatives such as the
"folk remedy collection" movement to gather traditional folk remedies. Additionally, snake herbalists were integrated into the formal hospital
system, and specialized treatments, including " Wujiang snakebite medicine" , were developed. Since the implementation of reform and open-
ing-up policies, although the prominence of antivenom has diminished the dominant role of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) in first aid,
Suzhou has gradually developed a distinctive rescue model that prioritizes antivenom as the primary treatment while incorporating TCM as a
complementary approach. This model demonstrates its unique value particularly during the stages of severe case treatment and rehabilitation. In
the 21" century, the specialty of snakebite treatment has been formally recognized by relevant authorities, marking its transition from a tradi-
tional folk practice to a modern TCM specialty. This development highlights the enduring vitality and clinical adaptability of the Wumen School
of Medicine in the prevention and treatment of snakebites. This paper systematically reviews the transmission and development of Suzhou snake-
bite medicine through policy, academic discourse, and social interactions in the modern era, elucidates the mechanisms by which this specialty
sustains its relevance amid changing circumstances, and offers insights for the preservation and advancement of regional medical heritage.
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1 Introduction

Suzhou is situated between the Yangtze River and Taihu Lake,
characterized by a dense network of waterways and numerous tidal
flats. This geographical setting not only supports agricultural and
commercial activities but also creates a favorable habitat for
snakes. Consequently, due to the frequent presence of venomous
snakes, the Suzhou region has developed a rich tradition of folk
remedies for treating snakebites since ancient times. During the
Ming and Qing dynasties, a group known as the snake beggars who
performed with snakes emerged. In the region west of Xushuguan
in Suzhou, there were unusual accounts of these snake beggars
subduing venomous snakes and providing treatment to the injured,

as documented in scholars’ notes'.

Wangting Town, situated
within this area, has also served as a link connecting historical
and contemporary narratives. Furthermore, towns such as Tongli
and Pingwang in Wujiang, along with townships including Meili,
Baimao, and Xinzhuang in Changshu, are recognized as the home
of snakebite herbalists. Conversely, since the Song and Yuan Dy-
nasties, the tradition of Confucian medicine in Suzhou had deep-
ened significantly. By the Ming and Qing Dynasties, Suzhou had
earned the reputation of producing " many imperial physicians in

Wuzhong" , which led traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) prac-
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titioners in Suzhou City to adopt a cautious and reserved attitude
toward folk snake herbalists, snake beggars, and their associated
practices. In the early years following the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China, both TCM and Western medicine
faced significant challenges in effectively treating venomous snake-
bites. It was only after snakebite herbalists garnered official recog-
nition that improvements began to emerge. Subsequently, various
political movements had fostered increased attention from academic
circles in both traditional Chinese and Western medicine, as well
as from the general public in Suzhou, toward snakebite prescrip-
tions and remedies. Some hospitals have incorporated snakebite
herbalists into their staff, facilitating the transmission and devel-

opment of their expertise to the present day.

2 Research on snakebites from the Republic of China
to the "first seventeen years' of the People’s Republic
of China

2.1 Research on TCM by Suzhou National Medical College
and Rural Medical Continuing Education Cooperative In the
medical field, the spread of Western influence to the East in mod-
ern times significantly impacted TCM and pharmacology. Influ-
enced by new developments in medicine and pharmacology, a
group of TCM practitioners began to attempt the integration of tra-
ditional Chinese and Western medicine. By the era of the Repub-
lic of China, a movement toward the " scientization of TCM ( phar-
macology)" had emerged, advocating for the systematic analysis
and investigation of TCM using scientific methods. In Suzhou, Ye

Juquan is widely recognized as a pioneer in TCM research.
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Ye Juquan practiced medicine in Wuxing Village during his
early years. In 1925, he enrolled in a correspondence school es-
tablished by Yun Tieqiao in Shanghai, where he systematically
studied the theories of both traditional Chinese and Western medi-
cine. This education led him to develop an initial interest in re-
searching TCM. Upon returning to his hometown after completing
his studies, Ye combined the folk single prescriptions he had en-
countered in his youth and founded the National Medicine Single
Prescription Experimental Research Society in 1933. He led ap-
prentices in collecting herbs and conducting research on single-in-
gredient TCMs and folk herbs. This initiative not only rectified in-
accuracies in previous records but also expanded the range of me-
dicinal applications. In 1935, Ye was invited to teach at Suzhou
National Medical College, which subsequently established the
Suzhou National Medical Hospital and the Suzhou National Medi-
cal Research Institute. Ye served as one of the appointed physi-
cians and research instructors. Throughout his medical practice,
Ye actively engaged with itinerant folk doctors, collecting and sys-
tematizing traditional folk prescriptions.

Following the closure of the Suzhou National Medical School
in 1941, Ye relocated to the rural areas of Suzhou, where he con-
tinued to practice medicine and manage a cooperative. At the on-
set of the People’s Republic of China, to support rural public
health initiatives and the patriotic health campaign, Ye, together
with colleagues in Suzhou, reestablished the Rural Medical Con-
tinuing Education Cooperative. This organization actively engaged
in the prevention and treatment of infectious diseases and provided
training for TCM assistants in rural communities. In a stable envi-
ronment, Ye was able to concentrate on the study of prescriptions
and medicines, resulting in the publication of Practical and Effec-
tive Folk Simple Prescriptions'”’ and the translation of Folk Medi-
cines from Animals and Plants written by Japanese scholars”’ .
The former work is a compilation of folk single prescriptions that
Ye collected and organized over many years, including various
herbs known for their efficacy in treating snakebites. The latter
specifically enumerates animal- and plant-based medicines used
for "bites from vipers and other snakes". These texts represent the
earliest documented folk records of snakebite herbs in the Suzhou
region, establishing Ye as a pioneer in this field*.

2.2 Collection of prescriptions during the ''folk remedy col-
lection movement'' At the inception of the People’s Republic of
China, the policy of " scientification of TCM ( pharmacology )"
was implemented. Pharmacists who had served under the previous
government were permitted to continue their research on TCM un-
der the auspices of the new people’s government. Following the in-
troduction of new policies concerning TCM, the Ministry of Health
began to emphasize TCM treatment techniques and encouraged
practitioners to contribute prescriptions by convening meetings of
TCM representatives at various administrative levels. With the
convening of various conferences on TCM across different regions,
an increasing number of TCM practitioners voluntarily shared their

family heirloom tests and secret recipes. In the East China region,

the Jiangsu Provincial Conference on TCM was held at the end of
June 1954, bringing together 70 TCM representatives throughout
the province to communicate new policies related to TCM. During
the conference’s exchange session, numerous representatives pres-
ented their secret treatment recipes” . In October 1954, the East
China Region and Shanghai Traditional Chinese Medicine Repre-
Tan Zhenlin,

Secretary of the East China Bureau, emphasized the equal impor-

sentatives Conference was held in Shanghai.

tance of traditional Chinese and Western medicine, and encour-
aged attending TCM practitioners to exchange medical knowledge
and experiences'® .

In 1955, the practice of providing prescriptions at confer-
ences evolved into a broader movement focused on the donation of
prescriptions. Hebei Province took the lead by introducing initia-

[

tives such as "remedy collection and talent recruitment" , thereby
expanding the scope of collecting single-ingredient, empirical,
and secret formulas beyond the TCM sector'’'. This approach was
publicized by Health News and subsequently inspired similar ef-
forts nationwide. Through a talent recruitment initiative, Hebei
Province engaged local grassroots "folk experts" to support hospi-
tal treatments. The practice also exerted a national influence
through the People’s Daily™ . In June 1956, during the Third Ses-
sion of the First National People’s Congress, Minister of Health Li
Dequan endorsed the collection of TCM prescriptions while ad-
dressing the role of TCM in the prevention and treatment of schis-
tosomiasis. He further encouraged regional authorities to enhance
the utilization of single-ingredient, empirical, and secret formu-
las™’. To implement the directives of the meeting, Zhu Liangchun
from Nantong Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine visited Ji
Desheng and other local experts, requesting their participation in
outpatient services at the hospital. Subsequently, Ji Desheng do-
nated the secret formula for his snakebite medicine. At that time,
China lacked modern treatments for snakebites, and Ji Desheng’s
snakebite medicine attracted the attention of the Ministry of
Health. His story was published in the People’s Daily, serving as a
national model aimed at encouraging various regions to gather ex-
perience in treating snakebites, in addition to general medical pre-
scription collection" .

Due to the necessity of supporting the development of Nanjing
University of Chinese Medicine and Jiangsu Province Hospital of
Chinese Medicine, personnel specializing in TCM in Suzhou expe-
rienced frequent transfers. Consequently, the meeting of TCM
representatives in the Suzhou region was postponed until December
1955. Following this meeting, the Traditional Chinese Medicine
Research Committee of the Suzhou TCM Workers Association and
the Wu County Health Workers Association were established. Ad-
ditionally, the membership congress of the Suzhou TCM Workers
Association was convened in November 1956. The TCM Research
Committee of the Wu County Health Workers Association compiled
the prescriptions donated during the aforementioned two meetings
into the Compilation of Secret and Empirical Prescriptions of Tradi-

(]

tional Chinese Medicine Reflecting the strong influence of
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Suzhou’s profound Confucian tradition, the majority of donors at
that time were formally trained practitioners of TCM. Notably, no
folk empirical prescriptions, including those for snakebites, were
contributed. The social response was notably enthusiastic, resul-
ting in increased participation in the donation of prescriptions. In
the Compilation of Secret and Empirical Prescriptions of Traditional
Chinese Medicine ( Second Series) , published in April 1958, folk
empirical prescriptions for insect and snakebites were includ-
ed"”’. Historically, Suzhou has attracted a substantial population
of itinerant individuals, such as snake beggars, due to its prosper-
ous commerce and convenient land and water transportation. The
development of modern railway transportation further contributed to
this influx. Ji Desheng, a former resident of Suzhou, became a
disciple of a snake beggar surnamed Han, who was active near the
northern gate of Suzhou during that period'™’. These individuals
often originated from modest backgrounds but possessed valuable
skills that warrant recognition.

2.3 Health sector’s emphasis on snakebite medicine during
the Great Leap Forward In light of prior research on snake
herbalists and the identification of snakebite prescriptions, the
Ministry of Health convened a national conference dedicated to the
exchange of knowledge on snakebite treatments. In October 1959,
the National Snakebite Prescription Exchange Conference was held
in Guangzhou'"*' | attended by relevant experts from southeastern
coastal provinces and cities, as well as renowned folk snake herba-
lists from the region, including Ji Desheng from Jiangsu. Initial
proposals for regional collaboration on snakebite and venom re-
search were also presented. Following the meeting, leveraging the
clinical validation of Ji Desheng snakebite medicine as an opportu-
nity, the East China region established a clinical research cooper-
ation network focused on snakebite medicine across Jiangsu, Zhe-
jiang, and Shanghai. This network was based on several hospitals
and research institutions located in Nantong, Wuxi, Suzhou, and
other areas. Among them, the cooperating hospitals in Suzhou
were the First Affiliated Hospital of Suzhou Medical College,
Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine, and Suzhou PLA
100 Hospital "™, As Suzhou Medical College had recently been
established, it was the most active institution in researching
snakebite prescriptions, supported by well-developed scientific re-
search facilities. Consequently, it became the early center for
snakebite medicine research in Suzhou, with subsequent primary
responsibility transitioning to Suzhou Hospital of Traditional
Chinese Medicine.

In the same year, Hui Zhifang, who was then serving as the
director of the Suzhou Municipal Health Bureau, visited the re-
nowned snake herbalist He Fulin and his wife Kan Aju in Wan-
gting Town. He arranged for them to establish the Wu County Poi-
sonous Snake Prevention and Treatment Institute at the former
Fangong Temple on Shangfang Mountain. This initiative was sup-
ported by Xu Zhengkui, the TCM representative of the Wu County
Health Bureau. Xu also publicized He’s Snake Detoxifying Pow-
der'™ . Unlike Wu County, Zhu Songguan was the first practition-

er specializing in snakebite medicine in Suzhou City. To empha-
size the significance, the Suzhou Municipal Government allocated
a residence for Zhu on Shiquan Street and permitted him to prac-
tice medicine at home. Encouraged by this support, Zhu donated
his secret recipe, which was subsequently studied by Wang Daosh-
eng and colleagues from the Pharmacology Group at Suzhou Medi-

cal College"”".

However, following experimental evaluation by
Wang’s team, Zhu's snakebite medicine, along with other tradi-
tional folk snake remedies, was found to have issues related to un-
identified active ingredients and uncertain efficacy. Consequently,
further research in this area was discontinued.

During the development of the folk remedy collection move-
ment into the "national remedy collection" phase, the Wu County
Health Bureau actively mobilized the public to donate medical pre-
scriptions. Within just over one year, a total of 11 425 folk reme-
dies, including single-ingredient, empirical, and secret formulas,
were collected. Additionally, the Wu County Health Bureau en-
gaged several renowned Suzhou physicians—such as Jin Liqian,
Liu Zheming, Gu Jingting, Gu Yunshi, and Tang Jimin—to join
the Wu County Medical Association. This association undertook
the task of organizing and reviewing the donated prescriptions. Ul-
timately, the Wu County Medical Association selected 1 192 em-
pirical prescriptions and compiled them into the Collection of Folk
Practices in Traditional Chinese Medicine. This volume was pub-
lished in December 1959 and notably included numerous prescrip-
tions for treating snakebites ™’

2.4 Research during the period of national economic adjust-
ment Since 1958, Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medi-
cine had periodically established apprentice classes to train new
generations of practitioners in TCM. Yu Daxiang, a physician at
the hospital, introduced students to folk snakebite medicine fol-
lowing his lectures, an approach that particularly captured the in-
terest of Hui Zhonghua during the second session. Upon gradua-
tion, Hui joined the Huqiu Town Health Center, located on Shan-
tang Street. Due to the high incidence of snakebite injuries in ru-
ral areas, Hui developed a strong interest in snakebite medicine.
In 1964, he was selected by the hospital and assigned to the Wu
County Snake Prevention Institute, where he studied following He
Fulin for two years. During this period, Zhu Songguan visited the
hospital for consultation, providing Hui the opportunity to become
acquainted with him. From that time onward, they frequently ex-
changed treatment experiences. Hui conducted a comparative
study on the species of venomous snakes in southern Jiangsu,
southern Anhui, and northern Zhejiang, as well as the quantity of
venom they excrete. The findings indicated that viper ( Agkistro-
don halys) was the most venomous snake species in southern Jian-
gsu, with the amount of venom excreted being approximately simi-
lar across the three regions. Furthermore, it was observed that the
toxicity of viper in the coastal areas of Taihu Lake was greater than
that in the inland areas. Additionally, a correlation was identified
between the distance between the venomous fangs and the amount

of venom excreted by viper.



58 Medicinal Plant 2026

In response to the increased demand for medicinal herbs fol-
lowing the Great Leap Forward, the Wuxian County Health Bureau
conducted a survey of the county’s wild medicinal resources in
1961. The results were compiled and published in September of
the same year under the title Preliminary Compilation of Survey
Data on Wild Medicinal Resources in Wuxian County, Suzhou. The
book presents statistical data on folk herbal medicines and their
donors. Notably, herbal remedies for snakebites include species
such as Impatiens balsamina, Glycine max, Lysimachia klattiana,
Scutellaria barbata, Viola philippica, etc. The donors comprised
both urban and rural monks as well as members of the secular
community , demonstrating the widespread enthusiasm of the popu-
lation during that period "’

During the period of national economic adjustment, research
on snakebite medicine was generally limited. Most studies consis-
ted of summaries of earlier work, with the exceptions of Hui’s re-
search and investigations into folk remedies. During this time,
medical experts largely withdrew from TCM research and redirec-
ted their focus toward Western medicine and biological products.
This shift yielded certain achievements within a short timeframe,

but it also entailed political risks.

3 Development of snakebite medicine in Suzhou dur-
ing the "Cultural Revolution"

At the onset of the " Cultural Revolution" , Suzhou Medical Col-
lege experienced a significant disruption. During the national eco-
nomic adjustment period, the college discontinued research on
TCM, including snakebite prescriptions, and instead concentrated
on the study of pharmaceuticals and snake venom toxicology. Con-
sequently, the college was accused of "ideological deviation" , re-
sulting in the cessation of all research activities. The laboratory
was not restored until September 1968, but all prior research find-
ings had been destroyed ™’ . Concurrently, the Traditional Chinese
Medicine Department of the former Suzhou Municipal Health Bu-
reau was abolished and was not reestablished until 1983. Subse-
quently, the development of TCM for snakebite treatment in
Suzhou’s urban and rural areas entered a relatively autonomous
phase™ | which, to some extent, provided these regions with
greater operational flexibility.

3.1 Grassroots efforts in adversity Following the onset of the
" Cultural Revolution" , numerous physicians from Suzhou’s cities
and counties were dispatched to rural areas to implement Mao
Zedong’s " June 26 Directive". Among these individuals, Hui
Zhonghua was assigned to the Cooperative Medical Station of the
Chahua Group in Huqiu Commune. Notably, the nearby Hugqiu
Welfare Home (now the location of Suzhou Social Welfare General
Hospital ) was home to an elderly traditional snake herbalist named
Wang Chunsheng. During his period of reassignment, Hui contin-
ued to seek mentorship from Wang. Wang’s disciples included Lu
Lansheng, a snake herbalist from Wangting Town, whose succes-
sor was He Fulin. Another disciple, Tu Zhenglin, practiced medi-

cine in Guangfu Town during the same period. Additionally, a

disciple surnamed Tang maintained a close relationship with Ji
Desheng and engaged in performing snake shows and selling medi-
cine around Tairang Bridge. Similarly, Zhu Songguan, who had
been active on Guangian Street in earlier years, indirectly studied
under his father-in-law, Master Wang ( whose real name remains
unknown) , through his wife, Wang Xiaorong. Master Wang had
traveled extensively in his youth before settling in Meili Township,
Changshu, where he established himself as a folk snake herbalist.
The identities of snake beggars and folk snake herbalists were sub-
ject to transformation, a phenomenon that became increasingly
pronounced in the absence of state authority at the grassroots lev-
el. Prior to the " Cultural Revolution" , these snake herbalists
were primarily individuals possessing a single skill'>. With the
exception of He Fulin, none held formal medical qualifications. It
was only with the advent of the barefoot doctor movement that they
received partial official recognition.

Concurrently, in response to the specific circumstances of
Wujiang County, the Wujiang County Health Bureau convened
three to four specialized meetings annually to examine the preven-
tion and treatment of snakebite injuries. During the barefoot doctor
movement , numerous groups invited local snake herbalists or herb-
al practitioners proficient in treating snakebites to instruct barefoot
doctors within their groups on appropriate treatment methods. This
approach served as an inspiration for the Wujiang County Health
Bureau. In May 1970, during a meeting of staff representatives
from the county medical system, the Wujiang County Health Bu-
reau convened 24 staff members recommended by pharmacies,
grain management offices, rice factories, and other units to ad-
dress snakebite treatment. These individuals contributed their
family secret recipes, which were subsequently submitted to Wu-
jiang County People’s Hospital for research purposes. Further-
more, these individuals were scheduled to provide regular training
to barefoot doctors to standardize the treatment of snakebite inju-
ries™ . During this period, these workers managed snakebite ca-
ses in addition to their regular responsibilities. For example, Ling
Shengchang, a pharmacist at Tongli Pharmacy, treated over 300
patients between 1966 and 1976. In 1970, such pharmacists in the

county attended to 77 snakebite victims'*"

. That same year, the
Wujiang County Health Bureau assigned Ling Shengchang and
Chen Xuzhong from Shengze Pharmacy to Kunshan County to assist
with snakebite rescue operations. They collaborated with local
health workers to organize a five-day " Mao Zedong Thought Study
Session" , ostensibly aimed at political education, to train barefoot
doctors in the area ™.

In addition to organizing training sessions, Wujiang County
actively promoted snakebite prevention methods through traveling
exhibitions and established regional task forces dedicated to snake-
bite prevention. On May 25 - 26, 1972, the Wujiang County
Health Bureau convened an Experiential Exchange Conference on
the Treatment of Venomous Snakebites in Luxu Town. The confer-
ence brought together 24 representatives who had previously con-

tributed treatment formulas, along with three employees proficient
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in snakebite treatment recommended by the Wujiang County Grain
25)

and Oil Bureau, totaling 27 delegates'™'. The conference estab-
lished seven collaborative teams for snakebite prevention and treat-
ment , organized according to the geographical and medical charac-
teristics of each district within Wujiang County. The leaders of
these seven teams, together with an expert from Wujiang County
People’s Hospital, constituted a leading group. Additionally, Qian
Kegiang from the Wujiang County Health Bureau, Shi Ran from
the Wujiang County Pharmaceutical Company, and Zhou Hao from
the Grain and Oil Bureau were appointed as the principal responsi-
ble individuals™’. This regionally based collaborative model was
seamlessly integrated with the three-tier medical system developed
during the barefoot doctor movement, thereby creating a three-tier
snakebite prevention network. Furthermore, this network facilita-
ted the dissemination of information and the collection of tradition-
al remedies for snakebite treatment.

3.2 Research on snakebite formulas during the Chinese
herbal medicine movement

3.2.1 Sorting and research of prescriptions in Suzhou and Wu
County. From the late 1960s to the early 1970s, a " Chinese herb-

" prepare for war

al medicine movement" swept across society to
and famine" while addressing shortages of pharmaceutical drugs.
This movement reaffirmed the significance of Chinese herbal medi-
cine, prompting medical professionals to partially reintegrate herb-
al research methodologies. In addition to compiling and screening
herbal formulas, advancements in pharmaceutical manufacturing
enabled experts to reformulate snakebite remedies into more con-
venient dosage forms. This initiative was consistent with the con-
temporaneous political campaign to " develop new medicines and
pharmacological approaches" .

This period also experienced a resurgence in the contribution
of prescription formulations. In particular, Zhu Songguan submit-
ted a previously undisclosed formula of ocular prescriptions for
snakebites. This formulation attracted considerable interest from
the Pharmacology and Neurology Department at Suzhou Medical
College, which had recently recovered from the disruptions caused
by the extreme "leftist" movement. Researchers advanced beyond
simple ingredient analysis to conduct clinical trials, thereby con-
firming the formula’s protective efficacy against neurotoxin poison-
ing”"'. Subsequently, the formula was reformulated into the "691

Eye Drops" solution™ .

This snakebite eye drop embodies dis-
tinctive Jiangnan characteristics, functioning not only to neutralize
snake venom but also to reduce inflammation and exert antibacteri-
al effects, thereby addressing symptoms such as ocular redness,
swelling, heat, and pain. Although the product is currently
scarce, its original formula remains preserved by Zhu Songguan’s
son, Zhu Xuegen, and awaits renewed scholarly and clinical
attention.

In September 1970, the National Chinese Herbal Medicine
Exhibition was held in Beijing to promote the " Chinese herbal
medicine movement" and to review contributions and achievements

in integrated Chinese and Western medical therapies from across

the country. Earlier that year, in July, Suzhou’s health authorities
collaborated with cultural and educational departments to organize
the Suzhou Chinese Herbal Medicine and New Medical Methods
Exhibition. This event featured single-ingredient remedies, empir-
ical formulas, and secret prescriptions collected during the
Chinese herbal medicine movement. Following the exhibition,
these materials were compiled into a booklet titled Compilation of
Chinese Herbal Medicine, Single-Ingredient Formulas, and Empirt-
cal Prescriptions. This publication included empirical prescriptions
contributed by the Huqiu Commune, along with brief case histories
and descriptions of patient recovery outcomes™’. Three months
later, a second volume was released, which compiled five snake-
bite formulas and corresponding recovery case data from the
Tingjing, Cangshu, Guangfu, and Jinshan communes™".

3.2.2 Research and development of TCM snakebite preparations
in Wujiang County. During the " Chinese herbal medicine move-
ment" , all snakebite remedies collected in Wujiang County were
submitted to Wujiang County People’s Hospital for research.
Through systematic screening, the hospital identified that the for-
mula contributed by Yu Asi, a snake herbalist from Tongli Town,
was the most effective in treating local viper bites. Concurrently,
Wujiang County Pharmacy processed commonly used detoxifying
Chinese herbs into injections, tablets, and tinctures to facilitate
emergency treatment of snakebites at the grassroots level and to

24 Following the submis-

promote the use of snakebite medicine
sion of these findings and practices by the Wujiang County Health
Bureau, relevant authorities required regions, including Suzhou,
to reformulate the collected snakebite remedies. Due to the preva-
lent quality issues associated with most self-prepared formulations
during the " Chinese herbal medicine movement" , the Wujiang
County Health Bureau established the Wujiang County Pharmaceu-
tical Factory to specialize in the production of Chinese herbal for-
mulations. Yu’s snakebite prescription was also entrusted to this
factory for reformulation.

Wujiang Pharmaceutical Factory was established in 1971 on
the western outskirts of Tongli Town. With financial support from
the Jiangsu Provincial Pharmaceutical Company, the factory initia-
ted trial production of " Wujiang Snakebite Medicine" , an en-
hanced formulation based on Yu’s original snakebite remedy. By
1973, both tablet and intramuscular injection forms had been de-
veloped. During this period, the snakebite prevention network ex-
panded from Wujiang County to encompass the entire Suzhou re-
gion, with collaborative trials conducted by regional snakebite pre-
vention units, including areas now part of Wuxi City. In response
to hospital emergency requirements, the following year saw the de-
velopment of dual-purpose injections suitable for both intramuscu-
lar and intravenous administration. This advancement facilitated
the creation of an integrated Chinese — Western medical therapy,
combining Wujiang Snakebite Medicine injection with one dose of
alkaloids, one dose of flavonoids, and one dose of cardiac glyco-
sides, effectively mitigating issues such as injection-related

pain[m.
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After five years of collaborative trials, the development of

Wujiang Snakebite Medicine reached a stage of maturity. Conse-
quently, the Jiangsu Provincial Health Bureau convened an ap-
praisal meeting for Wujiang Snakebite Medicine on July 11 —12,
1976. The meeting was jointly chaired by representatives from the
Suzhou District Science and Technology Group, the Industrial Bu-
reau, and the Health Bureau, and included 49 delegates from 41
institutions , such as the Jiangsu Provincial Pharmaceutical Inspec-
tion Institute and the Jiangsu Provincial Science and Technology
Bureau. Wujiang Snakebite Medicine successfully passed valida-
tion and was designated as the representative TCM formulation for
snakebite treatment in the Suzhou region. It was subsequently
widely stocked in local primary healthcare units, serving as the
pharmaceutical foundation supporting the grassroots snakebite pre-
vention network .
3.3 New status of snake herbalists and improvement of so-
cial status  As the efficacy of snakebite medicine became in-
creasingly recognized, the social status of snake herbalists corre-
spondingly improved. In 1963, the Shangfang Mountain Venomous
Snake Dispensary, initially operated by He Fulin and his wife,
was officially registered as the Snake Herbalist Joint Clinic, there-
by formally acknowledging the couple as licensed medical practi-
tioners. Two years later, the clinic was elevated to the Wuxian
Snake Herbalist Hospital, broadening its scope of services to en-
compass treatment for snakebites and dermatological conditions.
By 1970, the clinic had expanded to accommodate 20 beds and in-
cluded an attached snake farm, thereby becoming the primary cen-
ter for snakebite prevention and treatment in the rural areas of
Suzhou at that time. Following the establishment of the three-tier
rural cooperative medical system, the clinic was administratively
incorporated into the Jinshan Commune Health Center in Mudu
Town. He Fulin founded a specialized snakebite treatment depart-
ment and initiated training courses focused on snakebite manage-
ment at this clinic. Additionally, the hospital assigned Dr. Zhu
Jiechen to apprentice under He Fulin, thereby systematizing He’s
expertise ™). During this period, Wang Shuisheng, a disciple of
He who trained at Shangfang Mountain, practiced medicine as a
barefoot doctor in the Mudu countryside. The enduring influence
of He is reflected in the contemporary Suzhou folk saying: " snake
bites, send to Mudu" ™.

During the same period, various counties and townships im-
plemented comparable initiatives. Prior to the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China, the snake beggars Lu Hongshou and
his son Lu Wenlong provided treatment for snakebites to members
of the Jiangnan Anti — Japanese Volunteer Army in Kejing Village,
Changshu. In 1964, while performing snake acts and selling me-
dicinal remedies in Baimao Township, Changshu, Lu Wenlong ac-
cidentally poisoned himself and lost consciousness. The Baimao
Township Government promptly arranged for his transfer to Chang-
shu County People’s Hospital for emergency medical care. Later,
as an expression of gratitude, Lu Wenlong donated his family’s tra-

ditional snakebite remedy formula to the Baimao Township Health

Center. The center swiftly integrated this formula into their treat-
ment protocols and appointed Dr. Xu Bingxing to apprentice under
Lu Wenlong in order to systematize the knowledge. Later, Dr.
Lyu Guisheng joined this initiative, and together the three as-
sumed responsibility for snakebite treatment and clinical re-
search™’.

During the specific period, snakebite treatment constituted
the primary source of income for the two aforementioned health
centers. Other hereditary snakebite practitioners, including Song
Ajin and Fei Baoxing in Meili Township"™' | the uncle-nephew duo
Zhou Hezhi and Zhou Jinquan in Beigiao Town (currently part of
Xiangcheng District) ) | and Zhang Genmu in Taicang County,
were all officially recognized as barefoot doctors™’ . Furthermore,
certain TCM practitioners in Suzhou, such as Chen Ruxiang of
Tongdetang in Kunshan County, also operated snakebite clin-
ics'™ . The prevention and treatment of snakebites gradually be-
came a prevalent practice within Suzhou’s TCM community, signif-

ying the final period of prominence for folk snake herbalists.

4 New changes in snakebite prevention and control in
the early stage of reform and opening up

4.1 Generational transition of snake herbalists and unri-
valed excellence of snakebite specialty Following the conclu-
sion of the " Cultural Revolution" , Hui Zhonghua was admitted to
Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine, where he initia-
ted the hospital’s snakebite treatment program. During this period,
Hui progressively developed his own therapeutic approaches for
managing snakebites, including the application of high ligation to
inhibit neurotoxin absorption, the Eight Evils and Eight Winds ac-
upuncture detoxification technique, and herbal remedies targeting
acute kidney failure induced by snake venom. In 1984, Gao
Zhong’en, a graduate of the Suzhou Traditional Chinese Medicine
Special Class at Nanjing College of Traditional Chinese Medicine,
joined the hospital and became Hui’s apprentice. Together, the
mentor and apprentice formally established the hospital’s special-
ized snakebite treatment department. In addition to his training
under Hui, Gao engaged in professional exchanges with Zhu Xue-
gen, a successor to Zhu Songguan’s medical tradition. While stud-
ying at Beijing University of Chinese Medicine, he also sought
mentorship from leading snakebite prevention experts in Beijing.
These experiences established him as a prominent authority in
snakebite treatment both at the hospital and throughout Suzhou.
Another colleague, Jiang Huiming, briefly contributed to the spe-
cialized snakebite treatment efforts. Between 1984 and 1985, the
Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine conducted multi-
ple training sessions to provide formal TCM education to village
doctors, formerly known as barefoot doctors. For example, Zhou
Wenhua, a grassroots physician from Taicang County, acquired
standardized techniques for snakebite prevention and treatment
through these programs. As a result, his Shabei Health Station in
Shaxi Town was integrated into Suzhou’s snakebite prevention and

treatment network .
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During the initial phase of reform and opening-up, several
domestically produced antivenoms successfully completed clinical

. Consider-

trials and were progressively introduced nationwide*
ing that antivenoms exhibited more rapid detoxification and greater
efficacy consistency than TCM, thereby significantly enhancing
patient survival rates, clinical management of snakebite cases
across the country—including in Suzhou—swiftly transitioned to
an integrated treatment model. This model prioritized antivenoms
as the primary therapeutic intervention, supplemented by TCM.
This development facilitated the simplification of snakebite treat-
ment protocols and the transition toward emergency medicine.
During this period, China actively promoted medical specialization
and scientization. Following the retirement of resident snakebite
herbalists, hospitals throughout Suzhou gradually discontinued
dedicated snakebite departments, transferring full responsibility
for snakebite treatment to emergency departments. Meanwhile,
TCM practitioners with expertise in treating snakebites continued
to participate in consultations. At Wuxian Mudu People’s Hospi-
tal, practitioners such as Zhu Jiechen, who inherited the medical
skills of He Fulin, and Jin Qingjiang, a recently joined descend-
ant of the Jin traditional physicians, exemplified this category. Jin
Qingjiang had accompanied his father, Jin Liangian, on visits to
consult experts and gather knowledge in the Luzhi Town area,
where he acquired techniques related to snakebite medicine .
Concurrently, He Kangrong, son of He Fulin, drew upon his
family’s medical heritage to specialize in dermatology at the same
hospital.

The only exception was the snakebite specialty clinic at
Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine. In the context of
widespread closures of similar clinics nationwide due to low eco-
nomic viability, master practitioners Hui Zhonghua and Gao
Zhong’en diligently maintained the TCM approach to snakebite
treatment and actively collaborated with the emergency depart-
ment. As demand continued, hospital administrators ultimately in-
tegrated the two departments, creating a snakebite clinic within
the emergency department under a dual-signage system. Hui and
Gao trained physicians from both emergency medicine and TCM
surgical disciplines, aiming to preserve the distinctive characteris-
tics of TCM within the emergency medicine framework. Subse-
quently, the snakebite specialty clinic was relocated to the emer-
gency department to enhance operational efficiency, while Hui and
Gao established a dedicated specialty clinic for joint diseases. No-
tably, at that time, Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medi-
cine possessed unparalleled expertise in snakebite treatment.
When other emergency departments in both Chinese and Western
hospitals encountered severe snakebite cases, they frequently
transferred patients to this hospital for intervention under the guid-
ance of Gao. Gao also traveled among hospitals within the snake
prevention network to provide treatment, thereby facilitating more
effective recovery for patients disabled by snakebites and reducing
the incidence of long-term complications. Despite the absence of

hemodialysis equipment, he successfully managed critically ill pa-

tients through the combined use of antivenom and traditional thera-
pies. This approach systematically demonstrated the distinctive ad-
vantages of TCM in rescuing patients from toxic organ failure, re-
storing damaged limbs, preventing complications, and promoting
post-treatment rehabilitation. Furthermore, it signified the ad-
vancement and maturation of Suzhou’s modern TCM techniques for
snakebite treatment.

4.2 Establishment of the national society for snakebite re-
search and its Suzhou branch

4.2.1 China association for the prevention and treatment of
snakebites and its Suzhou branch. Following earlier developments,
traditional snake herbalists who were integrated into hospitals and
clinics gained access to scientific medical resources, whereas in-
formal folk snake herbalists continued to operate widely outside
formal healthcare institutions. To standardize grassroots snakebite
treatment, disseminate the latest domestic snake prevention tech-
nologies, and promote knowledge exchange among snake preven-
tion personnel, the National Association for the Prevention and
Treatment of Snakebites was established. In 1984, based on pro-
posals by Lu Zhizheng, an expert from the China Academy of
Chinese Medical Sciences, and Lin Shixiao, then President of the
China Rural Health Association, the China Association for the
Prevention and Treatment of Snakebites (hereinafter referred to as
the Snake Association) was founded. The founding members in-
cluded military physician Wu Lisun from the troops stationed in
Jiangxi, Jiangxi snake prevention experts Shu Purong, Zhu Zhenju
(Shu’s wife), Yu Wengiu, as well as specialists from Guangxi
and Anhui provinces. The association was constituted as a private
academic organization affiliated with the China Rural Health
Association.

In the late 1980s, the influence of the Snake Association ex-
panded into the Suzhou region. The association’s activities in
Suzhou were primarily supported by sponsorship from Changshu
Longliqi Co. , Ltd. , whose founder, Xu Zhiwei, became a council
member of the Snake Association. In January 1992, with assis-
tance from the Snake Association, the company established the
Suzhou Jieshan Institute for Snake Resource Application Technolo-
gy Development ( hereafter referred to as the Suzhou Snake Re-
search Institute). In March of the same year, the Snake Associa-
tion, the Suzhou Snake Research Institute, and Changshu Baimao
Township Hospital jointly established the Suzhou Snake Research
Institute Changshu Venom Medical Center. Qin Gongping, who
was serving as the Snake Association’s first president at the time,
was appointed honorary director of the center, while Xu Zhiwei
served as an advisor'™. Under this framework, the Snake Associ-
ation provided guidance for grassroots snake prevention efforts in
the Suzhou region.

4.2.2
Suzhou. Both the public and the government acknowledged the

Influence of two major official academic organizations in

significance of standardizing snakebite treatment on a national
scale. As the premier academic institution for TCM in China, the

China Academy of Traditional Chinese Medicine ( later renamed
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the China Academy of Chinese Medical Sciences) established the
National Association of Traditional Chinese Medicine in 1979,
which was subsequently renamed the Chinese Association of Chi-
nese Medicine in 1992. Two years later, the Academy founded the
Chinese Society of Integrative Medicine, later renamed the
Chinese Association of Integrative Medicine in 1990. These two
medical associations developed local branches throughout the
country, including the Suzhou Traditional Chinese Medicine Asso-
ciation and the Suzhou Association of Integrative Medicine. Mem-
bership of the Suzhou Traditional Chinese Medicine Association
was predominantly distributed across various levels of traditional
Chinese medicine hospitals in Suzhou, whereas members of the
Suzhou Association of Integrative Medicine were primarily concen-
trated at the Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine and
the Suzhou Hospital of Integrative Medicine (also known as Mudu
People’s Hospital ) .

In response to the specialized demands of snakebite treat-
ment, the China Association of Traditional Chinese Medicine es-
tablished the Snakebite and Venom Medicine Committee following
the creation of its surgery branch. Simultaneously, the China As-
sociation of Integrative Medicine formed the Snakebite Emergency
Medicine Working Group under its Emergency Medicine Commit-
tee. These organizations collaboratively oversaw snakebite treat-
ment across all levels of traditional Chinese medicine hospitals,
including the Suzhou Hospital of Integrated Traditional and West-
ern Medicine ( both associations were registered with the Suzhou
Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine). This integrated model
of Chinese and Western medicine provided the necessary personnel
support for Suzhou’s transition from snakebite prevention to emer-
gency ftreatment. As a result, Suzhou developed a framework
wherein the Snake Association directed grassroots prevention ef-
forts, while the two principal official academic societies managed
snakebite treatment at the county level and above. The activities of
these three major academic organizations progressively marginal-
ized folk snake herbalists. By the end of the 20" century, folk
snake herbalists had completely disappeared from the historical
landscape. Subsequently, the officially endorsed snakebite emer-
gency treatment system entirely supplanted the original snakebite

prevention and treatment framework.

5 Misfortune brings fortune, and fame returns to the
Wumen

5.1 TCM snakebite treatment persists through setbacks By
the late 20" century, a consensus had been established within the
TCM community specializing in snakebite treatment. It was agreed
that early-stage snakebites should be managed with antivenom in
combination with syndrome differentiation-based TCM therapy. In
critical cases, an integrated approach combining Chinese and
Western medicine—specifically, antivenom administration along-
side Chinese herbal formulations—was recommended. Additional-
ly, conventional treatment protocols continued to incorporate

Chinese herbal medicine'’. Within Western medicine, academic

exchanges between Chinese and Western practitioners revealed
that clinical feedback consistently indicated that antivenom serum
frequently caused serum sickness. Moreover, Western medicine
lacked effective interventions for the cellular toxicity and compli-
cations induced by snake venom. In contrast, TCM methods were
able to address these deficiencies with precision. Therefore, the
preservation of TCM approaches was deemed essential , facilitating
the ongoing development of Chinese herbal preparations for snake-
bite treatment .

With the deepening of reforms, a substantial number of state-
owned enterprises across China underwent restructuring or consoli-
dation around the turn of the century, resulting in the discontinua-
tion of production for most TCM snakebite remedies. In the Suzhou
region, the closure of the Wujiang Pharmaceutical Factory in 2000
led to the cessation of Wujiang Snakebite Medicine production.
Consequently, numerous primary healthcare units in Suzhou, par-
ticularly in Wujiang, lacked both the storage capacity for antiven-
om serum and access to TCM formulations. These units subse-
quently withdrew from snakebite prevention and treatment initia-
tives, leading to the disintegration of the established snakebite
prevention network. As a result, TCM treatment methods in
Suzhou hospitals at various levels reverted to classical formulas
and their derivative in-house preparations. Notable examples in-
clude the He’s Snake Medicine Tablets at Mudu People’s Hospi-

1:33:

ta and the Viper Bite Formulas I and II, along with their prep-

arations, at Baimao Township Health Center'”’.

5.2 Formation of modern TCM snakebite treatment team in
Suzhou Although TCM has diminished in its primary role in the
treatment of snakebites, the modernized TCM snakebite treatment
team in Suzhou has progressively matured. In April 1995, the
Snake Association held an academic conference in Suzhou to dis-
cuss emergency care for snakebites and the development of medici-
nal snake resources'®’. Subsequently, in June of the same year,
the Suzhou Association of Traditional Chinese Medicine organized
the inaugural Suzhou Snakebite Academic Conference at the
Golden Gate Hotel. This conference emphasized the promotion of
antivenom serum usage, the exchange of clinical feedback, and
the advancement of integrating TCM snakebite treatment with
emergency medicine. Under the leadership of Gao Zhong’en, then
Director of the Snakebite and Arthritis Department at Suzhou Hos-
pital of Traditional Chinese Medicine, the conference established
the Snakebite Professional Committee (also known as the Snake-
bite and Arthritis Working Group) within the association'””’. Par-
ticipants, including Gao Zhong’en, also attended the following
year’s National Conference on Traditional Chinese Medicine Neph-
rology, where they presented Suzhou’s experiences in snakebite
treatment.

Subsequently, the Snakebite Specialized Committee of the
Suzhou Association of Traditional Chinese Medicine convened aca-
demic conferences and organized training courses on snakebite
management on an irregular basis. Recognizing Suzhou’s promi-

nent academic position in snakebite research, from April 16 to 18,
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2009, the Jiangsu Association of Traditional Chinese Medicine,
the Jiangsu Association of Integrated Traditional and Western Med-
icine, and the Suzhou Hospital of Traditional Chinese Medicine
jointly hosted the Jiangsu Provincial Training Course on Snakebites
and Arthropod Stings. This event assembled leaders from Suzhou’s
snakebite emergency network hospitals to exchange clinical experi-
ences and treatment methods. A compilation of conference papers
was produced to serve as a reference for participating institutions.
Through these initiatives, the TCM community in Suzhou has fos-
tered a new generation of snakebite specialists, including Liu
Haiyan, Guo Ying, Zhang Yiting, and Shan Yu from Suzhou Hos-
pital of Traditional Chinese Medicine; Yang Xingsheng, Zhou
Wenjun, and Tang Min from Changshu Baimao Township Health
Center; and Meng Hao from Zhangjiagang Hospital of Traditional
Chinese Medicine—all of whom practice in emergency depart-
ments or TCM surgical units. Concurrently, the Suzhou Society of
Integrative Medicine has developed specialists such as Luo Jian-
ping and Xue Yi at Mudu People’s Hospital ( Suzhou Hospital of
Integrative Medicine ) , who are dedicated to snakebite research.
Consequently, a modernized TCM snakebite treatment team has
been established.

5.3 Revival of snakebite specialty and rectification of Wu-
men snake herbalists In contrast to the development of TCM,
the availability of antivenom serum in the 21" century has exhibi-
ted a pattern characterized by "one increase and two decreases" ;
while a greater number of institutions have adopted its use, both
stockpiles and the diversity of products available on the market
have declined. Manufacturers have concurrently reduced the varie-
ty of products offered and experienced fluctuations in production
volumes, influenced by market dynamics. The existence of only
one domestic manufacturer of antivenom serum, combined with the
product’s limited shelf life of three years, has resulted in reserve
hospitals traditionally treating the serum as a non-revenue-genera-
ting drug. This practice has inadvertently increased the risk of de-
clining reserve levels. Between 2008 and 2010, supply disruptions
affecting multiple antivenoms resulted in the depletion of hospital
reserves nationwide, precipitating a "serum shortage" ). This
situation has renewed interest in TCM snakebite preparations as al-
ternative treatments, with the Jidesheng Snakebite Tablets, which
continue to be produced, becoming a standard reserve medication
across healthcare institutions in Suzhou.

As TCM preparations for snakebite treatment regain promi-
nence, the management of snakebites within this medical system
has also been reemphasized. Suzhou Hospital of Traditional
Chinese Medicine, utilizing its leading city-level snakebite spe-
cialty department, has been designated as the central hospital of
the newly established Suzhou snakebite emergency network. In
2005, the snakebite specialty discipline at Mudu People’s Hospital
was recognized as a Suzhou municipal key clinical specialty in
TCM and was formally incorporated into the Nephrology Depart-
ment in July of the following year ™. In addition, the Snake Ven-
om Medical Center at Baimao Township Health Center in Chang-

shu City has continued to develop as a specialized facility for
snakebite treatment. This hospital is now acknowledged as Chang-
shu City’s dedicated snakebite hospital, and its unique snakebite
treatment methods are recently inscribed as part of Changshu City’s
intangible cultural heritage*’.

Following a thorough evaluation of snakebite treatment capa-
bilities, research advancements, and regional healthcare accessi-
bility within Suzhou’s medical institutions, the Suzhou Municipal
Health Bureau officially designated Suzhou Hospital of Traditional
Chinese Medicine, Mudu People’s Hospital, and Changshu Baim-
ao Township Health Center as the city’s designated facilities for
snakebite treatment. Consequently, the snakebite specialty—a
branch of Suzhou’s Wumen School of Medicine—received formal
recognition,, marking its development from a " traditional folk rem-
edy" practiced since the Ming and Qing dynasties into a modern,
established specialty within TCM.

6 Conclusions

The focus on snakebite remedies throughout much of China
emerged in the mid-1950s, but Suzhou gained an advantage due to
Ye Juquan’s distinctive foresight. During the folk remedy collec-
tion movement, Suzhou’s traditional folk remedies for snakebites
were extensively documented in publications, and folk snake herb-
alists were incorporated into official medical circles. Following
their integration, hospitals in Suzhou actively studied these
practitioners’ techniques and refined their formulations. Some rem-
edies were subsequently standardized into formal Chinese snake-
bite preparations, which significantly reduced mortality rates from
snakebites in the region prior to the widespread availability of
antivenom. Over time, traditional snake herbalists have aged,
while contemporary herbalists in snakebite treatment have
emerged. The management of snakebites has become increasingly
standardized, yet the distinctive characteristics of TCM persist and
continue to evolve. Novel proprietary TCM formulations are con-
tinually developed and have demonstrated enduring efficacy. In
clinical practice, TCM approaches to snakebite treatment encom-
pass multiple stages: local wound care, correction of systemic
multi-organ damage, ulcer healing, limb function restoration,
management of complications (including serum sickness), and
post-recovery rehabilitation. Each stage utilizes distinct but inter-
related therapeutic strategies, reflecting the core principles of
TCM syndrome differentiation and treatment, and illustrating its
broad applicability across diverse clinical conditions. Consequent-
ly, the preservation of specialized snakebite departments repre-
sents a commitment to maintaining the unique features of TCM.
Moreover, snakebite medicines have potential applications in
treating general venomous insect bites and reducing surgical inflam-
mation. The medicinal properties of snakes themselves merit com-
prehensive exploration to maximize public health benefits, as exem-
plified by the integrated clinical-research-product development mod-
el implemented in Changshu. This highlights the practical impor-

tance of sustaining and advancing the Wumen snakebite department.
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