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Abstract
The serpent is the most popular representative symbol of medicine. The two main figures commonly used are the rod of Asclepius 
and the caduceus. Much controversy exists in the literature on whether the caduceus is a false symbol for medicine or not. The 
history of how these depictions came to be ambassadors of the medical science is elusive to many physicians. Scholars suggest 
that the origin of this false belief dates back to 1902, when the US Army Medical Corps first incorporated the caduceus as its 
symbol. This current essay is an attempt to discover and interpret how the snake came to be part of the rod of Asclepius and the 
caduceus, and constitute the symbol of medicine in our days. It is widely accepted that a doctor’s obligation is not only in healing 
the ill, but the task that is bestowed upon him is more complex. Therefore, one should be considered more of a physician rather 
than simply a doctor.
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Introduction
Throughout human history, the use of symbols has been a 
way to present powerful ideas, whose meaning was often 
lost or misinterpreted with the passing of time.1 The 
snake, which can be found in every culture, was used to 
symbolize emotions ranging from fear to adoration.2 The 
characteristic to shed its skin has been associated with the 
circle of life and the fact that the snake’s own poison can 
also be the antivenom made it a metaphorical symbol for 
medicine.3 The two most renowned snake symbols used in 
medicine are the rod of Asclepius and the staff of Hermes 
or Caduceus. The rod of Asclepius is a staff entwined by a 
single snake, while the Caduceus is a short staff entwined by 
two serpents, sometimes surmounted by wings.4 Asclepius 
is the Greek God of medicine, while Hermes from the 
ancient Greek Pantheon, is the God of commerce, trade 
and merchants, as well as the protector of tricksters and 
thieves. Another less popular duty of Hermes was that 
of guiding the departed souls to Hades, the underworld 
of Greek mythology.5,6 One could suggest that the Rod 
of Asclepius is related to healing and life, while the staff 
of Hermes is related to death. A great conflict aroused in 
1928 CE by Hattie W.H. on whether the Caduceus is a 
false symbol of medicine or not.7,8 The majority of scholars 
supported that the Caduceus was established in our era as 
the symbol of medicine due to a mistake that took place in 

1902 CE, when the US Army Medical Corps started using 
it.9–11 The scope of this essay is to review the history of the 
snake and its symbolic use, and to interpret the meaning 
of the rod of Asclepius and the staff of Hermes using the 
information gathered through a “journey” in time.

Ancient Mesopotamia
In ancient Babylon, the single serpent depicted the great 
earth snake, the primal embodiment of the mother 
goddess, and the source of life. Consequently, the snake 
symbolized fertility and, with its return in spring, life and 
resurrection.12

The earliest type of Caduceus is found in ancient 
Babylonian cylinder seals. It constituted a sexual symbol 
with one male and one female head attached to a single 
body.13 It also appears on the libation vase of King 
Gudea (c. 2100 BCE), who ruled the Babylonian city 
of Lagash around 3000 BCE. The symbol comprised of 
two snakes entwined around a rod accompanied by two 
gryphons and represented Ningishzida, the “right-hand 
scepter god”. Ningishzida was the “Herald of the Earth” 
and served as a liaison between the ruler and the mother 
goddess Ishtar, goddess of fertility, who was worshiped in 
Sumer as early as the Uruk period (4000−3100 BC) and 
held the Caduceus—Ningishzida in her hand. Similar 
representations of griffins and two coiled serpents sculpted 
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on a marble amphora have been found in Jiroft, Iran, and 
date back to 2500 BCE.1,14 In the Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 
1800 BCE), while reaching the end of his long journeys, 
Gilgamesh eventually possessed the secret to eternal life, a 
plant that could make someone young again. But shortly 
after taking hold of the plant, it was taken from him by 
a serpent while he was having a bath. Following this, the 
snake shed its skin and sneaked into the water.15,16 This 
is probably the first reference to the snake’s attribute of 
losing their skin and the conviction that snakes could live 
forever.17

Ancient Egypt
In ancient Egypt, there is evidence of an existing 
relationship between the snake and healing. In a hymn, 
a workman in the Necropolis of Thebes reveals how 
the goddess Mertseger presented to him transformed 
as a serpent to remedy his disease and make his malady 
forgotten. Metrseger was a Theban cobra-goddess in 
ancient Egyptian religion (1550-1070 BCE) and is 
depicted as a mountain peak of the western desert. She 
was charged with guarding and protecting the vast Theban 
Necropolis and especially the Valley of the Kings.16,18-20

Minoan Crete and Ancient Greece
In c. 1600 BCE, the earth’s ability to renew and revive 
herself was worshipped in the form of Diktynna, the 
Minoan ‘‘Great Goddess’’, who was represented with a 
serpent in each hand, emphasizing her domination over 
earth’s blossom.1,2,10

What is more, the Cretan myth of Glaukos, son of 
Minos, correlates the snake with rebirth and resurrection.1 
According to Hyginus, Glaukos, son of Minos, fell into 
a jar full of honey and died, while he was playing ball. 
Minos made inquiry to Apollo for the boy and then 
Apollo gave them an oracle telling them that the man that 
could explain the oracle would be able to restore Glaukos. 
Polyidus, son of Coeranus, was that man. Polyidus 
observed an owl putting bees to flight while sitting over 
the cellar. He interpreted the omen, and brought out the 
dead boy from the jar. Afterwards, Minos shut Polyidus 
with the dead boy in a tomb until Polyidus would bring 
the boy back to life. Suddenly, a snake approached the boy 
and Polyidus killed it as he thought it would devour the 
boy. Then, a second snake approached the first one, gave 
it an herb and life was restored to it. Polyidus did the same 
with Glaukos and the latter came back to life.21

The Jewish Tradition
In sacred texts of the Jewish tradition, the snake is depicted 
not only as a healer, but as a destroyer, as well.22 In the 
book of Genesis, the snake tempts Eve to eat the forbidden 
fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. As a consequence, the 
Lord God expelled Adam and Eve from the Garden of 
Eden.23-26

While traditionally, the snake is believed to be the Fallen 
Angel, according to another Hebrew legend, the snake is 
none other than the first bride of Adam, Lilith. Lilith is 
known as a demon stealing the infants of man for revenge 
because of a former curse that was bestowed upon her to 
daily suffer the loss of a hundred of her children.27

Although in the Book of Genesis the snake depicts 
cunningness and destruction, in the Book of Numbers, 
we can see the duality of the snake mentioned above. In c. 
1400 BCE, the people of Israel were dying from a plague 
of “fiery” poisonous serpents sent by Jehovah, because they 
had spoken ill of him. Moses prayed to him and the Lord 
God asked him to make a serpent and put it around a 
pole. Anyone who had been bitten, if they looked at it 
(the brazen serpent, also known as Nehushtan), would be 
saved. And so it happened. The snake was simultaneously 
a destructor and a savior.2,6,17,22,26

Hermes
According to Frothingham, the ancestor of the Greek 
Hermes was the Babylonian Ningishzida. Hermes was a 
pre-Olympian God and the proto-Hermes was a snake 
God. He was a dual snake, incorporating both sexes, 
differentiating him from the Mother Goddess who was 
represented as the great single Earth Snake. This was the 
most fertile form of mating in the kingdom of animals. 
For this reason, the emblem of the God was the Caduceus 
(kerukeion in Greek, meaning “herald’s wand”), a pair of 
snakes entwined around a wand or scepter. But before it 
became the god’s emblem, the Caduceus had been, in the 
pre-anthropomorphic era, the God himself.12

According to the Homeric hymn to Hermes, Zeus’s love 
affair with the nymph Maia resulted in the latter giving 
birth to Hermes in a cave. Shortly after leaving the cave, 
Hermes made the first seven-stringed lyre using sheep 
intestines, an ox’s hide and reeds attached to a hollow 
turtle shell. Hermes was very cunning, and one day he 
stole the cattle of Apollo.28 Apollo, the father of Asclepius, 
warded off disease and healed the sick.7,29 When Apollo 
found out, he went to Zeus for a solution. Zeus ordered 
Hermes to show Apollo where the cattle were hidden. 
Following this, they reconciled. Hermes took hold of his 
lyre and captivated Apollo with his playing. Apollo then 
declared that Hermes would become the message-bearer 
of the Gods. Hermes gifted the lyre to Apollo, appointing 
him the master of the musical art, and Apollo in return 
gave Hermes a shining whip and made him the master 
of cattle herds. Moreover, following Hermes’s oath not to 
steal again from Apollo, the latter gave to Hermes a golden 
staff, making him a guardian of wealth and prosperity.28 
One day, Hermes came across two fighting snakes and, 
throwing his staff at them, they became intertwined 
and stopped fighting. Since then, Caduceus became his 
symbol.6
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Asclepius
The first report of Asclepius is found in Homer’s Iliad 
(1200−850 BCE). He was a king and had two sons, 
Machaon and Podaleirius, who were skilled physicians 
of the Greek army at Troy.29,30 Apart from these sons, he 
had also several daughters including Hygieia, Meditrina, 
and Panacea.1 The first reference about him being son of 
the God Apollo is the 16th Homeric Hymn (8th century 
BCE).31

After 420 BCE, Asclepius was raised to an Olympian 
God. In 293 BCE, a plague had corrupted Rome. The 
Roman sought advice from the Apollo’s oracle at Delphi, 
where they were instructed to seek help from Asclepius 
at Epidaurus. The god, in the shape of a huge serpent 
embarked on the Roman ship, went to Rome and 
eradicated the plague.1 The shrine of Epidaurus was the 
first and most renowned of all the sacred places devoted to 
Asclepius. Many followed in more than 200 sites, amongst 
them Athens and Rome. The last one was at Tiber.17

Ovid, a Roman poet, in c. 8 CE recounted the myth 
of Asclepius in his Metamorphoses. When Coronis was 
pregnant to Asclepius, she betrayed Apollo for the love of 
a mortal young man. Apollo found out and killed her with 
an arrow in her heart. Then, he ripped her dead body, took 
out Asclepius and entrusted him to the centaur Chiron. 
Chiron became Asclepius’ mentor, teaching him the art 
and science of healing. Asclepius could even resurrect 
the dead, such as Hippolytes, Lycurgus, Capaneus and 
Glaukos the son of Minos. Pluto, the ruler God of Hades 
complained to Zeus about that and Zeus killed Asclepius 
with a thunderbolt. Apollo intervened and Zeus, realizing 
how important Asclepius was for mankind, resurrected 
him as an Olympian God. He placed him in the sky as the 
constellation Ophiuchus (the snake holder).32

Until now, we have commented on the relation of 
Asclepius to the snake. But what about the rod? According 
to some authors, early Greek physicians toured the 
countryside and carried instruments, medicines and a staff 
to help them over the rugged terrain.29 Antoniou et al gave 
another perspective of the symbolism of the rod. According 
to Pausanias, Daphne, daughter of Gaea, pleaded her 
mother to save her from Apollo’s desire. Answering her 
call, she metamorphosed Daphne into a laurel tree. In 
honor of his lost love, Apollo made Daphne the oracle tree 
in Delphi. The authors suggested that the rod of Asclepius 
symbolizes this tree, the wisdom and the continuity of the 
medical knowledge.2

Many scholars have supported that the snake on the rod 
represents the method of extraction of the guinea worm 
(Dracunculus medinensis), that was used in ancient Greece, 
as well as in ancient Egypt according to the Ebers papyrus 
(c. 1550 BCE). To remove the worm from the victim’s 
tissues, the healer winded it around a staff and slowly 
withdrew it with caution so that the worm was extracted 
in its entirety.1,6,33,34

The cult of Asclepius survived for 1000 years, from 
5th century BCE to 5th century CE, until it was bitterly 
attacked as Christianity gained in popularity.35

The Christian Tradition and the First Centuries Anno 
Domini
In the New Testament, Jesus took the place of the brass 
serpent of the Old Testament, as healer of mankind’s 
spiritual ills.36

Between the 6th and 15th centuries, the rod of Asclepius 
was substituted by the Cross and became a symbol of 
medicine with the snake twisted around it.2

As far as Caduceus is concerned, its first appearance 
as a medical symbol dates back to 1st−4th century CE 
in Oculists’ stamps that were found mostly in Celtic 
areas, such as Gaul, Germany and Britain, which had 
an engraving of the name of the physician, the name of 
the special medicine or medical formula and the disease 
for which the medicine was to be used.13 The poison of 
the snake was considered panacea, and was used in the 
preparation of many medications.2

Middle Ages and Renaissance
The Caduceus gradually became the symbol of alchemy 
and pharmacy. This association dates back to the 2nd 
century CE or even earlier, from reports found in the 
Hermetica texts, mentioning the great influence that the 
planet Mercury (Hermes) has on Earth.1,17 The Hermetica 
are Egyptian-Greek wisdom texts, which are mainly in the 
form of dialogues. A master, Hermes Trismegistus (“thrice-
greatest Hermes”), explains to a student. The texts pertain 
to the divine, the human intellect and natural environment. 
Some extend to subjects such as alchemy and astrology.17,37 
Quicksilver (mercury) was named mercurius philosophorum 
by the alchemists, as it was believed to constitute the basis 
of all substances.17 A medieval alchemist or a student of 
the history of chemistry would suggest that the Caduceus 
was used because the various preparations of Caius Silvius 
Tetricus contained quicksilver or mercury. This element 
has been represented by the caduceus for many centuries.13

Mercury/Hermes prevailed in alchemy and by the 
16th century, the Caduceus had turned into a symbol 
of medicine and drugs.17 On a picture of the alchemist 
Salomon Trismosin dated in the 16th century, an old king in 
a closed flask is being purified under the quote ‘‘Filius natus 
ex me, maior est me’’ (‘‘Son born by me, greater than me’’), 
while Hermes is riding the clouds in a chariot holding the 
Caduceus in his hand. Despite the fact that the majority 
of authors during Renaissance correlated Caduceus with 
medicine, Caduceus has an important symbolic meaning. 
The course of the soul through unknown trails to be 
redeemed is parallelized with the disease, and Hermes and 
his staff are redemptory symbols of the sick.2

The Caduceus was used as a symbol related to medicine 
by two printers who conducted some medical printing, 
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Erhard Ratdolt in 1486 CE and Johann Froben in 1518 
CE. Sir William Butts, a physician, adopted it as his 
emblem.

The rod of Asclepius, since the 5th century CE, 
resurfaced in 1544 CE. A publication of the medical 
writings of Avicenna, a Persian physician, had it at the 
frontispiece.14

The Modern Era
In 1792 CE Josiah Flagg Jr., a surgeon dentist, used 
Caduceus in an advertisement in the Boston Columbian 
Sentinel.14 It reappeared in medical books by John 
Churchill in the 19th century CE.1,10,11,17,38 He probably 
did not use it as a medical symbol, but more as an attempt 
to put together medicine and literature, since it comprised 
of two snakes named “medicina” and “literis” and a quote 
“Irrupta Tenet Copula” (unbreakable bond unites). This is 
further reinforced by the fact that he used Asclepius in 
some of his books, as well.10

The rod of Asclepius appeared in the coat of arms of 
the Medical Department of the US Army in 1818 CE 
and the American Medical Association in 1910 CE, while 
the caduceus appeared in the US Army Medical Corps in 
1856 CE and the US Air Medical Corps in 1902 CE.6,9,11,14 

After that, a lot of medical organizations followed. Due to 
a “dispute” that erupted in the late 20th century CE, many 
medical organizations changed their logo and at the time, 
up to 62% of them were using the rod of Asclepius as their 
symbol.2

Discussion
Our journey in history revealed that the single snake was 
primarily the symbol of mother earth, the source of life.12 
In ancient Egypt, it depicted wisdom as well as life.14 
In the Minoan Crete and Mesopotamia, it symbolized 
fertility, while its first reference as a symbol of destruction 
is found in the the Fall of Adam and Eve, in the Book 
of Genesis.2,12,24 Its relation to rebirth and resurrection 
is found in the myth of Glaukos, son of Minos, and its 
potential to be a savior from death in the Brazen Serpent 
of Moses.21,26 The latter ability remained, and was depicted 
in the face of Jesus.36 As far as its relation to healing is 
concerned, we found references in the Egyptian goddess 
Mertseger, the Cretan goddess Eileithyia and the ancient 
Greek God of medicine Asclepius.1,2,16,32

The rod with the entwined snake is found only as the 
symbol of Asclepius and from a point of view, it could 
originate from the treatment of the guinea worm in ancient 
Greece and Egypt.6,33,34 The art and science of medicine, 
that were practiced in Asclepiea, correlated more to magic 
than medicine as we know it today. In the early years, 
Asclepius visited the sick in their dreams in the form of 
a serpent. Later on, the Asclepiads used their patients’ 
dreams, to follow specific procedures for diagnosis and 
treatment, such as lifestyle changes and massage.2,17 This 

emblem in the early Christian Era was replaced by a cross 
with an entwined snake, but it reappeared in 1544 CE.2,14

The Caduceus dates back to ancient Babylon, symbolizing 
Ningishzida, the “Herald of the Earth”, while we find him 
in other sources depicted by a staff and only one snake.1,16 
According to some authors, Ningishzida continued to the 
ancient Greek God Hermes, who among other things, 
was the guide for the departed souls to Hades.5,6 In the 
first centuries CE, Caduceus is found in Oculists’ stamps 
and, from the beginning of the Middle Ages, alchemists 
started using it. By the 16th century, the Caduceus had 
turned into a symbol of medicine and drugs.13,17 By most 
authors, if not all of them, the Caduceus is a false symbol 
for medicine.1,2,4–11,13,14,16,17,22,29,34,35,38

Medicine is the science and practice of the diagnosis, 
treatment, prognosis and prevention of disease. The word 
“medicine” is derived from Latin medicus, meaning “a 
physician”.39,40 If we consider the physician to be only 
a healer, then the rod of Asclepius is indeed the proper 
symbol for medicine. Nevertheless, there are conditions 
that need skilled symptom management, communication, 
and spiritual support. No proper treatment exists and the 
physician is called to deliver palliative care in order to 
provide some comfort in the last days of a patient’s life. 
In these situations, where a disease cannot be cured, but 
a patient-centered care is mandatory for the alleviation 
of physical and spiritual pain, the physician is more 
like Hermes than Asclepius.41 Just as Hermes guides the 
departed souls to Hades, the physician tries to make this 
transfer as smooth as possible. We do not know if those who 
supposedly by mistake used Caduceus as a medical symbol 
had thought of this metaphor, but it is well accepted that a 
physician cannot always cure. He can, though, provide the 
best he can to alleviate his patients’ symptoms and pain.
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