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Many doctors are aware that the snake emblem is a sign for 
the medical profession, but few are knowledgeable of the 
history behind and the difference between one snake and 
two snakes.

To understand the myth, we have to cast our eyes to 
the time around 1200 BCE. The great prophet Moses was 
the leader of the Jews, who were oppressed with slavery in 
Egypt. According to the Book of Numbers (Part of the Old 
Testament), Moses led the Jews out of Egypt and wandered 
in the desert for 40 years before they reached the Promised 
Land. During the journey they encountered drought, plague 
and were bitten by snakes. The Lord instructed Moses to 
make a snake of bronze, and to mount it on a stick. Those 
inflicted with snake bite would be healed when they looked 
at it (Figure 1).

Subsequently, some people attributed the doctors’ 
emblem to the bronze snake of Moses. However, Moses, 
though a great prophet, had little connection with medicine. 
The snake of Moses was not the origin of the doctor’s 
emblem (Note that the top of the snake rod of Moses was in 
the shape of a T).

Nowadays, the bronze snake of Moses motif rarely 
appears in the emblems of medical institutions. The 
Royal Society of Medicine in the United Kingdom is one 
exception. Its coat of arms depicts a single snake entwined 
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Figure 1. The Brazen Snake. Sebastian Bourdon (1653), Museo del 
Prado, Madrid, Spain.

around a T-shaped rod. The rod 
is also known as the “Cross of 
Tau”, which the Old Testament 
used interchangeably with the 
Christian cross. Certain religious 
orders, such as the Franciscans, 
use the Cross of Tau as their 
insignia, and it is depicted on 
their gowns. The green colour of 
the crest represents medicine and 

the red represents surgery (Figure 2).
Asclepius (Latin spelling Asculapius) was the ancient 

Greek god of medicine. He was one among a family 
pantheon of doctors. His father, Apollo, was a healing 
god and his daughters included Hygieia (personifying 
hygiene), Iaso (associated with recuperation) and Panacea  
(embodying all-cure medicine). His two sons, Podaleirius, a 
physician, and Mchaon, a surgeon, were respected doctors in 
the Trojan War. The great poet Homer referred to Asclepius 
in the Iliad as “the blameless 
physician”.

Asclepius is often depicted as a 
mature bearded man with a bared 
chest, holding a rough-hewn stick 
entwined by a sacred snake. This 
snake-staff is called the asclepian 
(Figure 3).

Asclepius may be a real person 
who lived sometime before 1200 
BCE. Due to his great deeds, he 
was elevated to the rank of the 
deity. He was born in Epidaurus 
in Peloponnese (the southern tip 
of Greece). He and his followers, 
including Hippocrates and Galen, 
exerted great influence in the 
practice of medicine that was to 
dominate the Western world for 
nearly 3,000 years.

Figure 2. The Cross of Tau, 
Royal Society of Medicine.

Figure 3. Asclepius, Son 
of Apollo, Greek god of 
medicine holding the 
asclepian. Ny Carlsberg 
G l y p t o t e k  ( S c u l p t u r e 
Museum), Copenhagen, 
Denmark.
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According to the legend, Asclepius was the son of Apollo 
and Coronis, one of his many lovers. Learning that Coronis 
was unfaithful, Apollo ordered her to be killed. As Coronis, 

pregnant with Asclepius, 
laid on the funeral pyre, 
A p o l l o  h a d  t h e  c h i l d 
rescued (This was the first 
legendary reported case 
of postpartum Caesarean 
section) (Figure 4). Apollo 
placed Asclepius under the 
tutorship of Chiron, the 
wise centaur (half man and 
half horse beast) (Figure 5). 
Asclepius was a gifted and 

studious student. He soon acquired the great art of healing 
and became an outstanding healer. In this picture (Figure 
6), he can be seen attending to a thorn in the foot of Venus. 
Asclepius was so adept at his art that he not only cured the 
sick, but could also raise people from the dead (Figure 7).

As Asclepius became famous and his influence spread, he 
attracted a great number of followers which formed the Cult 
of Asclepius (This is where myth ends and history starts). 
The Asclepiadae were priest-healers who practiced medicine 
in Greece and around the Mediterranean. They were a 

highly respected group in the society and were given many 
privileges. They built healing temples where the sick travelled 
to seek treatment (Figure 8). As time went on, the temples 
increased in sophistication and glamour (Figure 9). At the 
height of their glory, there were over 200 of such temples 
around the then-known civilized world.

Figure 4. Asclepius taken from The Womb of Coronis. Wood 
carving, 1549 edition of Alessandro Benedetti’s De Re Medica.

Figure 6. Asclepius attending to a thorn in the foot of Venus.              
Sir Edward John Poynter 1880, Tate Gallery, London.

Figure 7. Asclepius reviving Hippolytus. Claude Lorraine, (1604–
1682) French Baroque Painter.

Figure 8. Cult (followers) of Asclepius. Asclepiadae (priest- 
healers).

Figure 9. Cult (followers) of Asclepius. A sick child brought into 
the temple of Asclepius. John William Waterhouse, 1877.

Figure 5. Asclepius (child), being 
taught by Chiron the centaur.

Feb CME output.indd   6 25/02/2013   2:30 PM



SPOTLIGHT

7www.hkmacme.org 7HKMA	 February 2013

The most celebrated temple of Asclepius, or Asclepieion, 
was situated in Epidaurus, Peloponnese. From the picture 
of a reconstructed view, one can imagine the glorious days it 
enjoyed in the past (Figure 10). The main construction was 
done in 600 to 400 BCE. The central round building, the 
Tholos, was believed to be the residence of the Asclepiadae. 
The building to its right is a temple, where the sick offered 
their sacrifice to the God. The long building is the abaton 
(holy place), or dormitory (ward), where patients slept for 
the night. To the right hand side was a bath, where patients 
fasted and took their bath before treatment. The complex 
also housed a running track, which showed that physical 
rehabilitation was an important aspect of treatment. Nearby 
was a theatre, an important structure of many asclepieia 
(plural of asclepieion), showing that social therapy was not a 
modern concept.

The theatre at Epidauraus is one of the best preserved 
and finest examples of Greek theatres today (Figure 11). It 
was built with great acoustic skills so that even the sound 
of a dropping coin at the central stage can be heard clearly 
by all the audience. It had 15,000 seats, testifying the 

importance and prosperity of the temple as a centre for 
healing at the time, where people travelled from afar to 
receive treatment (Compare this with the Opera House in 
Beijing, which has 5,500 seats in a city of over 10 million).

The remains of the Tholos can be clearly seen (Figure 
12), together with other parts of the ruin (Figure 13). Today, 
one can still make a tour to Epidaurus, visit the site and 
museum, and watch a Greek drama at the theatre.

As patients came for treatment at the Asclepieion 
at Epidaurus, they took their offerings to the temple of 
Asclepius (Figure 14). They would then spend the night 
in the dormitory, where Asclepius would appear in their 
dreams (Figure 15) and cure them of their sicknesses, or give 

Figure 10. Asclepieion at Epidaurus (reconstruction).

Figure 11. The Theatre, Asclepieion at Epidaurus. Figure 14. Offering a bull as sacrifice. Asclepius, sitting on the left.

Figure 13. Ruins of Asclepieion at Epidaurus.

Figure 12. Tholos at Asclepieion, Epidaurus.
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treatment process (Figure 18). Over 70 case histories were 
recorded on stone tablets, ranging from removal of a foreign 
body from the eye, the opening of 
an abdominal abscess etc (Figure 
19). It was customary for patients 
to give votive offerings (in return 
for the favour given by a deity) 
by making parts of the body 
that were cured (Figure 20). The 
temple at Epidaurus was in active 
use until about 600 CE. One 
can see at the museum surgical 
instruments that were used in its 
later dates (Figure 21).

A second important asclepie-   
ion was that built in the Greek 
Island of Kos, on the South-
western coast of Turkey (Figure 
22). Here, Hippocrates, the Father 

Figure 15. Asclepius appearing in the dream of the sick. Dream 
with Asclepius, Sebastiano Ricci 1720, Academy Gallery, Venice.

Figure 16. Treating patients at the asclepieion.

Figure 17. The ancient city of Epidaurus and its asclepieion. 
Treating patient under enkoimesis.

Figure 21. Surgical instruments used in the Asclepieion at 
Epidaurus.

Figure 22. Asclepieion at Kos (reconstruction).

Figure 20. Votive offering 
leg with varicose veins. 
Eipdaurus, Greece, 3rd 
century BCE.

advice on how their illnesses should be treated. The activity 
was depicted vividly on bas-relief on the walls of the temple 
(Figure 16). The patients were frequently treated under 
enkoimesis, i.e., a state of half sleep induced by opium 
(Figure 17). On the left of the picture, one can see two 
young men. These were the medical students of the day and 
the asclepieia were the earliest medical schools established in 
the world. The poppy configuration for decoration testified 
the frequent use of the plant for opium extraction in the 

Figure 18. Poppy decoration. Figure 19. Case histories.
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the most outstanding of all 
ages. On top of his great 
skill as a surgeon, Galen was 
also a great anatomist and 
physiologist. He performed 
his dissection on pigs and 
monkeys,  as  i t  was not 
allowed to do dissection on 
human bodies at the time. 
He learned that muscles 
were controlled by nerves, 
which or ig inated  f rom 
the brain; and that blood 
vessels contained blood. 
He believed that there were 

two kinds of blood, one in the arterial circulation and one 
in the venous circulation. His theory persisted until 1628, 
when William Harvey at the 
St. Bartholomew Hospital 
in London declared that the 
arterial and venous systems 
were inter-connected.

The  snake  decora t ion 
can be seen in many temples 
(Figure 27), where snakes were 
allowed to live freely. When a 
new temple was built, a snake 
had to be delivered from the 
temple at Epidaurus to give 
the God’s blessing.

From the above account, 
one can see that Asclepius, by succession through 
his Cult, had exerted great influence in the medical 
profession. It is truly appropriate that he is respected as the  
God of Medicine, and that the medical profession should 
use his stick bearing one snake as the insignia of the 

profession.
The caduceus, a rod 

with two entwined snakes 
and a pair of wings, was 
the wane of Hermes, later 
adapted by the Romans 
as Mercury. Mercury was 
often depicted as a young 
man wearing a winged 
hat and a pair of winged 
boots (Figure 28). He was 
the God of messengers, 
e n v o y s ,  m e r c h a n t s , 
travellers, liars, villains, 
tr icksters ,  prost i tutes 
and scribes. One of his 
famous sculptures was the 

Figure 23. Hippocrates in Kos, about 400 BCE.

Figure 24. Asclepieion at Kos.

Figure 25. Road leading to the asclepieion, Pergamon.

Figure 26. Galen (CE129–216). 
Physician to Roman Emperors 
Marcus Aurelius & Commodus.

Figure 28. Mercury (Roman), 
H e r m e s  ( G r e e k ) ,  G o d  o f 
messengers, envoys, merchants, 
travellers, liars, villains, trick-  
sters, prostitutes, scribes.

Figure 27. Snake decoration.

of Western Medicine, studied and practiced medicine in 
about 400 BCE (Figure 23). He championed the idea that 
illnesses were due to physical causes, and observed the 
natural courses and prognosis of diseases. He proposed that 
food and the natural environment were important factors 
in health, and left behind a collection of writings known as 
the “Hippocratic Corpus” which were important medical 
writings at the time. The asclepieion at Kos was very well 
preserved and is a place of special interest for visitors to the 
Island (Figure 24).

Another site of great influence is the Asclepieion in 
Pergamon in the mid-western coast in Turkey (Figure 25). 
Here, the great Physician Galen (CE 129–216) started his 
career (Figure 26), and went on to become Physician to the 
Roman Emperors Marcus Aurelius and his son Commodus. 
He was the most eminent doctor of his time, and one of 
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Flying Mercury by Giovanni Bologna (Figure 29) housed 
at the Bargello Museum in Florence, Italy. One legend  
told that as an infant, Hermes escaped from his cradle and 
stole a herd of cows from his half-brother Apollo, thus 
earning him the name of Hermes the Thief (Figure 30). 

The sinister act aroused an 
argument between Apollo 
and Hermes’ parents, Maia 
and Zeus (Figure 31).

H e r m e s  w a s  a l s o  a 
psychopomp (one  who 
delivers the soul of the 
dead to the underworld) in 
the Greek culture (Figure 
32). In this funereal vase, 
Hermes was seen holding 
the hand of the deceased 
w o m a n  My r r h i n e .  I n 
another painting (Figure 
33), Hermes, holding the 
caduceus,  delivered the 
soul of a dead person to 
Charon, the boatman who 
ferried the deceased to the 
underworld, collecting an 
obolus (a Greek coin) as his 
fee for the service. 

Figure 29. The flying Mercury 
(1580). Giovanni Bologna (1529–
1608), Bargello, Florence.

Figure 30. Hermes the Thief, 
Norman O. Brown.

Figure 31. Mercury (infant 
s l e e p i n g  i n  c o t )  G o d  o f 
Thieves. Standing, from left: 
Maia, Apollo, Zeus. About 520 
BCE, Musee du Louve, Paris.

Figure 32. Hermes (left) as 
Psychopomp for Myrrhine 
(woman on right). Funereal 
pottery vase, Athens 430 BCE, 
National Archaelogical Museum 
of Athens.

From the above 
narration, one can 
see that Mercury 
was not a suitable 
pa t ron  god  fo r 
t h e  m e d i c a l 
profession, nor is 
it appropriate to 
use the caduceus, 
his wane, on the 
medical logo.

How is it then that the caduceus should become 
confused with the asclepian, and be used so frequently to 
represent medical institutions and doctors?

One explanation is that certain printers started to adopt 
the caduceus-like symbol in their books. Examples are the 
Swiss printer, Johann Froben (Figure 34) and the British 
printer, John Churchill of London (Figure 35). However, 
these printers came much earlier to the scene and in Europe, 
whereas the caduceus only became popular in the twentieth 
century in the US. Actually, Johann Froben did not print 
many medical books, and both printers had adopted the 
caduceus symbol of Hermes to represent their roles as scribes 
(Hermes was the patron god of scribes).

In 1798, the US Marine Hospital Service adopted the 
caduceus on its badge (Figure 36). The caduceus signified that 
the Service was concerned with treating sailors (travellers), 
and thus the wane of the patron god of travellers was used. 
Later, the US Marine Hospital Service was transformed 
into the US Public Health Service, and the same badge was 
used. Thus, the caduceus came to be used on the logo of an 
important medical institution.

Interestingly, the caduceus was also used by the Customs 
Department of the People’s Republic of China (Figure 
37) (Next time you go to China, take a look when you go 
through customs). It is used to signify that the Customs 
Department handles travellers and merchants, of whom 

Figure 34. Johann Froben
Swiss printer 1460–1527.

Figure 35. John Churchill of 
London, 1839.

Figure 33. Hermes and Charon.
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courageously take the bold step to call a spade a spade, or 
are we to sit back and let sleeping snakes lie?

Further Reading
•	 The	Symbol	of	Modern	Medicine:	Why	One	Snake	Is	More	Than	Two.	Robert	A.	
		 Wilcox	and	Emma	M.	Whitham.	Ann Intern Med	2003;	138:	673–77.

Hermes was the patron god. The reason that the Chinese 
Customs Department had such a Western logo is because 
in the later part of the Qing Dynasty, due to defeat in wars, 
the Chinese Customs Department was wholly controlled by 
Westerners. The logo is a classical representation of Western 
imperialism. I think the 
Chinese Government should 
have it changed (You do not 
need to be in a classroom 
to  l ea rn  some na t iona l 
education).

In 1902, the US Army 
Medica l  Corps  adopted 
the caduceus on its logo 
(Figure  38) .  From then 
onward s ,  the  c aduceu s 
became very popular and 
was used by many medical 
institutions. However this 
was a misinterpretation. The initial proponents Capt. 
Frederick P. Reynolds and Col. John R Von Hoff were 
believed to use the caduceus, the wane of Mercury, to signify 
the peaceful and non-combatant status of the medical 
personnel (Mercury was the god of envoys and his wane  
was initially an olive branch carried by Roman envoys 
to signify truce and neutrality). A red cross was not used 
because it represented the Swiss flag, which should not be 
used on American personnel. However the confusion grew, 
and over the last hundred years, medical institutions had 
adopted the caduceus without regard to its true origin and 
meaning.

The last figure (Figure 39) showed Asclepius with his 
rod and Mercury with his wane appearing in the same 
picture. Asclepius looked righteous and stern, protecting 
his daughters from a trickster with his patron god Mercury, 
looking cunning and trying some tricks. Don’t we doctors 
always like to associate with the just and righteous, and 
distant ourselves from the cunning and tricky? 

In 1913, the American Medical Association decided to 
revert its logo from two snakes to one snake. So are we to 

Figure 38. United States Army, 
Capt. Frederick P. Reynolds, 
Col. John R von Hoff 1902. 
Non-combatant status of the 
symbol.

Figure 36. US Public Health 
Service, formerly US Marine 
Hospital Service.

Figure 37. Custom House. The 
Bund, Shanghai.
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Please indicate whether the  
following statements are true or false

1.	 The	bronze	snake	of	Moses	was	mounted	on	the	Cross	
of	Tau.	

2.	 The	Greek	god	Asclepius	was	adopted	by	the	Romans	
as	Asculapius.	

3.	 Hippocrates	and	Galen	both	belonged	to	the	cult	of	
Asclepius.	

4.	 The	Cult	of	Asclepius	was	a	persecuted	group.

5.	 A	psychopomp	is	one	who	delivers	the	soul	of	the	dead	
to	the	underworld.	

6.	 Printers	adopted	the	caduceus	as	their	 logo	because	
Hermes	was	the	patron	god	of	scribes.	

7.	 The	Marine	Hospital	Service	adopted	 the	caduceus	
on	 its	badge	because	 it	was	concerned	with	treating	
sailors,	whose	patron	god	was	Hermes.	

8.	 The	 logo	of	 the	Chinese	Customs	Department	 is	 a	
reminder	of	Western	imperialism.	

9.	 The	US	Army	Medical	Corps	adopted	 the	caduceus	
believing	that	Mercury	was	the	patron	god	of	doctors.	

10.	The	caduceus	originated	from	the	olive	branch	carried	
by	Roman	envoys	to	signify	truce	and	neutrality.	

Rehabilitation in patients with chronic kidney disease 

1. False 2. False 3. True  4. True 5. False
6. True 7. False 8. True 9. False 10. True
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Figure 39. Hermes and a trickster approaching a disapproving 
Asclepius and his daughters. Aubin Louis Millin’s engraving, 1811. 
Gallarie Mythologigue, Paris.
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