
 

Rod of Asclepius, and Caduceus 
 

 

 
 

 

The Caduceus is a symbol of Hermes or Mercury in Greek and Roman mythology. Caduceus 

symbol is identified with thieves, merchants, and messengers, and Mercury is said to be a 

patron of thieves and outlaws, not a desirable protector of physicians.[8] The symbol 

originated when Mercury once attempted to stop a fight between two snakes by throwing 

his rod at them, whereupon they twined themselves around the rod, and the symbol was 

born.[2,8,9] The Rod of Asclepius belongs to Aesculapius, who was the revered Greek god 

of healing. 

 

In 1990, a survey was done in the US and it was found that 62% of the [medical] 

professional associations used the Rod of Aesculapius while 37% used the Caduceus and 

76% of commercial organizations used the Caduceus.[12] 

 

The use of the symbol is very ironical as how can destructive creatures used to represent a 

healing purpose. The answer lies in the snakes characters of, skin shedding representing 

immortal life, sudden change in activity emphasizing transit from sickness to cure,…. 
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Early Sumerian version of the caduceus. 

 

… For the Romans, the caduceus served as a symbol of moral equilibrium and of good 

conduct. The wand represents power; the two snakes wisdom; the wings diligence (8); and 

the helmet is an emblem of lofty thoughts. To-day the caduceus is the insignia of the 

Catholic bishop in the Ukraine. The caduceus also signifies the integration of the four 

elements, the wand corresponding to earth, the wings to air, the serpents to fire and water 

(by analogy with the undulating movement of waves and flames) (56). This symbol is very 

ancient, and is to be found for example in India engraved upon stone tablets called 

nâgakals, a kind of votive offering placed at the entrance to temples.  Heinrich Zimmer 

traces the caduceus back to Mesopotamia, detecting it in the design of the sacrificial cup of 

king Gudea of Lagash (2600 B.C.). Zimmer even goes so far as to state that the symbol 

probably dates back beyond this period, for the Mesopotamians considered the intertwining 

serpents as a symbol of the god who cures all illness, a meaning which passed into Greek 

culture and is still preserved in emblems of our day (60). According to esoteric Buddhism, 

the wand of the caduceus corresponds to the axis of the world and the serpents refer to the 

force called Kundalini, which, in Tantrist teaching, sleeps coiled up at the base of the 

backbone—a symbol of the evolutive power of pure energy (40). Schneider maintains that 

the two S-shapes of the serpents correspond to illness and convalescence (51). … The 

precisely symmetrical and bilateral arrangement, as in the balance of Libra, or in the tri-

unity of heraldry (a shield between two supporters), is always expressive of the same idea 

of active equilibrium, of opposing forces balancing one another in such a way as to create a 

higher, static form. In the caduceus, this balanced duality is twice stated:  in the serpents 

and in the wings, thereby emphasizing that supreme state of strength and self-control ….   
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