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The rod of Asklepios, symbol of medicine:
Its reception in Japan
Akira FURUKAWA

The rod of Asklepios is the symbol of medicine. It is illustrated on the title page of the Dutch
translation (1741) of the book “Surgery” by the German surgeon Laurens Heister (1718), Around 1765,
this book was imported to Japan. It is thought that this is the first time that Japanese students learning
Dutch in the Edo-period saw this symbol. On the title page is a picture showing the rod of Asklepios,
Apollo, god of medicine, and his family, portraits of the author and the translator, etc.

There is also an explanation of the picture in Dutch, in the form of a poem, as follows:

Apollo, father of Asklepios, holds the rod that symbolizes Asklepios. In the picture, the reader should
look at the portrait of the author Heister as representing Macaon and that of the translator Ulhoorn
as Podaleirios, because Macaon and Podaleirios, both sons of Asklepios, were military surgeons as were
Heister and Ulhoorn. The author of this poem, after writing on the difficulty of the learning of medi-
cine, admires the family of Asklepios. Again, it appears that Ulhoorn wished to praise not only the
merits of the author, but also his own merits.

In the Meiji-period, a medical history periodical called “Tokei-shimpo” was published. On its cover
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there appears a picture of Asklepios and his rod. This picture is taken from the picture on the title
page of “Histoire de la médecine” by Daniel Le Clerc, medical historian in Geneva. By that time,
Japanese physicians understood the significance of the rod of Asklepios.

The Japanese adopted the rod of Asklepios as a medical symbol from Europe in the eighteenth
century, but it is not so popular even yet. In addition, the difference between the rod of Asklepios and

that of Hermes is not well understood. I hope this symbol becomes more widely known and better

appreciated in Japan.
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