THE ORIGINS OF THE SYMBOL OF MEDICINE  

In the ancient city of Ephesus, Turkey, at the end of the road, before the Domitian Square, there stand two statue bases facing each other. The one on the left hand side has the medical symbol with a tripod and a snake around the legs of a table and the other one, on the right hand side, has the symbol of Pharmacy, with a tripod, a mortar, and a pestle. The building is assumed to have been a medical treatment centre.  
The reason for the snake as the symbol of medicine goes back to ancient times. A legend says that there was a man who needed to go into one of these hospitals. The doctor at the entrance, however, thought that he was fatally ill and did not accept him. Knowing the tradition, the patient knew that he was going to die and thought that instead of waiting for his death, he might as well commit suicide and get it over with immediately. He did not know how to go about killing himself though. As he was walking away from the hospital, he saw a snake drinking milk from a cup and spitting the milk back out in the same cup. The patient, thinking that this milk must be poisonous, grabbed the cup and drank the milk. 
To the surprise of the man, and the doctor (who was keeping an eye on the patient), the patient started getting well. It was realised that one way of fighting illness was to take the right amount of venom in the body, vaccination!! The snake was then made the symbol of medicine. 
Extract from the book: Step by Step Ephesus, Minyateur Publications, Istanbul, Turkey.
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