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Abstract
Today, the caduceus is a universal symbol of medicine.
However, this was not always the case. Until the begin-

ning of the twentieth century, the caduceus was recog-
nized as the magic wand of Hermes, a symbol of good
faith, wise leadership, and commercial success. For this
reason, mid-nineteenth-century bankers and even the

ederal Government put an image of the caduceus on paper
currency. Nineteenth-century medical practice had such a

bad reputation that no banker or business person would have
wanted to be associated with the medical profession. In 1902,
the Medical Service of the United States Army adopted the

caduceus as its logo, and since that time the caduceus and medi-
cine have been intertwined.

Currency and the Caduceus
‘ODAY, WE RECOGNIZE THE CADUCEUS AS A UNIVERSAL
symbol of the medical profession. The caduceus is so familiar that
hospitals, insurance companies, and even pharmaceutical manufac-
turers use the symbol with confidence that we will mentally con-

nect their organization with the medical profession. However, you might be
surprised to learn that the caduceus was not always identified with medicine. In
fact, during the nineteenth century the most frequent use of the caduceus was
on the vignettes of paper bank notes.

Even the Bureau of Engraving and Printing put an image of the caduceus
on the 3rd issue five-cent fractional note (Figure 1). Why did so many bankers
and even the United States Government use the caduceus to decorate paper

money? Were they trying to identify with physicians or with some aspect
of nineteenth century medical practice? To answer these questions we must

delve into nineteenth-century banking practices and review the
history of the caduceus.
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The nineteenth-century saw frequent cycles of inflation and depression
during which metallic coins would disappear from circulation because the value
of the base metal exceeded the face value of the coin. People would hoard or
simply melt down the coins. As a result, consumers were forced to use paper
banknotes to pay the grocer, the baker, and even the doctor (if the transaction
did not involve barter). Furthermore, with the lax banking laws and the ubiq-
uitous political corruption of the times, it was relatively easy for unscrupulous
businessmen to open a bank and begin printing paper banknotes. As a result,
many varieties of paper notes circulated throughout the country, and counter-
feit currency was common. For instance, in 1857, at least 7000 different kinds
of valid notes were circulating as well as more than 5500 varieties of fraudulent
ones. 1 People were never quite sure of the value of their paper currency. With
such a motley array of banknotes circulating, a merchant needed constant
expert advice to decide which note to accept and which to reject. 2 Ironically,
President Andrew Jackson, whose portrait decorates our twenty-dollar bill, was
responsible to a large extent for the currency crisis.

The Free Banking Era

The 1828 presidential election of Andrew Jackson ushered in a political
era of the "common man." All six presidents before Jackson came from a privi-
leged, landed background, but Jackson was a commoner and a Westerner, not a
member of the Eastern elite. Jackson was suspicious of big government, big
business, and especially the Nation's central banking system, which all were
centered in the Eastern States. The first Bank of the United States in
Philadelphia had received a twenty-year charter beginning in 1791, and the
Second BUS (Figure 2) was chartered in 1816.

This Second BUS was
the largest and most successful
corporation in the country.
Eastern money interests domi-
nated the Bank. Jackson and
his supporters thought the
national bank was a dangerous
monopoly, which operated to
the advantage of the Eastern
elite. He blamed the conserva-
tive policies of the BUS for
tightening credit and thereby
slowing the economic develop-
ment of the West. 3

After his re-election in
1832, Jackson declared unoffi-
cial war on the national bank.
He ordered his Treasury
Secretary to withdraw all the
Federal deposits from the
Second BUS and place them in selected state banks, 4 the so- called "pet
banks." When the charter of the Second BUS ran out, Jackson vetoed a bill
that would have extended the life of the bank beyond 1836. Banking now
became a state and local affair. Furthermore, it was relatively easy to acquire a
charter, begin printing and circulating currency. States, cities, counties, rail-
roads, mining companies, local banks, and even construction companies went
into the banking business and began issuing paper money.

In theory, the paper money of these institutions could be redeemed at any
time for specie (gold, silver, or metallic coin). In principle, the vaults of these

Figure 2: Second Bank of the United

States, Philadelphia
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Figure 3: "The Run on the Bank, a crisis
in the affairs of the Great Financial
Institution," a 19th century stage play.
(Library of Congress)

banks were a safer place to store coins than in a straw mattress or under the
floorboard, and interest offered by banks on some notes must have been attrac-
tive. In reality, with little or no regulation of the institutions and with the con-
siderable economic instability of the times, financial panics occurred frequent-
ly, and customers would make "runs" on the bank (Figure 3), demanding their
money and causing the bank to fail. Thus, began the term "broken bank note"
for the obsolete currency of these failed financial institutions.

To prevent a run on the bank, it was crucial for the banker to maintain
public confidence and keep the notes in circulation as long as possible, prefer-
ably forever, this retaining possession of the precious metal pledged to redeem
the note. To this end, bankers used a number of ploys and even deceptions to
garner public confidence. Some banks would keep barrels of nails covered by a
thin layer of gold coins in their vaults to assure depositors of the strength of the
bank. Other banks would designate, in fine print, of course, that notes could
be redeemed only at their " main office," which might be located in remote
wilderness areas. This gave rise to the term "wildcat bank" because the holder
of the note had to have the tenacity of a wildcat just to get to the bank. It
would have been unlikely that the average person would have had the time or
the resources to redeem their notes. Thus, people were forced either to
attempt to pass the notes on, usually at a discount, or to accept the loss and dis-
card the notes. Many of the notes that survive today probably had been tossed
aside in disgust and simply forgotten.

Another common banker's ploy was to make the paper currency as artisti-
cally attractive as possible (Figure 4). The more elaborate the vignettes on the
notes, the more impressive the issuing organization might seem, and, as an
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Figure 4: Elaborate $20
note issued by the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal
Company on October 9,
1840.

Figure 5: A note from the
Farmer's and Exchange
Bank of Charleston, South
Carolina, depicting the har-
vest and transport of cotton
by slaves.

Figure 6: Nautical scene on

a note from The New
England Commercial Bank
in Newport, Rhode Island.

added benefit, the more difficult to counterfeit the note. 5 Today, these
vignettes and portraits are miniature works of art that offer a glimpse into the
life and social values of the nineteenth century. For instance, notes from the
Southern states depicted agricultural scenes involving cotton and slave labor,
the economic engine of the antebellum South (Figure 5). Notes from the
Northern states showed nautical or industrial scenes (Figure 6), while the
notes from the Western states often depicted railroad and Native American
scenes (Figure 7).

One of the more interesting types of vignettes used on a variety of bank
notes was the depiction of bare breasted women (Figure 8). At first glance,
this might seem like a cultural contradiction, a semi-nude woman appearing on
circulating currency during the time of Victorian social and moral values. One
could argue that such a vignette might represent nothing more than an example
of the double standard of the time. However, we must remember that the goal
of the banker was to keep his notes in circulation as long as possible. In 1850,
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Figure 7: A railroad
scene with Native

Americans from The
Western Exchange Fire
and Marine Insurance

Company of Omaha
City, Nebraska.

Figure 8: A rather
risque note from the

Bank of DeSoto in
DeSoto, Nebraska.

Figure 9: A note issued
by the Bank of

Wisconsin in Green
Bay showing a semi-

nude holding a
caduceus.

Figure 9a: Close up of
caduceus in hand of

another risque maiden.

it must have been thrilling to see a note with a bold picture of a semi-nude. In
fact, it might have been just thrilling enough that the holder of the note would
be willing to tuck it away indefinitely for periodic viewing, thus satisfying the
banker's wish to keep his note in the public domain and the gold in his vault.

Vignettes and the use of the caduceus

Obsolete currency commonly included figures holding a caduceus
(Figures 9 and 10). What would the medical symbol have meant to someone
in the nineteenth century (Close up figures 9a and 10a), and just why was an
image of the caduceus put on currency?
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Figure 10: A cherub
holding a caduceus is
part of an elaborate
vignette which includes
five gold dollars.

Figure 10a: close up,

Scientific medicine as we know it was in its infancy at mid-nineteenth
century. The American Medical Association was established in 1847, but orga-
nized medicine remained weak and fragmented. The science of bacteriology-
was just beginning. In 1857 Louis Pasteur showed that bacteria cause infec-
tions. In 1865 Joseph Lister conducted the first antiseptic operation using car-
bolic acid to cleanse the wound and heat to sterilize the instruments.

Due to the crude and often harmful medical practices of the mid-nine-
teenth century, the public had developed a deep skepticism of physicians. To
confound the situation, Jacksonian democracy had a severe, negative impact on
science-based medicine. In the name of egalitarianism, most states abolished
the licensing of physicians during the 1840s, and anyone was free to assume
the title of "Doctor" and to take up the practice of medicine. The public was
inundated by quackery of all kinds: hydrotherapy, phrenology, mesmerism,
patient medicines, and doctors "for man and beast alike" (Figure 11). It
would take the carnage of the Civil War plus another thirty years before scien-
tific medicine began to gain the upper hand in the United States.

Figure 11: A note
issued by the
Laboratory of Dr. J. H.
McLean of
St. Louis and allegedly
signed by the Treasurer
of the State of Missouri.

Figures 12 and 13: The
Magic Wand of
Hermes, and the
Aesculapian Staff.

When a nineteenth century person saw the caduceus, he or
she would have thought of the magic wand of Hermes/Mercury,
the Greco-Roman messenger of the gods. 6 Hermes was also the
deity of eloquence, wealth, and commerce. His magic wand was a
short rod entwined with two snakes and topped with a pair of
wings (Figure 12). On the other hand, the original symbol of the
medical profession from Greek antiquity is the Aesculapian staff
(Figure 13), often confused with the caduceus. The Aesculapian
staff is entwined by one snake and contains the Greek words, "Life
is short; art is long; experience difficult." 7
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From the 16th through the 19th centuries, the caduceus was used mostly
as a general symbol of wisdom and eloquence, particularly as related to busi-
ness. In 1851 hospital stewards (medical noncommissioned officers) first began
wearing the caduceus as their insignia. 8 Then in 1902 the United States Army
Medical Department adopted the caduceus as its insignia. 9 Subsequently,
hundreds of thousands of draftees were exposed to the caduceus as our country
entered the World Wars of the twentieth-century, and the medical branch of
the military grew in importance. This exposure in uniform essentially trans-
ferred the association of the caduceus from the commercial arena to the med-
ical profession.

So why did mid-nineteenth century bankers put the caduceus on their
paper currency? Bankers wanted to associate their banks with Hermes, thus
projecting a public image of good faith, wise leadership, and commercial suc-
cess. This was just another visual ploy to instill confidence in the note and pre-
vent a run on the bank. As to any association with medicine, given the sorry
state of medical practice and the low public opinion of "doctors," at the time, I
think the bankers would have been appalled to have anyone associate their bank
or their currency, in any way, with the medical profession!

Correspondence may be sent to James G. Gamble, M.D., Ph.D., Stanford
University Medical Center, Edwards Building, R-144, Stanford, California,
94304-5341.

End Notes
Elvira and Vladimir Clain-Stefanelli, Two Centuries of American Banking, p 69.

2 Edgar Erskine Hume, Victories ofArmy Medicine, p 160.
3 D. Rubel, Encyclopedia of Presidents anti Their Times, p 46.
4 i0C sit, p 47.
5 R.H. Durand, Interesting Notes about Allegorical Representations, p 3.
6 O.L. Beaman, A Pictorial History of Medicine, p 16.
7 ibid.
8 Hume, p 33.
9 Walter Friedlander, The Golden Wand of Medicine, p 157.
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