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No Tudor market or
fairground would be
complete without its
complement of quacks,
those itinerant healers
and performers who
blended outrageous
medicaf claims with
madcap physical and
verbal comedy. The seeds
of the advertising,
entertainment, and
medical industries found
fertile ground among
what Elizabethan
commentator John
Oberndorf termed,
"fthesel abject and
sordidous scumme and
refuse of the people ...
slow-belfied monks,
toothless and tattling
old wives, chattering
char-women, long-
tongued mid-wives,
dog leeches and
such like baggage."

Detai l  of paint ing by Flemish art ist Theodoor Rombouts, 1597-1637. The Charlatan ot
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h Puller,1620-25. Located at the Museo del Prado, Madrid.

u(i  their pi l t ients wilh :rD e.lcct i .  r l ix of lblk ancl Calenic nrerl icine.
Ib$'alt1s the erd of ( luccn l : l iz.rbeth's reign, quircks co-optecl rhe
ho l1 ,g ra i l  o f  a l c f r e  my :  t he  Ph i l osophc r ' s  S tonc .  l he  Ph i l osophc r ' s
S tone  was  t he  bu i l d i ng  bk rck  f o r  a l l  c rea t i on .  No t  on l , v  co r r l d  i t  be
used 1() lurn base metal into golcl,  i r  could ,vield the el ixir  oi l i fc, ; lso
knou'n as "Aururn I 'o1it l) i le," i .c.,  "drink.rtr le gold." l l rc el ixir  of l i fe
cott ld cure any rvound or i l lnt-ss, prevcnl or revcrsc i tging, ancl possi
bly confcr inrrronal i t_v on those luck,v el]ough to df ink i t

' Ihe 
izabethan nrarket;r lace .rbourrr lert l  in bogus "el ixirs of l i i i ."

C)ne notable qulck, lrrarcis Antholt\ ' ,  publ ished a recipe lbr "Aurum

Ib tab i l c , "  t he  i ng re t l i en l s  o f  wh i ch  i nc l uded  go l c l ,  t i n ,  r ' i ne ,ga r ' ,
ashes, antl  horse dung, ro be dfun k in .r pi lr t  of ( laDlrry Sack.

Quackery: Equal Opportunity fqr All
l  hc r ise ot '  quircker_v also st i lnul ir ted a host ol rel ir ted entcrprises.
\Vomcn, who rvcrr '  banncci frolrr act ing on thc slage, nr.rde careers
perf irrruing in qu.rck shows rvherc thcv might pla) 'any role frorn an
ac roba t  1o  a  n r i r acu lous l y  hea led  meorbe r  o f  t hc . r r r d i cnce .  l he
pri l t inl i  industrrr got a boost l iour quackcr, '  as the quacks discov,
cred rh.1l the prinled hrndbil l  u'as a pcrlect rvay 1o broadcasr news of
their sen' ices. Bvcn gl irssmakers beneli led becausc each qrrack wanl
ed  h i s  o r  he r  nos t rL rn rs  i n  t l i s t i nc t i v c  bo t t l c s  t ha l  r r , o t r l t l  se t  t hc i r
, ,v.rres ap.r l t  t ionr a horde of imitatols.

Quiral(cry thrcatened the status quo f<rr i t  gave \{olneD, ioreigrrers,
arrd other nrarginal groups a toeholt l  in the ( i i ty 's c.()nol l t ,v. While
phl,sicians rtcrt:  al l  nrale and upper class, qLrackt-ry was an equ;r l
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opl)ort l lni ty prolessiorr that attracted wonren and men ofal l  classes
and  l eve l s  o f  educa t i on .  ' f he  

roman t i ca l l y  namcd  f< 'ma le  quack ,
Thomazine Scarlel,  for cxample, confessed iD t -588 thar shc "knew
nothing o[ l)hvsick" antl  could "neither leacl nor rvr i tc, yet had hun
d rcJs  .  t u  n  hnn r  r l r c  g l r c  r r r ,  J r ,  r nc

I t  w : r sn ' t  j us t  quacks  l i ke ' f hom: rz i nc  Sca r l e t  who  c l abb l cc l  i n
medicine. Conco(l ing cures was a favorite pastime for al l  levels of
societ i .  I  ierbal ist Barbara Criggs writes t l tat l ienrv VIl l 's book of
rerrecl ies included 114 favorite re. ipes- Flven Sir Thomas More go1
in  t o  t he  ac l -  Sho r t l l '  be fo re
his execution, More "cast his
wa tc r "  ( a  s i x teen th  cen tu ry
lornr of urinalysis) and n:rde
the  i r on i c  d i agnos i s  t ha (  t he
p a t i e n t  m i g h t  l i v e  a  l o n g

t ime  " i f  i t  no t  be  1he  k i ng ' s
plcasure he should die."

Surgeons, Barbers,
and King Henry VIII
When  I  l l egan  resea rch  f o r
t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  I ' d  assumed  tha t
the r ise of quackery was due
to n loss of priest ly healers as
a result of the dissolut ion of
the nonasteries. This was not
the case. A papal edict issued
in  11  63  f o rbad  p r i es t s  f r om
touching blood. The barbers
who, up unti l  then, had been
the  p r i es t s '  ass i s tan t s  (ook

ove r  m ino r  su rge ry .  l J v  t he
sixleeDth ceuturV the trades
of barber and surgeon often
ove r l apped .  Su rgeons ,  who
lea rned  t he i r  sk i l l s  t h rough
se rv ing  as  app ren t i ces  t o
experiencetl  surgeons ( often
oD rhe batt lef ield), rended ro
se r i ous  wounds  and  ope ra
t i  o n s .  B a r b e r s  w e r e  m o r e
l i k e l y  t o  e n g a g e  i n  t o o t h
drawing, bloodletr i  g and, of
course, hairautl ing and shav
ing. Only the physicians had
Llniversity training nncl their
curr iclr lum was purely theo
r e t  i c a l .  l h e y  s t u d i e d  t h c r
w o r k s  o f  C a l e n  a n c l  d i s

' I  
hc Act was inreDded to prore.r the pLlbl i .  from ".. .a grcat mult i

t ude  o l  i g ro ran t  pe rso l s  - . .  sn r i t hs ,  wcave rs ,  and  women ,  lwho l
take upon them grcat cures .. .  ro the high cl ispleasure of Ciod, and
the grievol ls hun, damige and destruction of matry of the King's
l iege peopler."

' I  
hc st i l tute requircd medicnl pracl i t ioners localed in (he city of

l-ondotr or within a seven mile radius ofthe ( l i ty to be tesred b), the
Bishop ofl-ondon or the Dean ofSt l)aul 's Cathedral,  with the assis,
tancc of four physicians or surgeons. Outside of London's seven

mi l e  rad iL l s ,  t he  exa  m  i na t i on
was  t o  be  conduc te , - l  by  t he
b i shop  o f  eac f r  d i ocese ,  aga in
w i t h  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  o f  f o r r
physicians or surgeons. Oxford
a n d  C a m b r i d g e  u n i v e r s i t i e s
r e t a i n e d  t h e i r  r i g h t s  t o  i s s u e
l icenses to practice.

tven after I  Ienry's statute, the
l ines between professionals and
quacks  we re  vague .  AD  d rew
Borde, for example, was a per

sonal physician to the king who
played both sides ofthe f ield. ln
add i t i on  (o  a t t end ing  t l r e  k i ng
and writ ing scholarly wolks on
diet and health, he was a regular
v€ndor of cures at trrarkets and
coun t r y  f a i r s  whe re  h i s  w i t t y
patter alrd frenetic antics made
him legendary The term "Merry

Andrew," meaning a speaker of
nonsense ,  i s  sa id  t o  have  been
inspired by his showmanship.

A  mechan i sm was  needed  to
enforce the statute, and in 1518,
IIenry chartered the College of
I 'hysicians. (Medical historian
Roy Porter sa-ys the College only
became "r 'oyal" during the reign
of Charles l  l ) .

Before Henry created the Col-
l ege ,  med i ca l  f r aud  was  dea l t
with in a haphazard way. While
t h e  I ; e  l l o w s h  i p  o f  S u r g e o n s
cane  i n to  be i rg  i n  136E  9  and
t h e  C o  p a n y  o f  R a r b e r s  w a s
cha r te red  i n  1376 ,  I r e i t he r  had
thc broad l icensing and enforce
menl powen thal I lenw glanted

Vil lage market scene with quack or charlatan by l tal ian art isl  Graneri.
Private col lect ion.

dained crnpir ical methods and herbal rernedies. to thc ( lol lege. lhe ( iol lege establ ishecl staDdards for l icensing and
In  an  odd  way ,  K ing  l l en ryV l l l can  be  sa i t l  t o  be  t he  f a the r  o f  po l i c i ngmed ica l  p rac t i l i one rs  and  had  t he lL r t ho r i t y t o  rep r imand ,

l lngl ish quackery. l lefore I lenry's reif in, medical practice was almost f ine or imprison anv medi.r l  pr i lct i t ioner who violated i(s rulcs.
en t i r e l y  un regu la ted .  I  I i s  s ta tu t c  o f  I  511 ,  "An  Ac t  f o r  t he  Appo in t i ng  I I e r l r y ' sa t t empr tosepa ra te thesheep f romthegoa tshadun in
o [ l ' } r ys i c i ansandSurgeons , , , a t t enp ted top ro f . ss i on i r l i zemcd i c i ne1cndedconseqUenccs . I , ondoDa t1ha t t i l r l e I t a t1o r r l , v

by  se ; r ; r r a t i ng  un i ve rs i t l '  educa te ' d  p rac t i t i one rs  f ; om the  i t i ne ra te  t r i r i ned  phys i c i ans  : r nd  t hey  used  I  l en ry ' s  s ta tu t c  t o  c rea te  a
he r l>a l i s t s , f o l khea le rs ,nos t rnse l l e r s ,as l r o l oge rs ,anc lm i< ]w i r ' es ' t n r l no1 ro l ybv l r i ng in

Henrv's s(atule establ ished tht '  f i rst mechanisrn for l icensing heal '  the phvsicians' cLrres mav not have becrr effect ive, their writs were.
ers Scorcs of unl iccrtsccl healers rverc discipl inecl,  6ned, and impris,
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orled. ' lht.y 
werc pressured nc t i \  i t i c s  u f

le.rve [,ondon.

l ,ondoners sooD t 'bLlnd thirt  the cLlre fbr qui]ckery was wolse than
the disease. l 'he l icense<l clorlors lvcre urder the swav ofthc theo
ries ofClalerr rvhich lrelcl  that al l  diseases are caused bv imbalan.es
in  t f r e  f ou r  hu r ro r s :  b l ooc l ,  ph legm,  L r l ack  b i l e ,  anc l  ye l l ow  b i l e .
(  ) J l ,  n  r h c i r  t (  n t c L l i r  \  t o r  l r  n A i h g  l h e  l t u m o r \  h . r r l  i  r o  b , r l . r r , , . .  -
b l ecc l i ng ,  p r r rg i ng ,  i l ud  dos ing  pa t i cn t s  w i rh  Dox ious  subs lances
sur h as ;rsenic ancl r lr .r 'cury-r, , ,erc nore r langcrous and peinlul
t han  t hose  o f  r he  ban i shed  he rb ! l i s l s  and  eu rp i r i c s .  f he  doc to rs
woul( l  onlv t fear rhose $'ho p.r ir1 their exorbitanr l-ees, so the poor
soon ftrunt1 that they h.td o access to nlcdical treatnleDt at al l .' l o  

r cn redv  t h i s ,  I ( i ng  l l cn ry  V I l l  p ro Inu lg r red  a  sccond  s l a l L r r c  i n
1542  l h i s  I l i l l  ( h , t s t i s cd  g reed_ ] ,  phys i c i i r ns  and  rnade  i r  l aw fu l  f o r
anvone  "hav ing  knoh ' l edge  and  expe r i ence  o f  t he  na tu le  o fhe rbs ,
roo l s  and  wa te rs . . .  t o  p ra ( t i ce . . .  w i l h ( )u t  pena l t v . , ,  l n  o thc t  $ ,o f ( l s ,
herbi l isrs werc no longer to be subje.r to regulat ion by the College
of \ '1ecl ir  ine

' I  
h  e  l a te r  h  i s t o r y  o f  I  l cn  r v ' s  seao r l d  s td tu  t e  p resen ts  i l  pc r f ec t

d e n o n s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a r v  o f u n i n t e n d e d  c o n s e q u e n c c s .  [ , a w s
intendecl to regulale unl icenseci mcdical practi l ioncls I ta(l  t l te para
doxical eff ict of l ib(.ral ing then from regulat ion. l-he vagur phras_
ing of the Act macle enforcernent so dif f icult  rhal rhc stalute became
known ;s " l  hc Quack's Charter. " l t  paved the wa_v for the Coldcrr
Age of QLlackery during the reign of the Stuarts when thc conver
gerce oInew nredia iD the form oflhe pri l ] ted h.rDdbil l ,  the expo
lrential growth in l .ondoD's populir ion, and the spread of a nerv
and baff l ing ci isease, syphi l is, cornl i ined to creare a thriving rnarkel
for the miraculous crrres that onlv quacks coulcl offer. --

Quncn Rmons
Black Plague
"One quack, Simon Kellaway, published 6is own Defensiue
Against the Plagria al legedly ful l  of advice on how to avoid
becoming infected.. l 'hose who could not afford to buy rhe
whole book were able to purchase its most practical hint on a
small piece ofpaper. After paying for it, they opened it up ro
discover Kellaway's great preventative was ,fuge 

Loci, -flee the
place!"

-Judith Cook, Dr Simon Forman: A Most Notolious physician.

An "Infallible Antidote,, for plague
'fake almost halfa glassful ofyour own water (ofthe morning
water), beat with 2 or 3 spoorfuls of it a lirtle rue and a litrle
aspium [wild ce]ery or parsley] not half a handful of each.
Squeeze out all their juice hard. Drink...and you need not fear
-Suzanne W Hrrll, Women According to Men: .Ihe Worlt) of'1'udor-Stuart 

Women.

Toothache pain
"For mere'Ibothache try grey worms brealhing under the wood

A goat's kidney
stone, supposed to

have healing powers.
Gold and emeralds

from the new world,
tr ipod of l ions.

First half  16th CE.
H :20 .5  cm.

Location:
Kunsthistorisches

Museum.
Vienna, Austr ia.
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The Curc For Folly.by Hieronymus Bosch, hangs in the Museo del Prado, Madrid. Extraction
of the tool's stone was an often repeated theme in Flemish painling.

or stones having many feet and when they be touched do they cluster together like
porkenpickes... pierced together with a bodkin... and then put into the tqoth that
aches..."
-lohn Hollybush, A most Excellent and Pefect Homish Apothecary (London 1561), quot-
ed in Elitubeth's London: Eueryday Life in Elizabethan Lontlon by Eliza Picard.

aThe word "quack" may derive from "quacksalver," a Dutch word meaning a "boaster

who applies a salve" or ftom the German word "quacksalber" which means "question-

able salesperson.' In the Middle Ages the word quack itself meant "shouting." Cog-
nates for the word "Quack" include charlatan, derived from the Italian, ciarlatano,
which means someone who speaks in boastful and confusing way, and mountebank,
from the Italian phrase'monta in banco,' (i.e., "gets up on a bench"). -The Ameicon
Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition (2000); Wikipedia; Dictio-
narycom.

oQuacks were flamboyant showmen and spellbinding speakers. Elizabethan surgeon
William Clowes describes a "miraculous surgeon" as: "... fleering and leedng, florious-
ly glittering like the man in the moon, with his bracelets about his
arms, therein many iewels and stones of St. Vincent's ro.ks

[sparkly quartz mined near Bristoll, his Rngers full ofrings, a
silver case with instruments hanging at his girdle and a gilt
spatula sticking in his hat... "
-Eliza Plca]!, Everyd.oy Life in Elizabethan London




