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A Quack Selling Medicines

The painting shows a medicine–
vendor as a member of a troupe 
of commedia dell'arte actors, of 

whom three are wearing masks, while 
the medicine vendor and another person 

Unknown painter, 18th century. Source: Wellcome Collection.

are not. He has a basket full of medicine 
bottles suspended around his neck, and 
he holds up one of the bottles in his right 
hand. (Description from the Wellcome 
Collection, reused under the terms of the 
CC BY 4.0 licence, https://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.)

Historically, quackery thrived 
especially during times when main-
stream medicine was primitive and 
sometimes harmful, leading to demand 
for alternatives. 

Quacks exploited people's trust by 
selling miracle potions, tonics, or elixirs 
that promised to cure everything, from 
minor complaints to serious diseases 
like cancer. This often led to the public's 
natural recovery being mistakenly attrib-
uted to the quack's medicine. 

Despite advances in medical 
science, quackery continues to exist, 
often preying on vulnerable or desperate 
individuals.


