




























QUACKS, ROGUES


AND CHARLATANS

























ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Paul Strathern is a Somerset Maugham Award-winning novelist who has also written several historical and scientific works. He is the author of two successful series of short introductory books:  Philosophers in 90 Minutes and  The Big Idea: Scientists Who Changed the World. His book on the history of chemistry entitled  Mendeleyev’s Dream was short-listed for the Aventis Prize, and his works have been translated into over two dozen languages. He is the author of the best-selling  The Medici: Godfathers of the Renaissance, The Artist, the Philosopher and the Warrior: Leonardo, Machiavelli and Borgia – a fateful collusion, and  A Brief History of Medicine. His most recent work  The Spirit of Venice: from Marco Polo to Casanova came out in May 2012. He has also been a lecturer in philosophy and mathematics.














First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Little, Brown


Copyright © Royal College of Physicians


The moral right of the authors has been asserted.


All images from RCP collections unless otherwise indicated.


Designed by Emil Dacanay and Sian Rance, D.R. ink


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted,


in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published


and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent


purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-4087-0627-5















5OO


REFLECTIONS


ON THE RCP


1518–2018


QUACKS, ROGUES


AND CHARLATANS


Paul Strathern





























5 | QUACKS, ROGUES AND CHARLATANS


FOREWORD


The Royal College of Physicians was founded, by Royal Charter, in 1518 by King


Henry VIII. Few professional organisations have been in continuous existence for


so long, and over its five-hundred-year history the College has been at the centre


of many aspects of medical life. Its purpose is to promote the highest standards of


medical practice in order to improve health and health care, and its varied work in


the field is held in very high regard. Currently, the College has over thirty thousand


members and fellows worldwide. Over the years it has accumulated a distinguished


library, extensive archives, museum collections of portraits and other treasures, and


has been housed in a number of notable buildings. As part of its quincentennial


commemoration, a series of ten books has been commissioned. Each book features


fifty items, thereby making a total of five hundred, and the series is intended to be a


meditation on, and an exploration of, aspects of the College’s work and collections


over its five-hundred-year history.


In this third volume in the series of reflections on the RCP’s history, celebrated writer


and academic Paul Strathern provides a series of entertaining descriptions of a group


of practitioners from whom the Royal College of Physicians had always done its best to


protect the public. These reflections demonstrate how easy it can be to mislead those


looking for treatments and cures, and the importance of the College in its attempts to


improve standards of care and practice.


The illustrations were chosen by Julie Beckwith and Peter Basham, and Orla Fee also


worked on the production and logistics of the project. On behalf of the RCP, I express my


sincere gratitude for their hard work and expertise, which have contributed so much to


this volume. I finally would like to thank Sian Rance, the book designer, for making such


an attractive volume, and Little Brown our publisher.


Simon Shorvon, Harveian Librarian, Royal College of Physicians


Series Editor


PAGE 1: Wellcome Library, London


OPPOSITE: King’s evil proclamation, 1626



NEXT PAGE: Le médecin empyrique






























REFLECTIONS ON


FIFTY QUACKS, ROGUES AND


CHARLATANS


The history of the warfare of the physicians against the


quacks is not a story with a plot, a story of strategy,


defeats and victories, leading on to a peace-


settlement; it is an interminable succession of incidents


in which one half of human nature collides


with another.



G. N. Clark A History of the Royal College of Physicians
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RCP CHARTER


When the Royal College of Physicians was founded during the reign of Henry VIII in


1518, its royal charter specifically indicated the intention:


to curb the audacity of those wicked men who shall profess medicine


more for the sake of their avarice than from the assurance of any good


conscience, whereby many inconveniences may ensue to the rude and


credulous populace.


PREVIOUS PAGE: Royal College of Physicians, Warwick Lane


OPPOSITE: Henry VIII


ABOVE: Charter of Incorporation for the College of Physicians under the Great Seal of Henry VIII, 23 September 1518
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RCP EXAMINATION OF QUACKS


TOP: John Caius


ABOVE: Extract from the College’s byelaws, 1693


OPPOSITE: The case of Alice Leevers, Annals of the


College of Physicians, 15 March 1586


Thus, from the very outset a


principal aim of the College was


the suppression of quacks, frauds


and charlatans. In order to eliminate


such mountebanks from the ranks


of properly licensed practitioners,


the Royal College of Physicians


would examine those who wished to


practise medicine in London, insisting


that prior to this they should present


evidence of having acquired a medical


degree. Such qualifications, even when


obtained from the most reputable


universities, were not always what


they seemed. In 1555 John Caius,


who would become master of the


Cambridge college which bears his


name, complained in a letter to the


Vice-Chancellor of Oxford that they


had granted an MD (Medicinae Doctor)


to two men who had been deemed


by his college’s examiners to be


‘illiterate’. In the words of the medical


historian Roy Porter: ‘In a world where


academic honours could legitimately


be purchased, possession of a medical


degree cannot of itself be taken as


proof positive of competence.’ Indeed,


as we shall see, some charlatans even


managed to satisfy the examiners of


the Royal College of Physicians, their


true status often taking years to come


to light (if at all) . But such frauds


would have been a cut above your


common or garden quack, who (despite


pretensions) was not regarded as a


bona fide member of any profession,


other than his own.


From the very outset a principal claim of the College


was the suppression of quacks, frauds and charlatans.
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QUACKS IN SOCIETY


The quack, who journeyed the countryside selling all manner of panaceas and ‘elixirs’


of his own devising, was a common figure in sixteenth-century society. And the


resemblance of his name to the noise made by a duck is no coincidence, for in order


to advertise his (or her) wares such unlicensed purveyors were forced to go about the


streets ‘quacking for patients’. The word quack itself is said to derive from the Dutch


word kwakzalver (loosely ‘a common fellow who walks about the place advertising his


own concocted medicines by shouting’). Over the coming years such ‘quacks’ would


acquire all manner of detractors. Defoe saw through them at once, describing them as


‘ignorant fellows, quacking and tampering in Physick’. Shakespeare’s racy friend Ben


Jonson, never one to mince words, characterised a quack as ‘a turdy-facy, nasty-paty,


lousy fartical rogue’.


Prior to the advent of the printing press, quacks relied upon the power and


persuasiveness of their voice to advertise their business and attract customers, but


come the sixteenth century such self-advertisement was reinforced by the distribution


ABOVE: Title page of James


Primerose’s Popular Errours, 1651.


It shows a sick man attended by a


doctor while an angel stops a quack


from intervening


RIGHT: Explanation of the title page of


Popular Errours


OPPOSITE: A quack doctor selling his


treatments (Wellcome Library, London)
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of cheaply printed and easily circulated


hand-bills. An early bill from 1525


promises a cure for: ‘The Canker or


the Colyck and the Skarre in the lyppe


or other diseases in the mouth…Also,


if any man hade any dysease in his


eyes who be with Spurblindness or


a Wem or any other Skynne over the


Syghts…’ and so on. As Porter confirms,


over the coming years: ‘Tavern walls


were plastered with their bills; people


pored over them in coffee houses; their


advertisements screamed out from


newspapers.’


Yet not all such unlicensed practitioners


were outright frauds. The Elizabethan


scholar Francis Bacon believed


that scientific truth was reached by


empirical methods, rather than by


scholarly learning, stressing: ‘By far the


best proof is experience’. Conducting


experiments, instead of accepting the


authority of classical authors, was the


way to arrive at the truth. This was the


era which saw the beginnings of the


Scientific Revolution. Consequently


astronomy began to separate from


astrology, chemistry started to break


away from alchemy and medical practice


gradually cast off the restraints of


medieval orthodoxy – which looked to


the authority of classical authors such


as Galen and Aristotle, many of whose


theories were simply erroneous. Galen,


for instance, based his ideas of human


anatomy on the dissection of monkeys


and pigs, as the dissection of human


cadavers at the time was forbidden on


religious grounds. More than a few of


the so-called ‘quacks’, ‘who had never


paced the quadrangles of a college’,


had acquired a wide range of genuine


knowledge in the course of their travels.


ABOVE: Aristotle


OPPOSITE: Advertisement for a quack doctor, 1650


(© The British Library Board, 1141.a.37.(3))
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ABOVE: Paracelsus
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PARACELSUS


The epitome of this approach can be seen in the sixteenth-century German-Swiss


physician Paracelsus, who is regarded throughout much of Continental Europe as


‘the father of modern medicine’. An obstreperous character, he was expelled from


the University of Ferrara ‘for contradicting medical doctrine, ridiculing his teachers, or


drunkenness’. Devoid of any academic qualification, he took to the road and became


a roving ‘student of medicine’. Wherever he went, he would seek out local medicinal


lore. Much of this ran contrary to orthodox academic teaching, and he adopted the


slogan: ‘the more learned, the more perverted’. He ridiculed academic medicine based


on the likes of Galen and the renowned ancient Roman physician Celsus. Even the


name he took on proclaims his boastful attitude: ‘Paracelsus’ means ‘beyond – or


greater than – Celsus’. His real name was Philip Bombastus von Hohenheim, which


many believed gave rise to the word ‘bombastic’, a description that certainly fitted his


character.


In Paracelsus’ view: ‘A doctor must seek out old wives, gypsies, sorcerers, wandering


tribes, old robbers and such outlaws and take lessons from them. A doctor must be


a traveller…Knowledge is experience.’ Medicine was on the cusp. Despite having


all the hallmarks of a quack, and not being above the occasional indulgence in the


bogus practices associated with this name (especially when he needed some money),


Paracelsus was undoubtedly touched with genius. He took medicine seriously and


sought to turn it into a genuine science, discarding the outmoded and erroneous


practices of the past. And in doing so he accumulated a body of medical knowledge


beyond any of his contemporaries. This was the man who may often have slept in a ditch,


but he also conversed on equal terms with Erasmus, the leading humanist philosopher


of the age, and even cured him of a crippling kidney complaint. Afterwards, Erasmus


would say of him: ‘I cannot offer thee a fee equal to thine art and learning’. Yet this was


also the man who at his inaugural lecture as a professor at the University of Basle


(a post obtained for him by Erasmus) chose to dispense with formal academic robes
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