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In the heart of 18th-century Venice, Pietro Longhi crafted "The Charlatan," a 
painting that captures the essence of human gullibility and the exploitation 
of hope through the figure of a quack doctor. This piece not only offers a 
window into the Venetian society of its time but also serves as a poignant 
commentary on the enduring themes of trust, skepticism, and the quest for 
solutions to life's ailments. Fast forward to the modern era, these themes 
find a resonant echo in the contemporary critiques of Big Pharma, where 
issues of ethics, influence, and the commodification of health are at the 
forefront of societal debate. "Pietro Longhi's 1757 'The Charlatan' Painting 
and Modernity's Big Pharma" explores the thematic parallels between 
Longhi's work and the practices of the pharmaceutical industry today, 
delving into the complex dynamics of public perception, the exploitation of 
hope, and the ethical considerations that challenge our understanding of 
progress and wellbeing in the healthcare sector. 
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Introduction 

Pietro Longhi's "The Charlatan" (1757) stands as a quintessential example of 
18th-century Venetian art, capturing the vibrant and often complex social 
interactions of its time. The painting portrays a scene that could be plucked 
from any public square in Venice: a crowd gathered around a charlatan, a 
figure who promises miraculous cures and solutions to the gullible and 
hopeful. Through meticulous composition and keen observation, Longhi 
presents a tableau that is at once a slice of life and a subtle social critique. 
The painting’s significance in art history lies not only in its artistic merit but 
also in its ability to serve as a window into the societal norms, values, and 
dynamics of the period. 

Parallel to Longhi's vivid portrayal of 18th-century skepticism and gullibility 
is the modern-day phenomenon known as "Big Pharma" – the colloquial 
term for the world's largest pharmaceutical companies. These entities have 
come under intense scrutiny and criticism for practices that many perceive 
as prioritizing profits over patient welfare, including aggressive marketing 
strategies, lobbying to influence healthcare policy, and setting high prices 
for essential medications. The relevance of Big Pharma in modern society 
extends beyond the realm of healthcare, touching on issues of ethics, public 
trust, and the role of corporations in shaping public policy and opinion. 

This paper posits that Pietro Longhi's "The Charlatan" reflects themes of 
skepticism, trust, and the manipulation of public opinion that find a striking 
parallel in modern critiques of the pharmaceutical industry. Through a 
detailed examination of "The Charlatan" within its historical context and a 
comparative analysis with the practices and perceptions surrounding Big 
Pharma, this work aims to illuminate the enduring nature of these themes 
across centuries. It seeks to explore how art, as a reflective and critical 
medium, can offer insightful commentary on societal dynamics and ethical 
dilemmas that, despite the passage of time, continue to resonate in 
contemporary discourse. 
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Historical Context of "The Charlatan" 

Biography of Pietro Longhi and His Place in 18th-Century Venetian Art 

Pietro Longhi, born Pietro Falca in Venice in 1702, emerged as a pivotal 
figure in the Venetian art scene of the 18th century. Longhi's oeuvre is 
distinguished by its intimate portrayal of everyday Venetian life, offering a 
window into the private and public spheres of the city's inhabitants. Unlike 
the grand historical and mythological themes prevalent among his 
contemporaries, Longhi's focus was on the nuanced and often humorous 
aspects of ordinary life. His works serve as valuable historical documents, 
providing insights into the customs, fashions, and social dynamics of the 
time. Longhi studied under the renowned painter Antonio Balestra and 
later, perhaps, with Giuseppe Maria Crespi in Bologna, which influenced his 
detailed and realistic style. Despite being less well-known outside of Italy 
compared to contemporaries like Canaletto or Tiepolo, Longhi's art holds a 
unique place in Venetian culture for its dedicated representation of the 
city's everyday life. 

Description of the Painting and the Scene It Depicts 

"The Charlatan" (1757) is set in an open, public space in Venice, capturing a 
moment where a crowd gathers around a quack doctor or charlatan. The 
central figure stands behind a table, adorned with bottles and potions, 
gesturing towards his wares as he presumably expounds on their 
miraculous properties. Around him, a diverse group of Venetians, from the 
curious to the skeptical, encapsulates a broad spectrum of society's 
reactions to such figures. The detailed rendering of their expressions and 
attire adds depth to our understanding of 18th-century Venetian society. 

Analysis of the Characters and Their Symbolic Meanings 

Each character in "The Charlatan" serves as a study in human nature and 
societal roles. The charlatan, with his theatrical pose and commanding 
presence, symbolizes the allure of easy solutions and the exploitation of 
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hope. The varied audience — including individuals who appear engrossed, 
skeptical, or simply entertained — reflects the diverse societal responses to 
persuasive but unverified claims. Through these characters, Longhi critiques 
not just the figure of the charlatan but the broader human susceptibility to 
deception when faced with desire or despair. 

Discussion of the Socio-Political and Economic Context of 18th-Century 
Venice as It Relates to the Painting 

In the 18th century, Venice was experiencing a period of decline from its 
former glory as a major economic and maritime power. This decline was 
mirrored in the shifting dynamics of Venetian society, with a growing 
emphasis on leisure and the arts as symbols of status among the nobility 
and the wealthy bourgeoisie. The presence of charlatans and their public 
spectacles can be seen as part of the broader landscape of entertainment 
and public life in the city. Moreover, the painting reflects the increasing 
skepticism of authority and traditional knowledge systems that 
characterized the Enlightenment, of which Venice was a significant center. 
Through "The Charlatan," Longhi not only depicts a specific social 
interaction but also comments on the broader shifts in knowledge, power, 
and social dynamics occurring in 18th-century Venice. This work, by 
capturing a moment of everyday life, illuminates the complexities of 
Venetian society as it navigated the challenges of a changing world. 
 
 

Understanding "Big Pharma" 

Definition and Scope of "Big Pharma" 

"Big Pharma" refers to the world's largest pharmaceutical companies that 
dominate the industry. These corporations are involved in the research, 
development, manufacturing, and marketing of medications and medical 
devices. The term often carries a connotation of significant influence and 
power, not just in terms of market share but also in their ability to impact 
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healthcare practices, policy, and access to medicines worldwide. Big Pharma 
companies are key players in a global health system, contributing to both 
the advancement of medical science and the commercialization of 
healthcare. 

Historical Development and Its Rise to Power in the 20th and 21st Centuries 

The roots of Big Pharma can be traced back to the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, with the emergence of pharmaceutical and chemical companies 
that began to commercialize scientific discoveries. The discovery of 
antibiotics, such as penicillin in the mid-20th century, marked a significant 
turning point, leading to the rapid expansion of the industry. The latter half 
of the 20th century saw an acceleration in scientific advancements, 
including biotechnology and genetic engineering, further fueling the 
growth of these corporations. 

The rise of Big Pharma in the 20th and 21st centuries has been 
characterized by a few key trends: the globalization of drug manufacturing 
and distribution, significant consolidation within the industry leading to the 
formation of massive conglomerates, and an increasing focus on 
profitability, often driven by shareholder interests. These factors combined 
have given Big Pharma unprecedented influence over global health policies, 
research directions, and healthcare delivery systems. 

Key Issues Associated with Big Pharma 

1. Pricing: One of the most contentious issues surrounding Big Pharma 
involves the pricing of medications. Critics argue that the prices set by 
pharmaceutical companies can be prohibitively high, limiting access 
to essential drugs for those who need them most. The debate over 
drug pricing is complex, involving factors such as the cost of research 
and development, patent laws, and the role of insurance companies 
and healthcare systems in determining what patients actually pay. 

2. Marketing Practices: Big Pharma's marketing strategies have also 
come under scrutiny. The industry spends billions annually on 
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marketing drugs to doctors and consumers, raising questions about 
the influence of marketing on prescribing practices and drug 
consumption. Concerns include the promotion of drugs for off-label 
uses, the potential for overprescription, and the impact of direct-to-
consumer advertising on patient demand for certain medications. 

3. Influence on Healthcare Policies: Pharmaceutical companies wield 
significant power in the political and regulatory realms, lobbying 
extensively to shape healthcare policy, drug approval processes, and 
patent laws in ways that benefit their interests. This influence is often 
criticized for prioritizing corporate profits over public health needs, 
especially in areas such as drug affordability, access to generics, and 
the transparency of clinical trial data. 

These key issues highlight the complex role that Big Pharma plays in 
modern healthcare, balancing the imperative to innovate and provide 
lifesaving medications against the criticisms of profit-driven practices that 
may limit access and equity within global health systems. 

 

Thematic Connections Between "The Charlatan" and 
Big Pharma 

The Role of Trust and Skepticism in Public Perceptions 

Pietro Longhi's "The Charlatan" masterfully captures the delicate balance 
between trust and skepticism that characterizes public interactions with 
figures purporting to offer miraculous solutions. Similarly, in the 
contemporary context, Big Pharma occupies a contentious space where 
trust in scientific progress and medical breakthroughs is often tempered by 
skepticism regarding motives and practices. This dualism reflects a broader 
societal negotiation, where individuals must navigate the complex 
information landscape to discern genuine therapeutic advances from profit-
driven marketing. The painting serves as a historical mirror, reminding us 
that the tension between credibility and doubt is a recurring theme in the 
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public's relationship with those who wield knowledge and purported 
solutions. 

Exploitation of Hope and the Search for Cures 

"The Charlatan" depicts an individual exploiting the hope of his audience 
for personal gain, a theme that resonates with critiques of Big Pharma's role 
in the modern healthcare system. The pharmaceutical industry's promise of 
cures and relief taps into the fundamental human desire for health and 
well-being, a powerful motivator that can be manipulated. The parallel 
drawn here underscores the ethical dilemma inherent in commodifying 
health, where the noble pursuit of healing can sometimes veer into the 
exploitation of vulnerable individuals' hopes for profit. 

The Dynamics of Power and Influence over Public Opinion 

Longhi's painting subtly critiques the dynamics of power and influence, as 
the charlatan uses his persuasive skills to sway public opinion in his favor. 
This scenario is echoed in the modern pharmaceutical industry's interaction 
with healthcare policies, marketing practices, and lobbying efforts. Big 
Pharma's significant resources allow for a pervasive influence over how 
drugs are perceived, prescribed, and accessed by the public. This influence 
is not merely a matter of commercial success but also shapes societal 
understanding of health, illness, and wellness, much like the charlatan's 
performance sways the beliefs and behaviors of his audience. 

Ethical Considerations and the Impact on Society 

At its core, "The Charlatan" invites viewers to reflect on the ethical 
implications of exploiting trust and hope for personal gain. This ethical 
reflection extends into the realm of Big Pharma, prompting a reassessment 
of how drugs are marketed, priced, and distributed. The painting and the 
practices of the pharmaceutical industry both raise crucial questions about 
responsibility, accountability, and the moral obligations of those who hold 
the power to affect health outcomes. The societal impact of these ethical 
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considerations is profound, influencing not just individual health choices 
but also the broader health equity and access to medical innovations. 

In essence, the thematic connections between Pietro Longhi's "The 
Charlatan" and the modern pharmaceutical industry offer a rich framework 
for exploring the ongoing dialogue between trust and skepticism, hope and 
exploitation, power and influence, and the ethical responsibilities of those 
in positions to affect public health. These connections highlight the timeless 
nature of these themes and the importance of continued vigilance and 
ethical engagement in the quest for health and well-being. 

 

Case Studies and Contemporary Examples 

Analysis of Specific Instances Where the Pharmaceutical Industry Has Been 
Critiqued 

One notable instance involves the opioid crisis, particularly in the United 
States, where pharmaceutical companies like Purdue Pharma have faced 
intense scrutiny and legal action for their role in aggressively marketing 
opioid painkillers. Critics argue that Purdue and similar companies 
downplayed the addiction risks of opioids, contributing significantly to the 
addiction and overdose epidemic. This situation mirrors the deceptive 
practices depicted in "The Charlatan," where the promise of relief exploits 
the public's trust and desperation, leading to dire consequences. 

Another example is the pricing and accessibility of life-saving drugs, such as 
insulin for diabetes patients. Despite being discovered nearly a century ago 
and its patent sold for a nominal fee to ensure accessibility, the price of 
insulin has skyrocketed, driven by the market strategies of pharmaceutical 
companies. This has put the essential medication out of reach for many, 
sparking a debate on the ethics of drug pricing that echoes the exploitation 
of hope seen in Longhi's painting. 
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Discussion of Public and Regulatory Responses to These Practices 

The opioid crisis prompted a significant public and regulatory backlash, 
culminating in multi-billion-dollar settlements with Purdue Pharma and 
other drug manufacturers. This response highlights the growing awareness 
and intolerance of unethical practices within the pharmaceutical industry. 
Similarly, the outrage over insulin pricing has led to calls for reform, with 
some U.S. states capping insulin prices and Congress considering broader 
actions to control drug costs. 

These responses indicate a shift towards greater accountability and 
oversight, aiming to realign the industry's practices with public health 
interests. However, the effectiveness of these measures remains a subject of 
debate, reflecting ongoing challenges in balancing pharmaceutical 
innovation with ethical considerations. 

Comparative Analysis of Historical Charlatans and Modern Pharmaceutical 
Marketing Strategies 

The comparison between historical charlatans and modern pharmaceutical 
marketing reveals a complex evolution in the methods of exploiting public 
trust. While the charlatan relied on persuasive speech and theatrical 
presentation, contemporary strategies often involve sophisticated 
marketing campaigns, lobbying efforts, and manipulation of clinical 
research presentations. Both, however, share the underlying goal of 
convincing the public of the efficacy and necessity of their offerings. 

Modern marketing strategies also reflect a nuanced understanding of 
regulatory environments and public sentiment, allowing pharmaceutical 
companies to navigate legal and ethical boundaries more adeptly than the 
charlatans of Longhi's time. Yet, the essence of exploiting hope for profit 
remains a common thread, underscoring the need for vigilant scrutiny and 
ethical standards in both eras. 

These case studies and comparisons highlight the enduring nature of the 
themes Longhi captured in "The Charlatan," illustrating how the 



11 
 

exploitation of trust and hope, alongside the dynamics of power and 
influence, have adapted to new contexts in the pharmaceutical industry. 
They underscore the importance of historical awareness in understanding 
contemporary issues and the ongoing need for ethical integrity in the 
pursuit of health and well-being. 

 

The Role of Art and Media in Shaping Public Opinion 

Examination of How Art, Historically and Today, Reflects and Influences 
Societal Attitudes and Beliefs 

Art has long served as a mirror to society, reflecting its values, conflicts, and 
aspirations, while also possessing the unique capability to influence and 
shape public opinion. Historically, artists like Pietro Longhi have utilized 
their canvases to comment on societal norms and behaviors, often 
embedding subtle critiques within their depictions of everyday life. Through 
"The Charlatan," Longhi not only offers a snapshot of 18th-century Venetian 
society but also engages in a dialogue with his audience about trust, 
deception, and the allure of easy solutions. This interplay between art and 
societal reflection continues into the modern era, with various forms of 
media—ranging from films and television to digital art and social media—
serving similar functions. These contemporary mediums extend the reach of 
artistic influence, shaping public perception on a scale Longhi could 
scarcely have imagined. 

The role of art and media in reflecting and influencing societal attitudes is 
particularly evident in how they bring attention to issues that may 
otherwise remain unnoticed or underexplored. For instance, films and 
documentaries about the opioid crisis, such as "Dopesick," have played a 
crucial role in informing the public about the complexities of addiction and 
the pharmaceutical industry's part in it. Similarly, social media campaigns 
and digital art installations can quickly mobilize public sentiment around 
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issues like drug pricing and healthcare access, demonstrating art's enduring 
power to inspire action and demand accountability. 

The Power of Narrative and Imagery in Critiquing and Questioning 
Established Powers 

The narrative and imagery employed by artists and media practitioners 
possess profound power in critiquing and questioning established powers. 
This is achieved not just through direct confrontation but through the 
subtlety of storytelling, the juxtaposition of images, and the evocation of 
empathy and moral reflection. Art and media can humanize abstract issues, 
making the stakes personal and urgent to the audience, thereby fostering a 
deeper understanding and engagement with complex topics. 

For example, the narrative of "The Charlatan" transcends its historical 
context, offering a timeless critique of those who exploit trust for personal 
gain—a theme that resonates deeply in contemporary discussions about 
the ethics of the pharmaceutical industry. Similarly, political cartoons, satire, 
and parody continue to serve as powerful tools for challenging authority 
and exposing the absurdities and injustices of the power structures within 
society, including those surrounding Big Pharma. 

Moreover, the visual and emotional impact of art and media can bypass 
intellectual defenses, striking directly at the viewer's core beliefs and values. 
This ability to connect on an emotional level amplifies art's potential to 
question and critique established powers, encouraging a more critical and 
questioning stance among the public. By invoking laughter, tears, anger, or 
empathy, art and media not only reflect societal attitudes but actively 
participate in molding them, pushing the audience towards a more 
nuanced understanding of the world and their place within it. 

In conclusion, the role of art and media in shaping public opinion is both 
reflective and directive, offering a space for dialogue, dissent, and the 
reimagining of societal norms. Through the power of narrative and imagery, 
art continues to challenge established powers, inviting a perpetual 
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reevaluation of our collective beliefs and behaviors in the face of evolving 
societal challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The exploration of Pietro Longhi's "The Charlatan" alongside the modern-
day critiques of Big Pharma unveils a tapestry of thematic connections that 
transcend time and context. At the heart of these connections lies the 
interplay of trust and skepticism, the exploitation of hope in the search for 
cures, and the dynamics of power and influence over public opinion. These 
themes, vividly captured in Longhi's 18th-century Venice, find their echoes 
in the contemporary global landscape, where the pharmaceutical industry's 
practices continue to provoke debate and scrutiny. 

This juxtaposition highlights the enduring nature of public skepticism and 
the perennial need for ethical oversight in any entity that wields significant 
influence over societal well-being. The charlatan's exploitation of hope and 
trust for personal gain serves as a cautionary tale, reminding us of the 
potential for abuse when profit motives overshadow ethical considerations. 
Similarly, the complex relationship between Big Pharma, healthcare 
providers, and the public underscores the ongoing challenge of balancing 
innovation and access within the healthcare ecosystem. 

Reflecting on these themes invites a broader consideration of the role of art 
and media in shaping societal attitudes and beliefs. Just as Longhi's work 
invites viewers to question and reflect, contemporary art and media have 
the power to illuminate and critique the ethical dilemmas of our time. This 
interplay between art, history, and modern healthcare debates suggests a 
rich vein of inquiry for future research, encouraging a multidisciplinary 
approach to understanding and addressing the complex challenges at the 
intersection of health, ethics, and society. 
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Moreover, the discourse surrounding Big Pharma and its practices 
highlights a critical need for continued vigilance and ethical engagement 
from all stakeholders, including policymakers, healthcare professionals, 
patients, and the public. The lessons drawn from both "The Charlatan" and 
the scrutiny of the pharmaceutical industry point towards the importance of 
fostering an informed and critical public, capable of engaging in nuanced 
discussions about the ethics of healthcare provision and access. 

In conclusion, the dialogue between Pietro Longhi's "The Charlatan" and 
the contemporary critiques of Big Pharma underscores the timeless 
relevance of ethical scrutiny in the face of progress and profit. By drawing 
on the lessons of the past and present, future discourse at the intersection 
of art, history, and healthcare can pave the way for a more equitable and 
ethical healthcare system that prioritizes the well-being of society as a 
whole. This ongoing conversation promises to enrich our understanding of 
the human condition, inviting a deeper engagement with the ethical 
dimensions that underpin our collective pursuit of health and happiness. 
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