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DON JUAN MIEG AND ROBERTSON:
THE SPANISH ROYAL PHYSICS
CABINET REDISCOVERED

Wendy Bird

Most Spanish intellectuals believed that physics would provide rational

explanations for ‘supernatural beings’. Edith Helman drew attention to

the not infrequent appearance of such ‘beings’ in the works of artists

and writers, especially the ilustrados, who delighted in debunking them,

such as Friar Benito Feijóo (1675–1764) (Fig. 12) who ‘... contributed

perhaps more than anyone else to keeping these creatures alive ... to

recreate them vividly in order to attack them later ... whilst he

condemned them in the name of reason or common sense, he enjoyed

presenting, as if in a magic lantern, the whole phantasmagoria of

apparitions and vampires, of witches

and demons ...’.35 Indeed, Feijóo made

reference to a magic lantern in Goblins

and Familiar Spirits, from Cartas

eruditas y curiosas (Madrid, 1742) 

(Fig. 13) in which he cited an anecdote

about the nightly apparition of ‘figures

in a strange light’ in the bedroom of a

French count where a servant was

performing the illusion on the orders

of the countess.36 This was clearly a

magic lantern projection – the rationalist

Feijóo called it a ‘toy’.

Feijóo was a man of the Enlightenment, but in the Baroque tradition

the magic lantern was a symbol of the deceptive nature of appearances.

In a poem by the Mexican nun, Juana Inés de la

Cruz, (Fig. 14) Sueño (Dream) (published in Seville

in 1692), it occurs as a literary metaphor.37 Sor Juana’s knowledge of the magic

lantern would no doubt have derived from Ars magna lucis et umbrae, by the Jesuit

polymath Athanasius Kircher (1602–80) (Fig. 15). The 1671 edition included

illustrations of magic lanterns (Fig. 16) which were used by the Jesuits to disseminate

missionary propaganda, as recorded in China from c.1670.38 Also around that time

Christiaan Huygens was using the magic lantern to illustrate his medical lectures,
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