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Abstract

This thesis examines the development of natural history in the Spanish Empire
(1750-1850). I explore why the Spanish Crown promoted scientific institutions
and expeditions in the second half of the eighteenth century, and I situate Spanish
engagement with natural history within an imperial context. One Spanish
commentator, scrutinising the contents of the Real Gabinete de Historia Natural
in 1788, gloried that ‘we have seen form this immense collection of singularities
of nature, brought at considerable expense, not only from all regions of Europe,
but also from Asia, Africa and America; so that all parts of the world may

contribute to forming the most complete treasure of Natural History that exists in
the Universe’. I suggest that Spain’s capacity to procure and exhibit exotic
natural treasures reflected the potency of her imperial structures. I also address
the social, religious and economic benefits associated with the classification,
collection and cultivation of natural objects.

I am especially interested in the part that Spanish Americans played in
this process, and the ways in which the development of the natural sciences on
the impenial periphery intersected with the evolution of creole patriotism in the
late colonial period. I consider how the creation, legitimisation and dissemination
of scientific knowledge reflected broader questions of imperial power and
national identity. I examine the ambiguous position of creole naturalists, who
were simultaneously anxious to secure European recognition for their work, to
celebrate the natural wealth of their homelands and, in some cases, to vindicate
local forms of knowledge against purportedly universal European systems such
as Linnaean botany, and I extend this analysis beyond independence, asking

v\fhether political freedom fomented or compromised the pursuit of natural
history in the former colonies.
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Introduction

In February 1773, the frigate Venus departed the port of Manila in the Philippines
with an exotic, unconventional and rather demanding item of cargo. The Nabob
of Indonesia had recently bestowed a young male elephant upon the Spanish

Governor of the Philippines, Don Simon de Anda y Salazar, as a token of
gratitude for services rendered. The Venus’ crew was entrusted with conveying
this precious pachyderm to Don Simon’s royal master in Madrid. It was ably

assisted 1n this endeavour by the ‘young Malabar’ who had raised the animal, and
who was charged with its care whilst in transit.
When the elephant boarded the Venus it was only an infant, yet it

exhibited a voracious appetite. Over the course of the voyage, the animal

devoured a daily ration of twenty-four pounds of rice, six pounds of sugar, two
and a half portions of bread and four bananas. It quaffed eighty-five quartillos of
water and two rations of wine, and it was dosed at regular intervals with a special
medicine, concocted from a blend of thirty-two different spices and washed
down with a liberal draught of rum. Thanks to — or perhaps in spite of — this
delectable diet, the elephant survived the six-month voyage to Spain, and
disembarked alive at the Andalusian port of Cadiz on 22 July.' From here it was

taken to Real Sitio de Aranjuéz, where it resided for six years. It was then

transferred to the Real Sitio de Idelfonso, near Madrid.?

' “Noticia del Elefante remitido de Manila para el Rey nuestro Sefior en la Fragata nombrada
Venus, que regreso de Philipinas en 22 de Julio de este afio, segin una Papeleta remitida de
Cadiz’, in Descripcion del Elefante, de su Alimento, Costumbres, Enemigos e Instinto y
Explicacion del Uso que se Hace de los Elefantes, Modo de Cazarlos y Utilidades de sus
Colmillos en la Medicina y en los Artes etc., Madrid, Imprenta de Andrés Ramirez, 1773, p.31

? Juan Bautista Bru de Ramén, Coleccién de laminas que representan los animales y monstruos

del Real Gabinete de Historia Natural (2 vols.), Madrid, Imprenta de Andres de Sotos, 1784-
1786, p.40



Charles IIT’s Indonesian elephant appears to have generated considerable
attention in its adopted homeland, enchanting both the King and the wider
Spanish public. A short pamphlet published to celebrate the creature’s arrival 1n
1773 complimented the elephant on its plentiful array of tricks, which included
the ability ‘to bow, and to collect from the ground with its trunk any gold or
silver coins and deliver them to [its Indian trainer]’.” The naturalist Juan Mieg,

meanwhile, writing several decades later, reported that ‘many older people have
seen [this elephant] walk through the streets of Madrid during the reign of
Charles III, and can tell you many anecdotes about it’.*

Sadly the elephant expired at a relatively young age. Its premature demise

did not, however, signal the end of its celebrity, for its stuffed torso was

promptly installed in the newly founded Real Gabinete de Historia Natural in
Madnd. The Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de Madrid
announced in February 1784 that the elephant and its skeleton were now on
public view in the Sala Boténica, constituting, ‘two pieces worthy of much
admiration, arranged and prepared by the Painter and Dissector of this Real
Gabinete, D. Juan Bautista Bru’.” Mieg also devoted some twenty pages to the
creature in his 1818 guide to the Museum, contemplating the animal’s physical

and moral qualities and adducing its dexterous trunk as evidence of ‘the wisdom

of the Creator’. The elephant’s cadaver remains on display today at Madrid’s

> “Noticia del Elefante’, p.31

! Juan Mieg, Paseo por el Gabinete de Historia Natural de Madrid, o descripcién sucinta de los

principales objetos de zoologia que ofrecen las salas de esta interesante colecciéon, Madnd,
Imprenta de D.M. de Burgos, 1818, p.464

> Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de Madrid, Fcbruary 1784, Madnd,

Imprenta Real, 1784, p.19. There was no room for the animal in the more appropriate Sala de
Mamiferos.



Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales, where it continues to fascinate modern-

day museum visitors.
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Fig.1: The elephant from the Real Gabinete, as depicted by Juan Bautista Bru in Coleccion de

Laminas que representan los animales y monstruos del Real Gabinete de Historia Natural de
Madrid, Madnid, 1786, p.37

Fig.2: The elephant, Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales, Madrid. Personal photograph.



The eventful career of Charles III’s elephant offers an intniguing glimpse

into the development of the natural sciences in late eighteenth-century Spain. It

also poses some interesting questions. What, after all, did the Spanish King want
with an elephant? What did the presence of an exotic Asian mammal in Madrid

say about the extension of the Spanish monarchy, and the efficiency and
obedience of its overseas bureaucrats? What moral and religious messages could
contemporaries imbibe from the elephant’s living body, as it lumbered through
the streets of the Spanish capital, or from its stuffed corpse in the Real Gabinete?
And what role did non-European people, such as the elephant’s Indian keeper,

play in the collection and study of natural objects?
The elephant 1s a convenient starting-point for this study, because it
symbolises the eighteenth-century interest in the phenomena of nature and the

growing fascination with ‘natural philosophy’. It also reflects Enlightenment

influences on the Spanish state and Spanish culture, and raises a number of
important questions concerning the character of the Enlightenment in the Spanish
world. There has been a tendency 1n European historiography to neglect the
influences of Enlightenment in Spain, despite the pioneering works of Richard
Herr and Jean Sarrailh.® In recent years, however, scholars have begun to offer
fresh approaches to understanding cultural developments and their relationships
to power both in Spain and the wider Hispanic world of Spain’s American
dominions.” The historiography on the Enlightenment in Spanish America has

been particularly fertile in new approaches. One development has been to shift

® See Richard Herr, Richard, The Eighteenth-century Revolution in Spain, Princeton University

Press, 1958 and Jean Sarrailh, Jean La Espafia llustrada del a segunda mitad del siglo XVIII,
Mexico-Buenos Aires, Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 1957

" A notable contributor has been David Brading. See, David A. Brading, The First America: The

Spanish monarchy, Creole patriots and the Liberal state 1492-1867, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1991



the focus away from the identification of ‘Ilustracion’ and ‘ilustrados’ with the
political ideas of the French Revolution and, by extension, with ideas about
political independence from Spain that surfaced in the 1790s and early 1800s.°
Recent studies have veered away from any simple identification of ‘science’ and
‘sedition’, identifying with greater clarity the new ways of thinking that entered
the Spanish world and showing how they might be used both to bolster the

existing political order and to criticise it.”

Within the wider ambit of Enlightenment studies, there has also been a
notable shift, relevant to this thesis, towards closer study of the relationship
between ‘science’ and imperialism, in a period when fresh explorations expanded
European knowledge and control of territories previously unknown to Europeans.
Dorinda Outram contends that ‘colonialism, the exotic and the exploitation of
nature were inextricably linked in the eighteenth century, and provide

verification for the contention the Enlightenment and the control of nature were

part of the same project’.’” Richard Drayton perceives the expansion of Kew
Gardens in London as handmaiden to Britain’s imperial glory,'' whilst Mary

Louise Pratt construes eighteenth-century botanical expeditions as a variant of

® Anthony McFarlane summariscs this trend, demonstrating how ‘in [New Granadal,
Enlightenment — primarily understood as the study of science — was less a trigger to political
emancipation from Spanish rule (as it has ofien been seen) than a force for cultural change within
the existing order’. Sce Anthony McFarlane, Anthony, ‘Science and Secdition in Bourbon South

America’, in Manning, Susan and France, Peter (eds.), Enlightenment and Emancipation,
Lewisburg, Bucknell University Press, 2006, pp.97-117

> Sce, for example, Jorge Cailizarcs-Esguerra, How to Write a History of the New World:
Histories, Epistemologies and Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World, Stanford,

Stanford University Press, 2001; Mauricio Nicto Olarte, Orden Natural y Orden Social: Ciencia
y Politica en el Semanario del Nuevo Reino de Granada, Madrid, C.S.1.C, 2007; and Renan

Silva, Los lustrados de Nueva Granada, 1760-1808: Genealogia de una Comunidad de
Interpretacion, Medellin, Fundo Editorial Universidad LATIT, Banco de 1a Republica, 2002

'* Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1995, p.63

'! Richard Drayton, Nature 's Government: Science, Imperial Britain and the ‘Improvement’ of
the World, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2000



cultural imperialism, in which the apparently ‘benign’ figure of the naturalist

acted as a vehicle for colonial power.'? The study of eighteenth-century ‘science’
has, moreover, widened our appreciation of the character and development of
scientific practice. ‘Science’ was not a term used in the eighteenth century but

rather ‘natural philosophy’ — which focused on the study of nature and the
external world through direct observation and the rational, causal interpretation
of empirical data. In this thesis, I am concerned with the development of such
‘science’ in the Hispanic world.

My enquiry is framed by the belief that study of “science’ in the Hispanic
world, as elsewhere, must address the ways in which different spaces and places
shape scientific knowledge. David Livingstone has argued that science, though
often perceived as a uniform entity whose assumptions and methods are
everywhere identical, is in fact ‘a human enterprise, situated in time and space’.”
The thesis considers, accordingly, how location mediated the study of natural
history in Spain and its empire. It explores scientific practice in a range of

different places — from the metropolitan natural history cabinet and botanical
garden to the Andean sierra and the Amazonian jungle — and it discusses the

advantages and constraints offered by different spaces.

One issue of particular interest is the relationship between place and
scientific credibility. How did the geographical situation of a naturalist condition

the scope of his investigations and the trustworthiness of his findings? Did

' Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, London, Routledge,
1992. For additional analysis of the relationship between science and empire, see also Emma

Spary, Utopia's Garden: French Natural History from Old Regime to Revolution, Chicago and
London, University of Chicago Press, 2000; and Londa Schicbinger, Plants and Empire:

Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic World, Cambridge Massachussctts, and London, Harvard
University Press, 2004

'} David Livingstone, Putting Science in its Place: Geographies of Scientific Knowledge, Chicago
and London, University of Chicago Press, 2003, p.13



different physical spaces engender different truth claims? What were the
respective advantages and limitations of working in the museum or in the field?
And did naturalists operating in the heart of the Spanish empire conceptualise
science differently from their counterparts in the imperial extremities?

Various authors have addressed these questions in other European
contexts, and the thesis considers how these concerns manifested themselves 1n
the Hispanic world.'* It documents the epistemological tensions between the
exotic and the native, the universal and the local, erudition and experience. It
argues that different places generated rival credibility strategies, and it suggests
that the pertinence and validity of scientific knowledge depended to a
considerable degree upon the physical conditions in which it was produced. The

Spanish amateur zoologist Félix de Azara, for example, savoured the benefits of
direct observation, proclaiming that his sustained contact with Paraguayan
animals made him less prone to anatomical blunders than ‘those who have seen
them enfeebled, bald and dirty in cages and chains’ or those ‘who have searched
for them in cabinets, where, in spite of the greatest care, the ravages of time
cannot fail to have greatly altered their colours...and where not even the best
prepared skin or skeleton can give a precise idea of their forms and
measurements’.> The Mexican savant José Antonio Alzate y Ramirez,

meanwhile, judged a locally written medical text to be of more practical use to

his compatriots than European works such as those of the esteemed physician

' Sec, for example, Dorinda Qutram, ‘New Spaces in Natural History’, in Jardine, Sccord and
Spary, Cultures of Natural History, pp.249-265; Alix Cooper, Inventing the Indigenous: Local
Knowledge and Natural History in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 2007; and Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities, Paris and Venice, 1500-1800,
Cambridge, Polity Press, 1990. Londa Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting
in the Atlantic World, Cambridge Massachussetts, and London, Harvard University Press, 2004

' Félix de Azara, Apuntamientos para la Historia Natural de los Quadripedos del Paraguay y
Rio de la Plata, Madrid, 1a Imprenta de 1a Viuda de Ibarra, 1802, Vol. L p.2



Tissot, since ‘it has the advantage of having been conceived of in the Kingdom
[of New Spain], tested in it and [compiled from] simples known in it and which 1t
produces"'..16 Both of these authors perceived place to be integral to the
construction of knowledge. They equated proximity with precision, and they
trumpeted the value of local expertise over distant speculation.

Another theme that permeates the thesis is the complex relationship
between natural history and national identity. Recent scholarship has emphasised
the close connections between science and empire in eighteenth-century France
and Britain. The thesis extends this analysis to Spain, which differed from its
northern European rivals both in the magnitude and maturity of its impenal

possessions and in the perceived backwardness of its scientific development, and

it charts the Spanish Crown’s efforts to map, classify and exploit the resources of
its vast overseas dominions. Like Paula de Vos, whose work on natural history in

Spain and America was published during the gestation of this thesis, 1
concentrate not merely on the government-sponsored botanical voyages, which

dominate the existing historiography on the subject, but equally upon the less
glamorous, but similarly important efforts to secure prized specimens via

bureaucratic channels.'’ I detail how enlightened Spaniards, anxious to restore

'6 José Antonio Alzate, Gazetas de México, Compendio de Noticias de Nueva Espafia que

comprehenden los afios de 1788 y 1789, Mexico City, Felipe de Zuiliga y Ontiveros, Gazeta de

Mexico del Martes 9 de Agosto de 1785, Vol. I, p.370. The medical work in question was a text
entitled ‘Médicina Prictica’. Its author was Dr. D. Juan Manuel Venegas.

'7 Paula De Vos, ‘Natural History and the Pursuit of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Spain’,
Eighteenth-Century Studies, 2007, Vol.40 n° 2, pp.209-239. For more expedition-centred studies
of eighteenth-century Spanish science see, for example, Arthur Steele, Flowers for the King: The
Expedition of Rufz and Pavdn and the Flora of Peru, Durham, Duke University Press, 1964; Juan
Carlos Arias Divito, Las Expediciones Cientificas Espaflolas durante el siglo xviii: Expedicion
Botanica de Nueva Espaita, Madnd, Ediciones Cultural Hispanica, 1968; Francisco Javier Puerto
Sarmiento, La llusién Quebrada: Botdnica, sanidad y politica cientifica en la Espaiia llustrada,
Madnd, Conscjo Supcrior de Investigacioncs Cicntificas, 1988; Juan Pimental, Jorge Juan,

Mutis, Malaspina: Viajeros Cientificos, Tres Grandes Expediciones al Nuevo Mundo, Madrid,
Novatores, 200].



Spain’s much maligned intellectual reputation, attempted to construct an
impressive scientific heritage for their country, stretching back to the conquest of

America and beyond, and I evaluate changing attitudes towards the sciences and

their practitioners.

The thesis also studies the ambivalent position of Spanish American
naturalists 1n this wider scientific project, highlighting differences between the
metropolitan and colonial approaches to natural history. It suggests that the study
of nature could fortify regional consciousness as well as imperial potency. It
situates the exploration of the natural world within the broader literature on
creole patriotism inaugurated by Antonello Gerbi in The Dispute of the New
World, and developed in recent years by historians such as Jorge Caiiizares-
Esguerra, Mauricio Nieto, David Brading and Antonio Lafuente,'® and it
explores how colonial savants such the New Granadan Francisco José de Caldas
or the Mexican José Antonio Alzate juggled both local and imperial loyalties.
Gerbi contends, for instance, that the negative stereotypes of American nature
disseminated by Buffon and other European savants galvanised patriotic
sentiment, whilst Cafizares-Esguerra argues that American savants cultivated

their own rival epistemologies to counter the claims of European science. The

thesis suggests that natural history could serve, in different times and places, to

parade imperial power, to foster regional pride and to forge national identities.

'® See, for example, Antonello Gerbi, The Dispute of the New World, Pittsburgh and London,
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1973; José Peset, Ciencia y Libertad: el papel del cientifico ante
la independencia americana, Madrid, CSIC, 1987; Bradin g, The First America, Antonio
Lafucnte, José de 1a Sota, José and Jaime Vilchis, ‘Dindmica Impenal de Ia Ciencia: Los
Contextos Metropolitano y Colonial en 1a Cultura Espaiiola del Siglo XVIII’, in Agustin Guimera

(c¢d.), El Reformismo Borbénico, Madrid, CSIC, 1996; Caiiizares-Esgucrra, How to Write a
History of the New World, Nicto Olarte, Orden Natural y Orden Social.



The thesis begins in mid-eighteenth-century Spain and moves on to assess

the impact of the natural sciences in America. Chapter 1 asks why the Spanish
Crown embraced the natural sciences in the latter half of the eighteenth century
and situates interest in natural history within the broader climate of reform that
characterised Bourbon Spain, particularly during the reign of Charles III. Chapter

2 considers the imperial dynamics of Spain’s engagement with natural history,
examining how the Spanish authorities collected specimens for the Real Jardin
Botanico and the Real Gabinete de Historia Natural, whilst Chapter 3 moves
beyond the acquisition of specimens to explore how these were viewed and
interpreted, concentrating specifically on efforts to inculcate a taste for natural
history in the wider Spanish public.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 shift the focus across the Atlantic to examine the
practice of natural history in Spain’s American colonies. Chapter 4 enumerates
the problems that afflicted naturalists working on the imperial periphery — lack of

books, instruments, skilled technicians and a supportive scholarly community.

Chapter 5 analyses the credibility strategies they adopted to compensate for these
deprivations, whilst chapter 6 extends this analysis beyond independence, asking

whether conditions for the naturalist improved after the end of colonial rule.

Chapter 7 addresses the professional profile of the naturalist. It explores
the rhetorical techniques employed by men of science to enhance their social
standing and their scientific credibility and it considers specifically the role of
precision instruments, physical suffering and moral probity in the construction of
the naturalist’s professional identity. It also assesses how indigenous people,

women and creoles measured up to these demanding criteria, thereby reprising a

10



central ' ' '
theme of this thesis — the uses of scientific research and knowledge as

expressl it
pressions of political power and new definitions of society and culture
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Chapter 1: Morals and Monuments

In 1768 a Moroccan traveller toured the Iberian Peninsula and cast a critical eye over
Spanish culture and society. Gazel Ben-Aly, the fictional protagonist of José
Cadalso’s Cartas Marruecas, communicated his observations in a series of letters

addressed to his compatriot Ben-Beley. His commentary formed part of a recognised
literary genre, 1inaugurated by Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes, whereby the merits
and defects of a country were presented to readers through the eyes of ‘travellers
native to Kingdoms that are not merely distant, but also opposed in religion, climate
and government to the land they are visiting’.’

Gazel Ben-Aly found much to criticise during the course of his travels.

Among the many cultural flaws he exposed was ‘the backwardness of the sciences in

Spain in this century’, which he ascribed to the ‘lack of protection® accorded by
society to scientific practitioners. ‘There are coachmen in Madrid who earn 300
pesos’, reflected Gazel, ‘and cooks who found mayorazgos; but there is nobody who
does not know that he who devotes himself to the sciences must die of hunger’. Nor
was 1t purely insufficient remuneration that stifled scientific activity in the Hispanic
World, for in addition to their penury, those who deviated from traditional forms of
learning aroused the derision of powerful opponents who scorned and ostracised
them. Gazel sentimentalised the plight of these beleaguered savants, likening them to
‘soldiers of fortune in armies, who receive no wage and expose themselves most’, and
he noted, with surprise, how they ‘speak of mathematics, modern physics, natural
history, the rights of man, antiquities and human letters, often with greater caution
than if they were engaged in producing counterfeit money’. ‘They live in obscurity’,

alleged the Moroccan, ‘and they die as they lived, taken for superficial savants by

' José Cadalso, Cartas Marruecas, Madrid, Imprenta de Sancha, 1793, p.i

12



those who know how to concoct seventy-seven consecutive syllogisms about whether

the skies are fluid or solid’.2

Nearly forty years after José Cadalso’s fictional traveller lamented the
situation of the scientific practitioner in Spain, another Iberian, Don Félix de Azara,
posed for his portrait before Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, the nation’s most sought

after court painter. Azara had recently returned to the peninsula from America, where
he had been sent by the Crown 1n 1781 to delineate the border between the Rio de la
Plata and Portuguese-owned Brazil. Stranded in this remote corner of the empire, the
Spaniard, a soldier by profession, entertained himself by collecting and studying
Paraguay’s little known fauna, publishing several works on the region’s birds and
quadrupeds. ‘I began to observe, buy, kill and describe the animals that I saw’,
explained Azara, ‘in the hope that my notes might benefit natural history’.”

Goya synthesised both elements of Azara’s multifaceted career in his 1805
portrait. The Spaniard’s colourful military uniform, the cane he grasps in his left hand
and the sword that dangles from his hip symbolise Azara’s military credentials. The
manuscript he clutches in his right hand and the books that rest on the desk behind
him signify his status as a man of letters, whilst the contents of the shelves in the
background indicate the direction of Azara’s scholarly activities. Squeezed onto the
two upper shelves, one can discern the slightly blurred silhouettes of stuffed birds; on
the lowest shelf there lurk two larger beasts, one of which boasts distinctly feline

contours. These curious objects i1dentify Azara as an aficionado of natural history —

specifically zoology.

? bid., p.18

> Félix de Azara, Apuntamientos para la Historia Natural de los Pdxaros, Bucnos Aircs, La Biblioteca
Americana, 1940, Vol. L, p.1
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Fig. 1: Félix de Azara, by Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, 1805

Goya’s decision to showcase Azara’s time-consuming sideline suggests that
the Spaniard was proud of his extracurricular accomplishments and happy to advertise
them. The artist could easily have silenced Azara’s passion for natural history and
concentrated exclusively on projecting his subject’s noble roots and military valour,
neither of which was inconsiderable — Don Félix was of unquestionably noble stock.
his older brother Nicolas having served as ambassador to Rome and Paris, and he had
acquitted himself admirably as a soldier, almost perishing in 1775 during an abortive
assault on Algiers. That Goya elected, in spite of these facts, to depict Azara’s
achievements as a zoologist implies that his subject was proud of his learning and

happy to publicise it. Both men must also have calculated that the portrayal of Azara’s
enthusiasm for nature would enhance his noble standing, or at least not in any way

detract from it.

14



The two sources described above offer a strikingly different assessment of the
perception of natural history in Bourbon Spain. Where Cadalso’s Moroccan critic
alleged that the man of science was disdained, marginalised and little appreciated,
Goya’s Azara radiates dignity and wisdom and confidently flaunts his proficiency as a
naturalist, a striking contrast that suggests that attitudes towards the sciences had
undergone something of a transformation. This transformation seems to have started
during the reign of Charles III. It was reflected in the way in which men of science
were rewarded and memorialised, and it may be seen as part of a broader raft of
administrative, economic and cultural reforms instituted by the new Bourbon
dynasty.*

This chapter explores what occasioned this change in attitude towards the

natural sciences and studies some of its social, economic and cultural repercussions. It

considers what prompted Spaniards — and particularly the Spanish Crown —to
embrace the sciences. It emphasises the priority accorded to sciences with direct
practical applications in the fields of agriculture, commerce and particularly, as
Mauricio Nieto has demonstrated, medicine,’ and it examines how eighteenth-century
Spaniards construed the resurgence of natural history in the Spanish empire not as a

complete tnnovation, but rather as a continuation of an existing scientific tradition that

had flourished with particular brilliance in the sixteenth century. Antonio Barrera has
argued that the seventeenth-century Scientific Revolution ‘started in the 1520s, in

Spain when merchants, artisans and royal officials confronted new entities coming

* Paula de Vos contends that the roots of Spain’s mid-eightcenth-century engagement with the natural
scicnees can be traced back to the late scventeenth century and the reign of Charles I1, when several
key institutions were founded. The true flowering of these institutions occurred later, however. Sce
Paul de Vos, ‘Research, Development and Empire: State Support of Science in the Later Spanish
Empire’, Colonial Latin American Review, 15:1, 2006, p.61

> Mauricio Nieto Olarte, Remedios para el Imperio: Historia Natural y la Apropriacion del Nuevo
Mundo, Bogot4, Instituto Columbiano de Antropologia ¢ Historia, 2000, p.148
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from the New World and had to devise their own methods to collect information
about those lands’; they could not rely upon classical texts for guidance, since ‘there
were no avocados in Pliny’s pages’.® Eighteenth-century commentators likewise
looked back with fondness and pride upon the achievements of sixteenth-century

savants. They also searched more broadly for suitable precursors, finding worthy
figures in the Peninsula’s Arabic past and attempting to counter European stereotypes
of Spain as a land submerged in 1gnorance and fanaticism.

The chapter explores, additionally, some of the obstacles that would-be
naturalists had to surmount in order to accrue respect and recognition. Foremost
amongst these were a pervasive disdain amongst the noble classes for any activity that

smacked of manual labour and the rival epistemology of scholasticism, which
dominated Spain’s universities and cherished inductive reasoning over empirical

observation. Valentin Foronda highlighted the first problem when he caricatured
Spanish nobles as for the most part idle, ‘without more talents or recommendations
than the ability to mount a horse, to drive a coach and gamble with skill’.” Cadalso’s
Gazel Ben-Aly exposed the shortcomings of scholasticism after he witnessed the
teaching of physics in a Spanish university, dismissing the ‘machines of experimental
physics’ that were shown to him as ‘a mere child’s toy’ and observing how ‘if you
insist upon the immense advantages that result from a knowledge of electricity, from

the laws of motion, in both solid and fluid bodies, from the properties of light and

from so many other marvels of nature, they will call you a heretic’.®

® Antonio Barrera-Osorio, Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American Empire and the Early Scientific
Revolution, Austin, Texas University Press, 2006, p.2

" Jean Sarrailh, La Espafia Ilustrada del la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII, Mexico-Buenos Aires,
Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 1957, p.243

® Cadalso, Cartas Marruecas, p.188. The teaching of medicine was little better according to the

Moroccan, being founded entirely upon the authority of the Ancients. ‘“The medicine that suffices, [the
scholastic] will tell you, is that which 1s extracted from Galen or Hippocrates; rational aphorisms,
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The study of natural history challenged these dominant conceptions of honour
and learning, since it required both physical exertion and empirical observation. As

Renan Silva has indicated in his work on the ilustrados of contemporary New

(Granada

the fype of knowledge that the New Granadan ilustrados were attempting to
access presents a characteristic that, in a certain manner, obliged them to
modify important aspects of the traditional relationship between intellectual
and manual work, between theory and practice, since research in the field of
Natural History presupposed, as a matter of necessity, journeys of exploration,
the use of instruments, direct observation, in a word what we would today call

“field work”; a form of work that introduces in a clear manner an element of
“materiality” that is in itself a possible point of rupture with the “scholastic

point of view”, which, with its abstractions and formalisations, 1s the supreme

form of rationalization of the distance between material and intellectual work.”

place in the Hispanic World.

Nature and Nation:

Today, Denmark, Sweden, Russia, even Poland, Germany, Italy, England and

France...; all of these peoples, enemies, friends or rivals, excite one another in

supported by good syllogisms are enough to constitute a Doctor’, stated Gazel. ‘If you tell him that,
without diminishing the merit of thosc two great men, the moderns have advanced in this faculty
though their greater knowledge of anatomy and botany, which the Ancients did not have, as well as
through many medicaments, such as quinine and mercury, that were not used until recently, then he
will once more subject you to ridicule’. See Ibid, p.189.

> Renan Silva, Los Hustrados de Nueva Granada, 1760-1808: Genealogia de una Comunidad de
Interpretacion, Medellin, Fundo Editorial Universidad LATIT, Banco de la Republica, 2002, p.480
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generous emulation to further the progress of the sciences and the arts. Each

one meditates upon the acquisitions and advances that emanate from other

nations; each one of them until now has made some useful discovery, which

has served to benefit Humanity. But what do we owe to Spain? After two

centuries, after four, after ten, what has been done in that region for Europe?
Thus pondered the Frenchman Nicolas Masson de Morvilliers in 1783, as he wrote the
article ‘Espagne’ for the latest edition of the Encyclopédie. And his answer was “not
much’. Spain was, in Masson’s view, in desperate need of ‘our arts and of our
manufactures’. Her savants were obliged to instruct themselves with our books’, and
the country suffered from ‘a lack of mathematicians, physicists, astronomers and
naturalists’. Spain was, indeed, a fallen power, whose intellectual development had
been inhibited by fanaticism. ‘Her religious ceremonies, her priests, her monks have
turned this colossal nation into a people of pygmies’."

Masson’s unflattering appraisal encapsulated prevailing views of Spain as a
country immersed in ignorance and barbarism, recycling images from the sixteenth-
century Black Legend. It cast the Iberians as avaricious fanatics, their intellectual
development strangled by the infamous Inquisition and their exploratory impulses
stirred only by the prospect of precious metals. Masson’s compatriot, the naturalist

Charles Anathuse de Walckenaer, recapitulated this allegation with specific reference

to Spain’s activities in the New World, when he complained that the Spanish and
Portuguese ‘hid from the investigatory eye of science those countries they seized’,

concealing South America’s natural riches from the scrutiny of more cultivated

' Antonio Ponz, Viaje de Espaiia, Seguido de los dos Tomos del Viaje Fuera de Espaiia, Madnd, M.
Aguilar, 1947, p.1790
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powers.!" The British comparative anatomist, William Clift, meanwhile, speculating
as to why greater efforts had not been made in the Rio de la Plata region to capitalise
upon the discovery of the skeleton of an extinct giant sloth in 1789, ascribed this
oversight to ‘the jealousies which probably bestrew the path of exploration in a
country where the almost all-engrossing subject of search for the precious metals
absorbs or blunts all feelings, together with an apparent indifference in the inhabitants

for inquiries of this thriftless nature’."?

The late eighteenth-century witnessed a conscious effort on behalf of the
Spanish government to exorcise such unflattering stereotypes. The influence of the
French Enlightenment and the installation upon the Spanish throne of the new

Bourbon dynasty combined to inaugurate a new approach towards learning, and

particularly the natural sciences. Botanical gardens and natural history cabinets were
founded or revived. Scientific expeditions were dispatched to study the resources of

the New World, whilst, throughout the 1770s and 1780s ‘the Council of the Indies

tirelessly sent out orders to colonial officials to research, collect and ship to Madrid

‘ L * »
natural ‘curiosities’ and, above all, medicinal herbs’.!?

Masson’s bleak assessment of Spanish intellectual life, if it had ever been

correct, was thus no longer valid by 1783, and provoked an angry reaction from

Spaniards. Image-conscious Iberians, disputing the Frenchman’s slanders, publicised

' Félix de Azara, Viajes por la América del Sur desde 1789 hasta 1801, Comercio del Plata,
Montevideo, 1846, p.5

'2 William CIift, “Notice on the Megatherium brought from Bucnos Ayres by Woodbine Parish’,
Transactions of the Geological Society, London, 1835, p.438. The Swiss naturalist Johann Jakob
Scheuchzer also alleged in his Bibliotheca Scriptorum Historiae Naturali ominum Terae Regionum

inservientium (1716) that Spanish plants had been “described more by foreigners than by the
inhabitants themselves’. See Alix Cooper, Inventing the Indigenous: Local Knowledge and Natural

History in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, p.163

"3 Paula de Vos, ‘Research, Development and Empire: State Support of Science in the Later Spanish
Empire’, Colonial Latin America Review, Vol.15, No.1, June 2006, p.60
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the achievements of Spanish savants and imbued them with national significance. José
Garnga, for instance, published Juan Bautista Bru’s description of the megatherium
skeleton displayed in the Real Gabinete 1n 1796. The Spaniard hoped, in so doing,
‘not only to do the necessary justice to Don Juan Bautista Bru, but also to our Nation,
by showing that the Naturalists of Spain have not been so neglectful as to have failed
to describe with the greatest prolixity this Skeleton, which is the first of its species to

arrive in the Kingdom of the three known to exist’."*

Useful Nature

Spain’s engagement with the sciences was characterised by an emphasis on the

practical. Iris Wilson Engstrand has argued that ‘the hope of the Spaniards, unlike

certain of the French philosophes, was that the discovery and application of useful

knowledge would improve life in a practical way’."” Jean Sarrailh notes, similarly,

that “in the struggle between the “intellectual” sciences and the “utilitarian” sciences,

the latter are those that appear to triumph’.'® Discoveries and projects that offered
clear economic, medical or social benefits were priontised over more abstract or
theoretical forms of science, the utility of which was less immediately obvious.

José Clavijo y Fajardo, editor of the periodical El Pensador and subsequently

deputy director of the Real Gabinete de Historia Natural, exemplified this utilitarian

' José Garriga, Descripcion del Esqueleto de un Quadripedo muy corpulento y raro que se conserva
en el Real Gabinete de Historia Natural de Madrid, Madrid, Imprenta de 1a Viuda de Ibarra, 1796, p.1

'* Iris Wilson Engstrand, Spanish Scientists in the New World: The Ei ghteenth-Century Expeditions,
Seattle, University of Washington Press, 1981, p.xi

'8 Sarrailh, La Esparia Ilustrada, p.178. Eduardo Estrella observes, likewise, that Spaniards prioritised
the practical applications of natural history, conscious that ‘the renovation of the pharmaceutical
arsenal, naval construction, agriculture, [and] textile manufacture all need plants that must be
1dentified, processed in their [place] of origin or naturalised in other regions for the purpose of
cxploitation’. Scc Eduardo Estrella, ‘Expedicioncs Botdnicas’, in Antonio Lafucnte, José Pcsct, and
Manuel Sellés (eds.), Carlos 111 y la Ciencia de la Ilustracion, Madrid, Alianza Editorial, 1988, p.331
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stance when he evaluated the merits of two recent inventions — the hot air balloon and
the lightning conductor. In the hands of daring aviators like the Montgolfier brothers
the hot air balloon had exhilarated crowds throughout Europe. The Parisian chronicler
Louts Sebastien Mercier described the first ever balloon flight in 1783 as ‘the most
astounding achievement the science of physics has yet given to the world’.!” The
Infante Gabriel was also apparently much taken with this new creation, ‘whose every
progress he follows’.'® Unlike these enthusiasts, the more sober Clavijo distanced
himself from the popular ecstasy surrounding the intrepid aeronauts and elected to
suspend his judgement on the true merit of the balloon until it had proven its utility to

mankind. ‘I will not make any particular mention of the aerostatic machine of the

Montgolfier brothers’, declared Clavijo, ‘because although the ability to elevate
oneself above the clouds and to travel four or six thousand varas in altitude is perhaps
the most surprising discovery of our times, one must await the results of this invention
before one can determine whether it should be placed amongst those of mere curiosity
or amongst the discoveries useful to the human race’ (my italics). Whilst the hot air
balloon thus failed to convince Clavijo, Benjamin Franklin’s lightning conductor
amply satisfied the Spaniard’s criteria for utility. Clavijo singled out the device for a
‘special mention’. He could barely suppress his admiration for this wondrous
invention, which saved lives and preserved properties, and he challenged anyone to

dispute the ment of a discovery whose object was “to dissipate storms, to govern, if

one may put it thus, the ray [of lightning] and to preserve buildings and their

'’ Jeremy D. Popkin (ed.), Panorama of Paris: Selections from Le Tableau de Paris by Louis Sébastien
Mercier, Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999, p.197

'® José Antonio Cavanilles, Observations de M. L’Abbé Cavanilles sur I'Article ‘Espagne’ de la
Nouvelle Encyclopédie, Paris, Alex Jombert Jeune, 1784, p.36
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inhabitants from the death and destruction with which the most temble bolts often

threaten them’."

Clavijo’s position typified the broader aims of Spanish science. In the
eighteenth-century, Spaniards were not looking for spectacular publicity stunts or
impenetrable theones, but for discoveries that would improve their country’s
agriculture and revitalise its stagnant economy. Spanish naturalists duly sought plants
and animals that could be cultivated or farmed for a profit. They searched for new
crops that could be acclimatised in the Iberian Peninsula or elsewhere in the empire,
replacing foreign imports. They also sought substances with medicinal properties, or
which could be used for industrial purposes, benefiting public health and invigorating

native manufactures. As a contemporary writer, Martin Rodén y Bell observed:

Botany 1s capable of supplying, and in effect supplies, a thousand ideas

favourable to the progress of agriculture, of gardening, of the raising of cattle,
of dying and of various species of manufacture, all of which foments and gives

abundant material for commerce, which is of such importance to the economy

of a state, since it is one of the arms that sustains it’.%°
The director of the Real Jardin Botanico, Casimiro Gomez Ortega,
propounded this consciously practical approach to natural history in 1777, when he

compiled a series of instructions for the botanists Hipélito Ruiz and José Pavén, in

preparation for their forthcoming voyage to Peru. Amongst various orders and

' Joseph Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, General y Particular, escrita en francés por el Conde de
BUFFON, Intendente del Real Gabinete y del Jardin Botdnico del Rey Christianisimo, y Miembro de
las Academias Francesa y de las Ciencias, Vol. I, Madnd, Imprenta de Ia Viuda de Tbarra, 1791,
pp.xlvii — xlvin

2 “Breve discurso que para dar principio a los primeros excrcicios piblicos de la Botinica que sc
cclebraron el dia 3 de Noviembre del a de 1788 en la Sala del Real Jardin Botanico de Cartagena, dixo
¢l Dr. D. Martin Rodon y Bell, primer Médico interino del Real Hospital Militar de esta Plaza’,
Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de Madrid, Madnd, Imprenta Real, July 1789,
Pp.597-598
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recommendations, Ortega commanded his protégés to wnite ‘the definition and
description of every plant, in accordance with the principles of Botanical Rules of
Linnaeus, and following his sexual method, which has been generally adopted [in
Europe]’.?! The Spaniard advised Ruiz and Pavon to form “a collection of seeds and
dried fruits, of rubbers, resins, balsams and any other parts of plants that have some
use’.?? He also entreated them to apprise themselves of the conditions and climate in
which these plants prospered, so that they might be transplanted with success to
different parts of the Iberian Peninsula. ‘Since the principal object of this voyage 1s
not so much the pure theoretical knowledge of new and useful vegetables, as their
acquisition, so that their use may be introduced and propagated in Spain, and even in
other countnies, furthering the sciences, commerce and the benefit of humanity, our
botanists must not content themselves with examining the plants, describing them and
conserving their skeletons in herbariums’, stipulated Ortega. In addition to these tasks,
they must ‘diligently make remissions of bulbs, grasses, mosses and live plants
whenever they have the opportunity, sending them to the Secretary of State and the
Office of the Indies, upon whose orders they will be deposited and cultivated in the
Real Jardin Botanico in Madrid, so that upon their return the travelling botanists can
observe them more carefully, perfecting their descriptions; and in the same garden

care will be taken to multiply them and to carry out experiments on them in order to

acclimatise them to the climate and soil of some territory of Spain’.*

?! Casimiro Gomez-Ortega, ‘Instruccién a que deberdn arreglarse los sugetos destinados por S.M. para
pasar en la América Meridional, en compatiia del Médico don Joseph Dombey, a fin de reconocer las
plantas y yerbas y de hacer observaciones botdnicas en aquellas partes’, in Hipdlito Ruiz, Relacién
historica del viage que hizo a los Reynos del Peru y Chile el Botdnico D. Hipdlito Rulz en el afio de

1777 hasta el de 1788, en cuya época regreso a Madrid, ed. Jaime Jaramillo-Arango, Madrid, 1952,
Vol. I, p.395

2 Ibid., p.400

S Ibid., p.398-399
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Ortega evidenced a similarly utilitarian stance in his 1779 Instruccion sobre el
modo mas seguro y economico de transportar plantas vivas por mar y tierra a los
paises mas distantes, in which he proffered advice on the transportation and

preservation of plants, this time for a less specialist audience. Introducing the work,

the Spaniard outlined the types of plants that would be most welcomed in the
botanical garden, prioritising those noted for ‘their use in commerce, agriculture, or in
the arts and physical sciences’.** The botanist suggested that Spain, by making better
use of the vegetable riches of her empire, could reduce her dependence on other

countries and reinvigorate her economy, and he described how guavas and papayas,

‘fruits from America never before seen in our peninsula’ had germinated recently in
the Real Jardin Botanico, from whence they had been distnbuted to other gardens in
milder regions, ‘where they will doubtless prosper’.*’ Ortega went on to commend the

sixteenth-century conquistadors for bringing New World plants to Spain, enjoining

his compatriots to imitate the French and the British, who had successfully
domesticated some economically valuable flora. He reported that the French had
succeeded in cultivating coffee on the island of Martinique with seeds poached from
the Dutch Indies and nurtured in the Parisian botanical garden, with the result that the
‘harvest [of the island’s coffee beans] not only now supplies [the product’s] immense
consumption in France, but that considerable portions of it are introduced through

commerce to other kingdoms of Europe’.® He observed, likewise, how the British

had introduced a tea tree into Kew Gardens, an acquisition that promised to save

** Casimiro Gomcez-Ortega, Instruccion sobre el modo mds seguro y econoémico de transportar plantas
vivas por mar y tierra a los paises mds distantes, Madrid, Joachin Ibarra, 1779, p.11

© Ibid,, p.9

* Ibid., pp.5-6
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Bntain the thousands of pounds she spent every year in China on a staple that ‘fashion

or custom have made almost a general and primary necessity in England’.?’

If eighteenth-century Spanish science was characterised by its emphasis upon
the practical, then it was also characterised by its close association with the Crown.

Mauricio Nieto has argued that botanical expeditions choreographed and financed by
Charles I1I constituted ‘the most ambitious and costly botanical project of the entire
Enlightenment’.?® Angel Guirao and Fermin del Pino concur with this verdict,
suggesting that ‘this official origin of science enables us to understand the sudden
splendour that certain scientific activities experienced: botany, navigation, astronomy
etc.’, though they also point to the precanous nature of this state-dependent form of

science, which relied heavily upon monarchical backing in order to thrive. Guirao and
del Pino contend, persuasively, that one may talk of a ‘Latin model for science, more

dependent upon official aid than the Anglo-Saxon one’. ‘It is possible’, hypothesise

Guirao and del Pino, ‘that our standard image of a science practised by free savants
and supported out of social interest by vanious academies or private societies proceeds

rather from an English model than from other Latin countries’, such as France and

Italy.®
The role played by the Spanish Crown in promoting the natural sciences was

noted by contemporaries, both Spanish and non-Spanish. The French naturalist

Charles Anathuse Walckenaer complimented Spain upon her recent decision to

* Ibid,, pp.4-5. Ortega’s pragmatc approach to the natural scicnces scems to have resonated with his
90mpatriols, scveral of whom emphasiscd the practical applications of botany. Félix de Azara, for

instance, scrutinised the flora of Paraguay from a notably utilitarian standpoint, speculating that one
tree, the Curay, might serve for making ships’® masts whilst the fruit of another plant, the Chaco

algarroba, ‘once pulverised, is at least as good as the agalla for as a dye, and may serve for uses other
than dying’. Scc Azara, Vigjes, p.57

*® Nicto, Remedios, p.48

* Angel Guirao, and Fermin del Pino, ‘Expedicioncs llustradas y Estado Espaiiol’, Revista de Indias,
Vol 47, 1987 pp.427-428
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embrace scientific study and recorded with approval how ‘the Spanish Government
has not only tolerated but has helped and protected the work of the wise and valiant
foreigner, Mr. De Humboldt [sic], who has mapped, observed and described, the vast
possessions of Spain in America with the consummate science of a Geographer, a

Physicist and a Naturalist, and who is publishing the results of his researches as 1
write’.> Humboldt himself arrived at a similarly laudatory conclusion. The Prussian
speculated that ‘no European government has sacrificed greater sums to advance the
knowledge of the vegetable kingdom than the Spanish government’. He commended
the ‘three botanical expeditions, in Peru, new Granada and New Spain, under the
direction of MM. Ruiz and Pavon, Don José Celestino Mutis and MM. Sessé and
Mocifio, [which] have cost the state nearly two million francs’ and he also pointed out
that “all these researches, conducted during twenty years in the most fertile regions of
the new continent, have not only enriched science with more than four thousand new
species of plants, but have contnbuted much to diffuse a taste for natural history
among the inhabitants of the country’. ‘M. Mocifio...who has pushed his laborious
excursions from the kingdom of Guatemala to the northwest coast or island of
Vancouver and Quadra; and M. Echevena, a painter of plants and animals whose
works will bear comparison with the most perfect productions of Europe, are both
natives of New Spain’, commented Humboldt. ‘They had both attained a

distinguished rank among savants and artists before quitting their country [for

y 31

Spain]’.

* Azana, Vigjes, p.7

' Alexander von Humboldt, Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain, Translated and Edited by

John Black, London, 1811, cited in John Lynch (ed.), Latin American Revolutions 1808-1826, Norman
and London, University of Oklahoma Press, 1994, pp.293-294
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Spanish commentators also frequently associated scientific progress directly
with the diligence of Charles III and Charles IV — particularly the former. In a speech
delivered at the Real Jardin Botéanico in 1786, the botanist Vicente Cervantes alluded

to the ‘great and efTective assistance dispensed by the King, our Lord, to Botany’.”*

Joseph Clawijo Fajardo listed the establishment of the Real Gabinete de Historia
Natural among ‘the great benefits that the Nation owes to our benign Sovereign, DON
CARLOS I1I',** whilst the military cadet Mateo Gutiérrez, inaugurating a course in
astronomy 1n 1794, saluted the Crown for its patronage of the sciences and warmly
commended such royal generosity. ‘[ T]he magnificent observatory that is currently
being constructed at the expense of His Majesty; the precious collection of
instruments that is destined for it; the establishment of a teaching format that fulfils
the designs of the Sovereign; that of two professorships that has just been effected
through the offices of His Excellency the Duke of Alcudia [the royal favourite
Manuel de Godoy}’, pondered Gutiérrez; ‘what does all of this denote other than the

ardent desires [of the King] to encourage and propagate a science so useful to the

state?”. >

Past Masters

Spain’s engagement with natural history was largely a utilitarian, state-led

phenomenon. It was also, in many ways, an imported one, as the Spanish Crown

sponsored promising subjects to travel abroad to receive instruction and enlisted the

* ‘Botanica - Relacidn de excrcicios publicos que de esta facultad sc han tenido en los dias 6 y 9 de

cstc Mes, en ¢l Real Jardin de esta Corte’, Aemorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de
Madrid, December 1786, Madnd, Imprenta Real, 1786, p.498

¥ Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, p.xi

* Mateo Gutiérrez, ‘Real Estudio de Astronomia’, AMemorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la
Corte de Madrid, Madrid, Imprenta Real, July, April 1794, pp.105-106
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services of foreign naturalists to teach and study science in Spain and its colonies. The

Czech naturalist Tadeo Haenke and the Frenchman Luis Née accompanied Alessandro
Malaspina in his circumnavigation of the globe (1790-1795), whilst the French

chemist Louis Proust was employed as a teacher in Segovia and Salamanca. Spanish

savants eagerly translated esteemed foreign texts, such as the Abbé Pluche’s

Espectacle de la Nature (published in 1753 and again in 1771) and Buffon’s Histoire

Naturelle (1785 and 1791). They expressed the hope that these works would educate

their countrymen in ‘the rudiments of this important science’.””

Gémez Ortega’s instructions to Ruiz and Pavon offer a good example of the
Spanish dependence upon foreign expertise. The Peruvian expedition was conceived
from the outset as a collaborative venture between France and Spain, and Ortega
repeatedly urged his botanists to avail themselves of the botanical acumen of their
French collaborator, Joseph Dombey, though emphasising at all times that Ruiz and
Pavon were Dombey’s equals on the expedition, and not his infertors. The Spaniard
stipulated at one point that his compatriots should consult Dombey if faced with a
plant that eluded classification, ‘turning to him in those cases when they believe it
necessary, or when it would be useful to them to capitalise upon his knowledge and
experience’.”® Ortega also provisioned Ruiz and Pavon with Spanish translations of
botanical works, such as Linnaeus’ Philosophia Botanica, and he advised them to

peruse the Swede’s ‘small summary of that which travelling botanists should have, of

the books and instruments that they should take with them and even the dress that 1s

> Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, p.Ivii

** Ortega, ‘Instruccién’, p.393. La Condamine’s expedition to Quito in 1735 witnessed an even heavier

reliance on French expertise. On this occasion, the Spaniards Jorge Juan and Antonio Ulloa assumed a
subordnate role in the enterprise, which was conceived and led by a French savant.
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most suitable for a man who occupies himself in the field making botanical

observations, and the distribution of hours of work in the day’.”’

Whilst Spain’s interest 1n natural history was thus to a significant degree
recent and derivative, some Spaniards attempted to give it a more patriotic twist.
Goaded by foreign critics such as Masson, they scoured the past for suitably worthy
predecessors. To repudiate Masson’s allegation that Spain had made no ‘useful
discovery’ in the past ten centuries, and that ‘she lacks mathematicians, physicists,
astronomers and naturalists’, Spanish commentators adduced the achievements of
sixteenth and seventeenth-century savants who had attracted international recognition.
They depicted these individuals as worthy precursors to contemporary naturalists,
situating eighteenth-century developments within a deep-rooted scientific tradition.

One tract that exemplifies this strategy is Ignacio de Asso’s ‘Discurso sobre
los Naturalistas Espafioles’ (1801). In this article, del Asso expounded upon ‘the
flourishing state of Natural History in Spain in the course of the sixteenth century and

part of the following one’, venerating those of his compatriots who had contrnibuted to
the natural sciences.”® The Spaniard exalted Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo, to whom
‘we owe the first news and description of many plants and animals of the New
World’.”” He glorified Nicolis Monardes, whose natural history cabinet was ‘the
second oldest of all those known in Europe in that epoch’,*’ and he praised Francisco

Hernandez, ‘so famous in our literary history of the sixteenth century’.*' De Asso

*T Ibid., p.396

*® Tgnacio de Asso, ‘Discurso sobre los Naturalistas Esparioles por D. Ignacio de Asso’, Anales de
Historia Natural, Mes de Enero de 1801, Num®. 7, Madrid, Imprenta Real, 1801, p.170

* Ibid., p.171
¥ Ibid., p.171

‘1 bid., p.172
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proclaimed that the achievements of these men “attest to the great application of the
Spaniards in natural history in the sixteenth century’,** and he insisted, moreover, that
such achievements did not evaporate in the calamitous seventeenth century, as other

commentators had supposed, for these otherwise gloomy years boasted a healthy

number of savants. There was, for instance, Gregorio Bolivar, a Franciscan monk

‘who in 1695 had almost perfected the history of the animals of the New World’.*
There was also Alonso Martinez Espinar, whose 1644 Arte de Ballesteria included, in
spite of its unpromising title, numerous valuable zoological observations.**

A comparable approach to Spain’s scientific past surfaces in Clavijo Fajardo’s
translation of Buffon. In a monstrously long footnote in the introduction, the author
confessed that the study of the animal and mineral kingdoms was, at present,
somewhat ‘backward’ in Spain. He asserted, however, that that this had not always
been the case, since, ‘in previous centuries, in those times when several Nations
aspired to have Instruction without knowing the best means to acquire it, Spain was
not the last to dedicate itself to the study of Natural History, and, if it did not attain
primacy [in this field), i1t at least anticipated several of our neighbours who now treat
us with so much disdain, discourtesy and even injustice’.*’ To corroborate this claim,
Clavijo summarised Spanish discoveries over the past thousand years, summoning an
impressive total of thirty-two pre-eighteenth-century naturalists whose work had
brought honour to their homeland. His cast of savants ranged from well-known

individuals like Hernandez and Monardes to more obscure men such as Ebn-Beithar,

“1bid., p.173
Y Ibid,, p.177

“ Ibid,, p.177

* Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, Footnote p.v
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a native of Malaga (and presumably, from his name, of Moorish descent), who wrote
three volumes on botany and agriculture in the fifteenth century.*

Clavijo’s contemporary Antonio Ponz likewise rebutted Masson’s slanders by
means of a list, though he concentrated his defence on newly discovered products

rather than erudite Spaniards. Reviewing Spain’s botanical achievements, Ponz

credited his ancestors with the study and cultivation of many prized plants. He
presented the sixteenth-century conquest of America as botanical as well as military
in character, and he documented how his Spanish forebears had ‘analysed the
productions of the different countries’, ‘extend[ing the cultivation] of cacao, indigo,
cochineal, tobacco, cotton, etc.’, and ‘experiment[ing] with quinine, balsams,

sarsaparilla and all the other medicinal plants’. “What more does Europe owe to the

rest of its nations?’ jeered Ponz caustically, paraphrasing Masson.*’

Del Asso, Clavijo and Ponz were militant defenders of Spain’s scientific
record. Other writers were more tentative, conceding that Spain’s progress had
accelerated in recent years. Even the more cautious, however, identified national
precedents for this welcome development, construing eighteenth-century advances as
a revival of a lapsed tradition rather than the creation of a new one. Responding, like
Ponz, to Masson’s invective, for example, the clergyman Antonio José de Cavanilles
conceded that botany had ‘in a short time made such rapid progress in the footsteps of

Linnaeus’, yet he emphasised that ‘botany was cultivated in Spain before him [the

Swede], and continues to be cultivated in our time’.*® The Valencian reprised this

theme later in the same tract, when he extolled the merits of Madrid’s botanical

* Ibid., Footnote pp.v-xi

' Ponz, Viaje, p.1795

* Cavanilles, Espagnes, p.70
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garden, an establishment he considered ‘worthy of the envy of other nations’.
Cavanilles, who served as the garden’s director in from 1801 to1804, declared that
‘such rapid progress in so few years proves sufficiently that my nation is neither lazy
nor numb’. He acknowledged the recent surge in scientific activity, but he reasoned

that, rapid as these advances were, they could not have been made if the foundations
for progress had not already been in place, for ‘if [Spain] has found suddenly in her
midst such excellent professors, she must have cultivated the sciences beforehand’.*’
A document entitled Noticia del descubrimiento de e impresion de los mss. de
Historia natural de Nueva Espariia del Déctor Francisco Hernandez traced an even
more direct link between contemporary expeditions and their sixteenth-century
predecessors. This document adduced the Crown’s desire to complete the botanical
discoveries of Francisco Herndndez as the primary rationale behind Martin Sesse’s
expedition to New Spain (1795-1803), citing the recent location of the botanist’s
manuscripts as the inspiration for the research. According to its author, Sessé and his
colleagues were sent to New Spain at the Crown’s expense, ‘with the task of

collecting, describing, drawing and illuminating all of the natural productions of that
kingdom, especially those noted by Hernandez’.>® Spain, therefore, had a botanical

heritage on which to build.

If the above appraisals of Spain’s scientific past differed in emphasis, they
shared several common features. First amongst these was the need for external

vindication. Ignacio de Asso, anxious to demonstrate the international esteem
accorded to his sixteenth and seventeenth-century naturalists, scrutinised the writings
of their European contemporaries for laudatory comments. Oviedo’s status as the first

“ Ibid,, p.72

*® Noticia del descubrimiento de e impresién de los mss. de Historia natural de Nueva Espafa del
Doctor Francisco Hernéndez, Madrid, Imprenta Real, 1790, p.2

32



reporter of New World plants and animals was confirmed by “‘dispassionate
foreigners, such as Sefior Paw [de Pauw] and Bekeman’. A letter from Juan Wower, a
writer from Hamburg, to Rodrigo Zamorano, Cosmographer of the Indies, was cited

as evidence of how the latter’s natural history cabinet ‘extended its reputation to

foreign countries’, whilst de Asso, in an effort to verify Hernandez’s widespread

fame, quoted from a letter written by Livino de Sura to Carolus Clusius in 1542, in
which the Neapolitan claimed that he ‘got to know Hernandez in Naples, and that he

examined with admiration the manuscript of his observations on America, with the

drawings of plants and animals’.”!

Cavanilles mustered similar proof of external approbation to validate his
claims for past scientific excellence when he recorded how Linnaeus and his son
‘knowing the merit of many of our compatriots, immortalised them in their works by
giving their names to different genres of plants (Queria, Minuartia, Veletia, Ortegia,
Salvadora, Monarda, Ovieda, Barnadesia, Mutisia, Castilleja etc.)’.”* Some of these
names, Cavanilles admitted, were drawn from the current crop of Spanish naturalists —
Mutisia, for example, honoured Celestino Mutis, director of the botanical expedition
of New Granada; Ortegia was named after Casimiro Gémez Ortega, current director
of the Real Jardin Botanico. Other botanical dedications, however, such as Monarda
(after Nicolas Monardes) and Ovieda (after Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo),

commemorated sixteenth-century savants, thus attesting Spain’s earlier proficiency in

this area.
Clavijo Fajardo also marshalled the testimony of foreigners to bolster his

argument, though he adopted a slightly difterent tactic. Concluding his assessment of

>! De Asso, Discurso, pp.171-172

>? Cavanilles, Espagne, p.70
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Spain’s contribution to natural history, Clavijo conjectured that the translation of
many Spanish works into other European languages must signify their value, for why
else would anyone go to the trouble of disseminating them? The Spaniard prottered
several examples of works that had been translated, including Oviedo’s Historia

General y Natural de las Indias, which was converted into Italian and French,

Hernandez’s manuscripts, which were published in Italian by Nardo Antonio Recchy,
and Monardes’ works, which appeared in Italian, English and Latin. ‘If in Spain there
has reigned such ignorance’, postulated Clavijo, ‘and if the Spanish have written
nothing worthy of appreciation, then to what end have such learned nations
undertaken the labour of translating and studying their works?” Moreover — and herein
lay the real gripe - “if these [works] are useful, and those same nations have benefited

from them, then why such ingratitude?*>

A second common theme that linked eighteenth-century appraisals of Spain’s
contnbution to natural history was the priority granted to botany, the field in which
Spaniards had exhibited greatest prowess. Cavanilles, confident in the excellence of
the Real Jardin Boténico, challenged doubting Frenchmen to inspect its contents for
themselves, and having done so, ‘to say that [the institution] does not contain all that
one could wish for, not merely from an infant nation, but from one that has already
employed all of its means’.”* De Asso acclaimed in similar fashion the garden of
Aranjuez, founded through ‘the greatness of Philip II’, contending that the garden’s
creation pre-dated ‘by many years’ that of its rivals in Paris and Montpellier, ‘and can

compete in antiquity with those of Padua and Pisa, reputed to be the first in Europe’,”
>3 Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, Footnote p.viii

** Cavanilles, Espagne, p.72

> De Asso, Discurso, p.173
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whilst even the journalist Juan Blasco Negrillo, who lamented the widespread
ignorance of the natural sciences in Spain, exempted botany from his criticisms. In a
footnote to an article on the merits of Natural History (see below), Negrillo specified
that ‘we do not speak here of Botany, a science quite extended amongst us, and 1in

which we have made such progress that we probably have nothing to envy

foreigners’. ‘We could also name a great portion of subjects well known in Europe for
their celebrity in this area’, continued Negrillo, ‘the number of whom equals, when it
does not exceed, the most distinguished men of other countries’.”® Spain was thus no

newcomer to the botanical scene, but had plenty of experience upon which to draw

and plenty of past scholars to emulate.

Morals and Monuments

Spain may have boasted a robust tradition of botanical excellence. The eighteenth-
century, nevertheless, witnessed the resumption of older projects and a shift in
attitudes towards scientific practitioners. One barometer for these changing attitudes
was the manner in which savants were commemorated and memorialised. In the early
eighteenth century, as Cadalso complained, the student of natural history lived in
obscunity and was promptly consigned to oblivion when he died. By the end of the
century, however, the naturalist could hope for a more dignified legacy, perhaps being
honoured with a suitable monument, or, at the very least, lending his name to a new
species of plant. This development may be viewed as part of the wider effort to revive
Spain’s flagging scholarly reputation. ‘Sensitive to negative images, the intelligentsia

believed that not only was it important for Spain to participate in the scientific and

*® Juan Blasco Negrillo, ‘De lo que debe entenderse por Historia Natural, de los diferentes ramos que
abraza, y de las utilidades que pueden sacarse de su cultivo y estudio’, Variedades de Ciencias,
Literatura y Artes, Vol 11, Madnd, Don Benito Garcia y Compaiiia, 1804, Footnote p.29
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intellectual developments of the period, but to display its active engagement in both

visual and written media’.>’

Illustrative of the increased reverence accorded to Spanish savants is a
document entitled Elogio historico de Seiior Don Antonio de Pineda y Ramirez,

Coronel de los Reales Ejércitos, Primer Teniente de Reales Guardias Lspaiiolas y
Encargado de la Historia Natural en la iiltima Expedicion destinada a la América y el
Asia (1792). Pineda, the subject of this eulogy, had served as chief naturalist aboard
the Malaspina expedition (1790-1795). He had contracted a fever whilst exploring the
island of Luzon in the Philippines and expired in the village of Badoca in 1792.
According to the Elogio, Pineda’s colleagues, saddened by his untimely

demise, decided to ‘perpetuate his memory and labours’ by “erecting to him a
sumptuous Mausoleum in those far reaches of the Spanish Empire’. Unfortunately this

noble project was not completed without opposition. The erection of a monument in

honour of a naturalist seems to have represented something of a departure from
tradition, and ‘this species of posthumous honours not having been seen before, there
were excited those irksome and impertinent contradictions that have, in other times,

deprived the Sciences and the Nation of a thousand precious and perhaps irreparable

monuments’.>

Luckily, Pineda’s Mausoleum escaped this fate. The initial grumblings were

rapidly defused and the King himself interceded to ensure that the deceased savant
received his well-earned reward. ‘Since we live in the splendid century of CARLOS

IIT and CARLOS IV’, continued the Elogio, ‘these shadows were soon dissipated’.

>’ Susan Deans-Smith, ‘Creating the Colonial Subject: Casta Paintings, Collectors and Critics in

Eighteenth-Century Mexico and Spain’, Colonial Latin American Review, Vol. 14, No. 2, December
2005, p.176

** José Hipdlito Unanue, Elogio histérico del sefior Don Antonio de Pineda 'y Ramirez, Coronel de los

Reales Exércitos, primer Teniente de Reales Guardias Esparioles, y Encargado de la Historia Natural
en la ultima Expedicién destinada a la América y el Asia, Madrid, 1792, pp. 11
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“The Pyramid and inscription were put up in the Botanical Garden of Manilla'. where
‘Friendship, symbolised by an inextinguishable flame, gives new life, and Flora
surrounds with its charming garlands the tender and respectable memory ot Sefor
Don Antonio de la Pineda y Ramirez, whom we may justly call a Martyr to the study
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Fig.2: Mausoleum erected in honour of Antonio Pineda in the Philippines on 6 July 1792, as pictured in
El Mercurio Peruano. Vo.1X. nim.281. 1793. From Jean-Pierre Clément (ed.), E/ Mercurio Peruano,

1790-1795. Vol.ll. Frankfurt, Vervuert, 1998

The Pineda monument was remarkable primarily for its novelty. The Elogio

specified that this style of memorial was a phenomenon that *had not been seen’ in the

" Ibid., pp.11-12
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Hispanic World, whilst an article about Pineda in the Memorial Literario expressed
similar surprise at this new form of commemoration and commended Charles IV for
his role in its erection. The article reported that the King had reimbursed Pineda’s
colleagues for the expenses they had incurred in constructing the mausoleum and
commissioned a more polished memorial for display in the Real Jardin Botanico. It
applauded this ‘trait, that appears novel in Spain, of celebrating in this way the
memory of those excellent men, who cause with their premature deaths such a loss to
the sciences, in particular the natural [sciences), which our Sovereign promotes with
such fervour’, and it interpreted Charles’s support for the Pineda monument as
evidence of ‘his sadness at the loss of Sefior Pineda, and of his desire for the glorious
progress of the Spanish in this branch [of knowledge], and the prize with which ment

is rewarded wherever it may be found’.*

The notion that men should be commemorated for their learning and scholarly
feats found another supporter in the Spanish traveller and art critic Antonio Ponz, who
recorded his impressions of a statue of Buffon in the Parisian Botanical Garden.
Assessing the merits of this sculpture, Ponz voiced some reservations as to the
aesthetic value of the piece, which lurked nude next to a stairway, draped in a

strategically placed cloth, but he had no doubt as to the cultural significance of the

project. The Spaniard surmised that ‘whatever one may think of the statue, this is the
most flattering way of rewarding the merit of great men, even before their lives come
to an end [Buffon did not die until 1788]’. He exhorted his compatriots to imitate the
French in thus honouring their most accomplished savants, and he predicted that, were
they to heed his advice, then the results would be not merely gratifying for the
individuals thus celebrated, but beneficial to society as a whole. ‘I have always

* “Historia Natural. Premio Real del mérito litcrario®, Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la
Corte de Madrid, Madrid, Imprenta Real, May 1794, p.164
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believed that the statues and public monuments that the Greeks and Romans were in
the habit of erecting in honour of their famous men were not the least stimulus for
others to imitate them, and to sweat in all lines [of work] in order to achieve equal

honour’, ruminated Ponz, who anticipated similar exertions on the part of his

compatriots.®’

Such sentiments evidenced not simply a reappraisal of the natural sciences and
their practitioners, but a shift in conceptions of social worth, and changing notions of
what qualities deserved to be celebrated and emulated. This shift was, in many ways,
a top-down process, encouraged by enlightened ministers anxious to cleanse Spain of
vice and idleness. It represented an assault upon ingrained attitudes towards personal
honour, the social degradation associated with manual labour and the inheritance of
noble status, which had traditionally been founded upon a distinguished lineage,
ancient titles and abstention from ‘indecent’ forms of work.

Symptomatic of this reform process was a series of royal cédulas designed to
neutralise the noble aversion to manual work. In 1770, Charles III promulgated an
ordinance in which he decreed that ‘nothing [should] stand in the way of hidalgos
supporting their families by engaging in a craft, in order to avoid the disadvantage of
their living idle or badly occupied and becoming a charge on society’.®? Ten years
later, in 1780, the King consolidated this measure with a second ordinance on the

same subject. This decree sought to remove the stigma attached to manual labour,

enabling financially challenged nobles to contribute to the economy without

Jeopardising their honorary status. It stipulated explicitly that ‘the occupations of

* Ponz, Viaje de Espafia, p.1725

%2 Richard Herr, The Eighteenth-century Revolution in Spain, Princeton, Princeton University Press,
1958, p.97

39



tanner, smith, tailor, shoemaker, carpenter and others of this kind [will be] compatible

with the rank of nobility’, and their practitioners “eligible for municipal office’.%>

A more vociferous — and more brutal — cnitic of prevailing conceptions of
nobility was the artist Francisco de Goya, who exposed a host of vices and
perversions in his satirical engravings, Los Caprichos (1799). In one plate, ‘Asta su

abuelo’ (“Thus was his grandfather’), a donkey scrutinises his family tree, its mouth
hanging open in an idiotic grin and its eye gleaming dementedly. ‘This poor animal
has been driven mad by Genealogists and Heralds’, explains Goya. ‘He is not the only
one’.** Another plate, entitled ‘Ni més ni menos’ (‘Neither more nor less’), features a
second donkey. This animal poses gravely whilst a monkey sketches his portrait. ‘He
Is quite right to have his portrait painted’, reads the caption below; ‘thus those who do

not know him and have not seen him will know who he is’ &

In both of these engravings — and others — Goya parodied the parasitic conduct
of the upper classes. He satirised a group of individuals who measured their social
status according to the pedigree of their ancestors, rather than the sum of their own
achievements, and he criticised individuals who wished to perpetuate their image,
even when they had accomplished nothing tangible or worthy of commemoration.
This rationale differed markedly from the meritocratic reward system proposed by
Ponz and other reformers. It was presented by Goya as outmoded and archaic and

came, increasingly, to compete with a more modern idea of honour that prized talent

and industry over genealogical good fortune.

“ Ibid,, p. 126

* Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, Los Caprichos, New York, Dover Publications, 1969, Plate 39
® Ibid., Plate 41
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Fig.3: Plate 39 - Asta su abuelo — And so was his grandfather, from Los Caprichos, by Francisco Goya

y Lucientes, New York, Dover Publications, 1969. The caption opposite reads: ‘A este pobre animal le

han vuelto loco los Genialogistas y reyes de Armas. No es el solo’ — ‘This poor animal has been driven
mad by Genealogists and Heralds. He’s not the only one’.

[ 72 povere por ppors2eli

Fig.4: Plate 41 - Ni mds ni menos — Neither more nor less, from Los Caprichos, by Francisco Goya y

Lucientes, New York, Dover Publications, 1969. The caption opposite reads: “Hace muy bien en
retratarse: asi sabran quien es los que no le conocen ni ayan visto’ — ‘He is quite right to have his
portrait painted; thus those who do not know him and have not seen him will know who he is’.
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This gradual shift in social values had significant implications for the
perception of natural history and its practitioners, who engaged in strenuous physical
labour as well as more orthodox scholarly pursuits. ‘The popularity of natural
history’, explains Mauricio Nieto, ‘had to do with a series of social practices and
political projects surrounding collections, cabinets, exhibitions and gardens, which
gave a certain status to their owners’.*® Since only the richest stratum of society was
in a position to assemble such treasures, it was necessary to convince its members of
the benefits of such a pursuit. Advocates of natural history duly couched their
polemics in the language of social and national regeneration, assuring Spanish
hidalgos that a passion for the natural world would in no way compromise their
honour as noblemen and prescribing the study of nature as a wholesome antidote to

less salubrious pastimes.

One writer to adopt this posture was the journalist Juan Blasco Negrillo. In an
introductory article about the discipline of natural history, published in the periodical
Variedades de Ciencias y Artes (1804), Negrillo questioned the value of natural
history cabinets and asked whether ‘these occupations should not be considered as
mere superfluities, suitable only for powerful layabouts’, who aspire simply to flaunt

their wealth and ‘acquire at this price the vain reputation of curioso?’®’ Negrillo’s

answer was a resounding ‘no’. The collectors of natural history artefacts, were, the
journalist contested, ‘far from deserving scorn and the denomination of layabouts’.
Natural history was ‘the science most useful and necessary to man, owing to the

numerous benefits and commodities with which it provides him’, and it did not merit

such misplaced disdain. Negrillo hypothesised, indeed, that its study might deflect the

% Mauricio Nicto, Remedios para el Imperio: Historia Natural y la Apropriacién del Nuevo Mundo,
Bogota, La Imprenta Nacional de Colombia, 2000, p.15

®" Juan Blasco Negrillo, *Historia Natural’, Footnote p.37
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nobility from other less wholesome diversions. ‘It would be desirable’, he mused, “if
this useful mania were to become common amongst wealthy persons, and if they were

to employ in it the money they squander on gambling, or any other amusement of a

similar nature’.®®

The expression of such views appears to have had a positive effect, for there 1s
certainly evidence that, as the eighteenth century progressed, the study of natural
history became an increasingly popular pursuit in Spain, attracting aficionados in high
places. The Memorial Literario reported in 1784 that Gomez Ortega’s botanical
lessons at the Real Jardin Botanico were attended not only by the botanist’s students,
but also by “several curious individuals and distinguished persons of both sexes’.”” No

less a person than Charles III’s brother, Don Luis, was reputed to ‘possess a cabinet

[of natural history] amongst the rarest [in Europe]’,” whilst Don Urbano Severo,

writing to the editor of the Madnid periodical Diario Curioso, Erudito, Econémico y
Comerical in 1786, exclaimed that
it delights me to observe how the study of Onental Languages, of Physics and
Natural History, in 1ts different branches, is being propagated amongst us, be it
with the creation of precious cabinets, be it with the help of the exquisite
translation that has just been published [he was probably referring to José
Clavijo Fajardo’s recent Spanish translation of Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle),

or be tt, finally, by remembering amongst other things the merit of Acosta,

* Ibid., footnote p.37

69 «

Real Jardin BotAnico’, Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de Madrid, September
1734, Madrid, Imprenta Real, 1784, p.8 (my italics)

" Cavanilles, Espagne, p.69
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Hernandez, Carillo, Monardes and Barba [all sixteenth-century savants], of

whom the Nations who today treat us with such ingratitude took advantage.”’

Foreign observers also noted this growing interest in natural history collecting
when they visited the Peninsula, as did enlightened Spaniards who charted such
developments. The British traveller Joseph Townsend, for example, touring the
Iberian Peninsula in the years 1786-1787, inspected the private cabinet of the Marquis
of Sonora — the Minister of the Indies José de Galvéz - where he marvelled at
emeralds ‘superior to any I had seen for lustre and for size’ and examined ‘good
specimens of gold and silver’ and “artificial birds in filigree from the East Indies,
which must give pleasure to all who can admire these works of art’.”* The Spaniard
Cavanilles, meanwhile, was pleased to encounter several amateur botanists when he
visited his native Valencia in 1791. The botanist commented with pleasure on the
general taste for sciences in the region. He reserved particular praise for the
apothecary Don Juan Antonio Barrera, who had collected more than eight hundred
species of plants at his home in Vistabella,” and the Archbishop of Valencia, Sefior
Mayoral, who had founded a botanical garden next to his palace where he had

succeeded in acclimatising a variety of American species, such as the yucca, the

chimoyo and the aguacate.”

The eighteenth century also witnessed an assault on scholasticism, as scholars

started to champion direct observation and experimentation over inductive reasoning

! Urbano Severo, Carta de Don Urbano Severo a los Diaristas, Madrid, Imprenta de Andrés Ramirez,
1786, p.1

"2 Joseph Townsend, A Journey Through Spain in the Years 1786 and 1787: With particular attention
to the Agriculture, Manufactures, Commerce, Population, Taxes and Revenue of that Country; and
Remarks in passing through a part of France, Vol. 1, 3™ Edition, Dublin, 1792, p.182

> Antonio Josef Cavanilles, Observaciones sobre la Historia Natural, Geografia, Agricultura,
Poblacion y Frutos del Reyno de Valencia, Madnd, en 1a Impenta Real, Afio de 1795, p.84

" Ibid., p.137
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and the accumulated authonty of the Ancients, and naturalists in particular

emphasised the importance of personal experience in the study of the natural world.
To understand nature, they insisted, one had to engage the eyes and the hands, not
merely the power of reason. One had to examine nature’s productions for oneself,

instead of relying on the information one read in books, and, if what one saw with

one’s eyes diverged from what one read in one’s library, then it was the testimony of

the eyes that should take precedence.

The Spaniard José Clavijo Fajardo enunciated precisely this view in the
prologue to his translation of Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle (1785). Discussing the
multiple benefits offered by natural history cabinets, Clavijo acknowledged that
‘books of natural history are very useful and indispensable’ for learning about the
origin and properties of minerals, but he insisted that ‘in order to read them fruitfully,
one must first have a knowledge of those same compounds, [one must] handle them,
examine them carefully, compare them, note how they resemble one another and how
they differ, and accustom oneself as far as possible to distinguishing them at a glance
by their configuration, or by means of certain easily manual experiments’. Like the
anatomist, who derived his knowledge of the human torso from dissecting bodies, or
the pilot of a ship, who refined his navigational skills by traversing the seas, a good
naturalist synthesised book learning with practical experience. ‘The true knowledge of
Natural History can only be acquired by examining and observing nature and
familiarising oneself with it’, stipulated Clavijo; ‘and it is from not having followed

this method that some authors have incurred errors that are all the less worthy of

indulgence when the objects they were studying were quite common, and they could

have examined them without difficulty’.”

" Clavijo-Fajardo, Historia Natural, Vol. 1, p.XVviii
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The priest José Torrubia expressed a similar view in his Aparato de la
Historia Natural Espariola (1754). Torrubia, whose work focused primarily on
fossils, announced in the prologue that he had ‘always been suspicious of those
authors who...resolve from their studies the most arduous problems of Physics’. He

hypothesised that ‘a thousand leagues walked are more instructive than a thousand
books read’, and he summoned his own extensive travels and experiments as evidence
of his truthfulness and reliability. ‘I will never look in matters of Physics for a reason
that does not concur with what I see with my eyes’, vowed Torrubia. ‘I have thumbed
a large book in the twenty thousand leagues that I have walked, and I have always
occupied myself in the reflective and repeated observation of [nature’s] works,
inspecting them with new instruments and continually making experiments in
Mechanics, Optics and Anatomy’.’® Torrubia’s long journeys in Spain, the
Philippines, Mexico and Cuba thus enriched his natural knowledge more than
chimerical systems or outdated books.

Of course, the expression of these views and the existence of impressive
collections did not mean that the delights of natural history were entirely appreciated
or understood by society as a whole, or even, in some cases, by those who compiled

them. The fact that Negrillo still felt the need to enumerate the benefits of the

discipline in 1804 suggests that not everyone had imbibed the message. Townsend,
having admired the contents of Galvez’s cabinet, maligned its scientific worth,

concluding that ‘the Marquis most evidently had no taste for science, and was

solicitous not to acquire knowledge, but to encrease [sic] his treasure’,”’ whilst even

b

] oscph Torrubia, Aparato para la Historia Natural Espafiola, Madrid, Imprenta de los Herederos de
Don Agustin de Gordejuela y Sierra, 1754, Vol I, pp.2-3

" Townsend, Journey, p.182
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Azara, proud as he was to showcase his passion for zoology, suspected that his works

would not receive the credit they deserved in his native Spain. Writing to his French
editor Walckenaer in 1805, the Spaniard stated that his study of Paraguay’s birds was
soon to be published in Madrid, but anticipated that it would generate little interest. ‘I

do not expect that it will be appreciated’, lamented Azara, ‘since in this country there

is no taste for the sciences, much less for Natural History’.”

In spite of such discrepancies, one does nevertheless sense a shift in attitudes
in the late eighteenth century that rendered natural history compatible with more
traditional conceptions of honour and deserving of recognition. ‘We already see, with
unspeakable joy, how Mars has been reconciled with Minerva’, exclaimed Don

Urbano Severo in 1786; ‘that the Sword 1s no longer incompatible with the Toga, nor

the state of monk, ecclesiastic, gentleman or labourer with useful and ingenious

discoveries’.” This signified a reappraisal of social values. As Sarrailh has

commented:

The Spaniards, who had begun by laughing a little at those foreign gentlemen,
with their mania for constructing cabinets of physics or mineralogy, of botany
or of zoology, came to find some interest in forming their own collections, and

started to be convinced that they were as useful as cabinets of medals, and to

aspire to compile equally rich cabinets, be it in a pharmacy in Barcelona [like

Jaime Salvador] or in a certain palace in Madrid {like Charles III’s uncle Don

Luis).%

'® Azara, Vigjes, Vol. 1, p.22
" Carta de Don Urbano Severo a los Diaristas, Madrid, Imprenta de Andrés Ramirez, 1786, pp.1-2

*Jean Sarraith, La Espafia Hlustrada del a segunda mitad del siglo XVII, Mexico-Buenos Aires,
Fondo de Cultura Econémica, 1957, p.111
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Transatlantic Tributes

The vices that Goya mocked in his Caprichos were not confined to Spain. Many of
them extended to her American colonies, where they often assumed a racial
dimension. Stuart Schwartz and Frank Salomon have argued that ‘toward the close of
the colonial era in Colombia, “low” urban occupations including surgery and school-
teaching were so clearly associated with mestizaje that individuals suing to have their
purity of blood or nobility ratified “invariably argued as a proof of their social
distinction that they ha[d] not done ignoble work” of these types’.*! Mark Burkholder
concurs, citing the testimony of a foreign visitor to Caracas at the end of the colonial
era. This individual, having witnessed the results of this honour code first hand and

reported that a creole ‘would think himself disgraced to owe his subsistence to the

sweat of his brow, or the hardness of his hands’. ‘Nothing, according to him, degrades
a man so much as labour’, stated the foreigner, and ‘he believes that it is impossible to

preserve one’s dignity and do honour to one’s ancestors except with a pen in the hand,

a sword by the side or a breviary under the eyes’.>

A report addressed by the City Council of Caracas to Charles IV 1n 1796
epitomised this social prejudice. Protesting against a recent royal decree enabling

pardos (people of mixed European and African ancestry) to ‘buy’ certificates

declaring themselves to be legally white, the caraquefio councillors specified that ‘the

8! Stuart B. Schwartz and Frank Salomon, ‘New Peoples and new kinds of people: adaptation,
readjustment and ethnogenesis in South American indigenous socicties (colonial era)’, in Frank
Salomon and Stuart B. Schwartz (eds.), The Cambridge History of the Native Peoples of the Americas,
Vol. 111, Part 2, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p.492

52 Mark Burkholder, ‘Honour and Honours in Colonial Spanish America’, in Lyman L. Johnson and
Sonya Lipsctt-Rivera (eds.), Sex, Shame and Violence: The Faces of Honour in Colonial Latin
America, Albuquerque, University of New Mexico Press, 1998, p.26. Juan B. Lastres, conjecturcs,

likewise, that the high proportion of mulattos engaged in surgery in colonial Peru tarnished the status of
a profession already perceived as inferior to medicine on account of its substantial manual component.

Sce Juan B. Lastres, La Cultura Peruana y la Obra de los Médicos en la Emancipacion, Lima, 1954,
p.48
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pardos and free mulattoes specialise in the mechanical skills, though now many of
them despise such occupations and regard it as unseemly to be both a soldier and a
shoemaker or a barber, while those with more honest ideas never escape from a low
job and a life of poverty’. As a result of this association between African heritage and
certain trades, those of pure European ancestry abstained from all manual work, lest
they jeopardise their racial superiority. ‘A white never takes an artisan’s job for fear

of being classed with the pardos’, stated the report.”
In America too, however, traditional conceptions of nobility were beginning to
elicit criticism from more progressive sections of society. The New Granadan Jorge

Tadeo Lozano fulminated against lethargic hidalgos in his periodical £l Correo
Curioso, thundering that ‘the noble who passes his days in shameful sloth is more vile
than the artisan who professes an office, however humble it may be’.** Lozano’s
compatriot Antonio Zea concurred with this view, urging his compatriots to ‘replace
philosophical jargon and the wisdom of scholasticism with the belles lettres and the
exact sciences, that contribute to human happiness’,> whilst the Peruvian physician

Hipélito Unanue recommended the study of botany to his fellow Americans as

conducive to ‘the comfort, enlightenment and honest pleasure of man’.*
The New Granadan Francisco José de Caldas offered an even more stinging

critique of antiquated noble values when he described the upper class creoles in the

% John Charles Chasteen and James A. Wood (eds.), Problems in Modern Latin American History,
Wilmington, Scholarly Resources Inc., 2004, p.13

84 Jorge Tadeo Lozano, ‘Sobre lo util que seria en este Reino el establecimiento de una Sociedad
Econémica de Amigos del Pais’, in Biblioteca Aldeana de Colombia, Periodistas de los Albores de la

Republica (Jorge Tadeo Lozano, Fray Diego Padilla, José Maria Salazar y Juan Garcia del Rio),
Seleccién Samper Ortega de Literatura Colombiana, Bogot4, Publicaciones dcl Ministerio de
Educacién Nacional, Editonnal Minerva, S.A., 1936, p.30

%> Antonio Zea, ‘Los Avisos de Hebéfilo’, in José Celestino Mutis, Flora de la Real Expedicién del
Nuevo Reino de Granada, Madrid, Ediciones Cultura Hispanica, 1954, Vol. 1, p.99

*® José Hipdlito Unanue, ‘Descripcién Cientifica de las Plantas del Perit’ in Jean-Picrre Clément (cd.),
El Mercurio Peruano, 1790-1795, Vol. 11, Frankfurt, Vervuert, 1998, p.112
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city of Cuenca, known locally as ‘morlacos’. In an article for his periodical, £/

Semanario de la Nueva Granada, Caldas satirised the mentality of this powerful
social group, whose ‘white’ skins gave them carte blanche to exploit the rest of the

population, and who flaunted their ‘nobility’ through crude ostentation, futile blood

feuds and interminable legal wrangling. The naturalist sneered at a class, ‘whose
honour lies in ruining whoever does not bend their knee in their presence, in having
great riches, in brandishing a sword [and] in affecting an air of Cato in public’.*’ He

lampooned a set of people so litigious that ‘they would fight a lawsuit over the wing

of a fly’,*® and he censured the ignorance of the morlacos, who failed to distinguish

between trivial and serious matters, and who, in the education of their children, sought
merely ‘to inspire in them their own preoccupations and deliriums’.®” Caldas
dismissed the Cuencan nobility as a degenerate and useless sector of society, and he
contrasted their dissipation with his own frugal and industrious conduct as a man of
science, devoted to his work and imbued with ‘a fortunate custom for seclusion and a
certain taste for purity’.”” He traced a sharp distinction between old and new
conceptions of nobility, in which honour competed with virtue, sloth with industry
and 1ignorance with reason.

Caldas also battled valiantly to secure appropriate rewards for those citizens
whose researches benefited and honoured their homelands, summoning the same
arguments used by Ponz and his Spanish cohorts. Writing to his friend and

collaborator, Santiago Pérez Arroyo on 21 March 1802, Caldas voiced his gratitude

i — — o g

* Francisco Jos¢ de Caldas, “Viaje al Corazén de Barnuevo, Mayo 1804°, in Obras Completas de
Francisco José de Caldas, Bogot4, Imprenta Nacional, p.492

* Tbid., p.496

* Ibid., p.492

0 Letter from Caldas to Mutis, April 21, 1802, in Jeanne Chenu, Francisco José de Caldas: Un
Peregrino de las Ciencias, Madrid, Hermanos Garcia Noblejas, 1992, p.180
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towards Arroyo and his fellow accomplices, Ignacio Pombo and Camilo Torres and
promised to immortalise their efforts in a physical form. ‘A statue of Pombo, of
Santiago, of Camilo’, gushed Caldas, ‘would be a small recompense, and the best use
that could be made of the first metals that our mines produce, of those mines
cultivated and brought to perfection by the wisdom and generosity of three illustrious

citizens’. The New Granadan aspired to personally ‘record the beloved image of three
friends in bronze’. He prophesied — echoing Ponz - that the sight of such statues
would furnish his fellow countrymen with excellent role models, and perhaps inspire
them to achieve similar fame. ‘Thus will we leave to posterity three models of wise
and generous citizens’, Caldas rejoiced optimistically.”*

Like the author of the Elogio, Caldas juxtaposed the happy fate of his
contemporaries with the oblivion endured by earlier savants. In his Estado de la
Geografia (1808), the New Granadan denounced the neglect suffered by the quitefio
cartographer Pedro Vicente Maldonado, who had mapped much of the region in the
1730s, and he remarked acidly that ‘if we know a part of his actions, we owe it to the
pen of a foreigner (La Condamine)’. Caldas grumbled that whilst ‘the most celebrated
academies of Europe have pronounced eulogies to him [Maldonado]...his compatriots
scarcely know him’. He exposed the warped social values of the quitefio, who “toils to

pass into posterity the name of a judge who built a street for him, and has forgotten to

erect a monument to the greatest man this land has produced’, and he scolded his

compatriots for this criminal oversight. ‘The historical eulogy of this geographer

?! Letter from Caldas to Santiago Pérez Arroyo, 21 March 1802, in Chenu, Caldas, p.164
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should certainly occupy the talents of his fellow citizens’, Caldas lectured
reproachfully.”

Elsewhere in his work Caldas summoned other instances of equally culpable
neglect. Traversing the plain of Yaruqui in the environs of Quito, the naturalist
scoured the area for signs of the triangulation pyramids constructed by Charles Marie

de la Condamine and his colleagues to execute astronomical observations. He
scrutinised the locale intensively, but discovered no trace of them. ‘The pyramids do
not exist’, reproved Caldas. ‘They perished at the hands of a mad vanity, fanaticism
and barbarism’ and their remnants were now to be found performing the less
distinguished functions of bridges and doorsteps. ‘The Indians of Yaruqui and of
Puembo trample on the projects of a wise academy’, snorted Caldas. ‘Could the
Hottentot have done more?’”

Not notably better was the fate of a white marble tablet erected by La
Condamine in the vicinity of Cuenca to commemorate the achievements of his
expedition. Caldas, exploring the region in 1804, was scandalised to observe that
‘instead of perpetuating the memory and the results of observations that determined
the shape of the earth...it served as a bridge over a ditch, covered with earth and
buried’.”* The New Granadan, shocked at this neglect, appropriated the unfortunate

tablet and transmitted it to Bogota, where it could receive the appreciation it deserved.

"What a sad fate for the most famous voyage of the eighteenth century’, sighed

* Francisco José de Caldas, ‘Estado de la Geografia del Virreinato de Santafe de Bogot4, con Relacién
a la Economia y al Comercio’, in Obras Completas de Francisco José de Caldas, Bogota, Imprenta
Nacional, 1966, p.195

* Francisco José de Caldas, ‘Memoria sobre el plan de un viaje proyectado de Quito a 1a América
Septentrional, presentada al c€lebre director de 1a expedicién botdnica de 1a Nueva Granada, don José
Celestino Mutis, por Francisco Jos¢ de Caldas’, in Obras, p.304

* Francisco José de Caldas, “Viaje al Coraz6n dec Barnucvo, Mayo 1804°, in in Obras Completas,
P.495
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Caldas. ‘Tablets, inscriptions, pyramids, towers, all that could announce to posterity
that these countries served to decide the celebrated question of the shape of the earth,
have perished’.”” This state of affairs was a grave loss, not only to the forgotten
French academicians and their Spanish associates, Jorge Juan and Antonio Ulloa, but
also, as this last comment intimates, to the inhabitants of New Granada, whose
homeland had provided the backdrop for such critical scientific observations.

A final episode related by Caldas highlighted both the prejudices that the
naturalist’s work could incite, and, more significantly, how the endorsement of a
respected social figure could help to dissipate these prejudices. Botanising in the
province of Cuenca in 1804, Caldas recorded how he acquired the support of the
city’s Bishop, Pedro Fernandez de Cérdoba, who ‘declared himself my protector with

enthusiasm’. The Bishop, whom Caldas classed as ‘rare amongst those [men] of his

estate’, not only offered the naturalist his protection, but ‘full of zeal for the progress
of the sciences, resolved to accompany me’.”® The two men scrutinised Cuenca’s flora

together. The Bishop also assisted Caldas in making astronomical observations.

Caldas expressed his surprise and delight that Ferndndez de Cérdoba should
support his studies so fervently. His astonishment was, however, greatly exceeded by

that of the local priests when they spotted their superior at work in the field. ¢All were
amazed to see their ecclesiastic Chief on his knees at the foot of my quarter-circle,

taking heights of the sun, and to see him pick up a plant and to observe it with greater

attention’, stated Caldas. How shocking must such a scene have been ‘for men who

> Tbid., p.491. Caldas complained elsewhere that a local Bishop was planning to demolish one of the
church towers that had served La Condamine in his astronomical observations and petitioncd him to
preserve a building ‘more precious, more interesting, more famous than the [towers] of Pisa and
Seville’. He prized the tower both for its scientific value and for its symbolic significance as a
monument for former scholarly endeavours. Se¢ Letter from Caldas to José Celestino Mutis, 6 May

1802 in Academia Colombiana de Ciencias Exactas, Fisicas y Naturales (ed.), Cartas de Caldas,
Bogota, 1979, p.175

* Francisco José de Caldas, *Viaje al Corazén de Barnuevo, Mayo 1804°, in Obras, p.478
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have never seen Prelates other than surrounded by servants and oozing
circumspection and dignity!’

What particularly gratified Caldas was the way in which the Bishop’s conduct
elevated his own status and enhanced the respectability of his profession. The

naturalist recounted how ‘the distinction that the Prelate showed towards my person
called the attention of others...fix[ing] their gazes upon me, and attract[ing] the same
obsequies and attentions’. He meditated upon the influence that the behaviour of a
high-ranking clergyman could exert upon the popular perception of the naturalist, and
he recorded with relish how the two men were féted with floral arches upon their
entry into the village of Azogues. Reflecting upon the incident, Caldas speculated that
‘never was a botanical expedition so honoured’, and he contrasted his pleasant
experiences in Cuenca with the distinctly less warm reception accorded to the French
academicians who visited the city in 1739, when the entire party of savants was
greeted with disdain and one of their number succumbed to an assassin’s blade. “What
different times from those in which J. de Jussieu, Godin, Bouguer, de la Condamine,
Juan, Ulloa and their colleagues were loathed, persecuted, attacked and one of them,
M. Seniergues, surgeon to the academicians, publicly murdered by the mob of

Cuenca, incited by the very person [the Bishop] who should have contained it!’

exclaimed Caldas. “What a difference a leader can make!””’

Conclusion

Spain’s engagement with the natural sciences was predominantly utilitarian in nature,
concentrating upon those areas of study that offered tangible practical benefits. The

Spanish Crown patronised scientific institutions and expeditions in order to inventory,

?7 Ibid., p.179
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investigate and more effectively exploit the botanical, zoological and mineral riches
of its sprawling empire. It was also highly sensitive to the charges of fanaticism and
ignorance levelled at Spain by European rivals and it sought to dissipate these
allegations by embracing this modern, fashionable pursuit. As Arthur Steele

concludes ‘it would seem that Spain, determined to promote the sciences and having

such vast understudied domains, drifted into herborization because, together with
metallurgy, it was the most obvious and readily available type of scientific activity
upon which to lavish official funds’.”®

As the eighteenth century progressed, observation and experiment gradually
supplanted the inductive reasoning associated with scholasticism. The ingrained
prejudices towards manual labour slowly subsided, both in Spain and its American

colonies, and enlightened ministers, authors and scholars advocated a revised social

pecking order, in which personal merit outweighed genealogical pedigree and virtue
superseded honour as a measure of social merit.

The naturalist slotted well into this emerging (theoretically) meritocratic
framework, personifying this new, useful breed of individuals, and he went from
being disdained and neglected to being celebrated and rewarded.” Statues were

erected in his honour — something that contemporaries recognised as a novelty.

Wealthy Spaniards, reassured that an interest in botany would not jeopardise their
noble status, began to collect natural objects alongside medals and antiquities, and

reform-minded individuals identified naturalists as suitable models for emulation. A

> Arthur Steele, Flowers for the King: The Expedition of Ruiz and Pavén and the Flora of Peru,
Durham, Duke University Press, 1964, p.49

> Antonio Lafuente characterises the naturalist as an individual ‘whose social rise was based on talent
rather than lineage, and who derived the usefulness of knowledge from its quantifiability’. See Antonio
Lafuente, ‘Enlightenment in an Imperial Context: Local Science in the Late-Eighteenth-Century
Hispanic World®, Osiris, 2™ Series, Vol.15, 2000, p.171
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jubilant Cavanilles rejoiced in 1804 that budding savants ‘see everywhere models
worthy of imitation’, whilst Ponz’s scheme for commemorating recently deceased
savants was in part realised in 1808, when Claudio Boutelou began giving classes at
the Real Jardin Boténico as professor of agriculture. According to the New Granadan
Sinforoso Mutis, ‘Fernando VII, in the few days that he governed the monarchy for

himself, and at a time of great uncertainty, had the portrait of [the botanist José
Celestino Mutis] placed alongside that of Don Antonio Cavanilles in the Real Jardin
Botanico, so that they might serve to stimulate the younger generation’, thus enacting

the art critic’s belief that worthy models would spawn diligent disciples.'®

'% “Historia de los Arboles de Quina. Obra Péstuma de D. José Celestino Mutis, célebre naturalista y
patriarca de los Botdnicos, Director de 1a Real Expedicion del Nuevo Reino de Granada, Socio de

diferentes Academias de Europa Astronomo de S.M. Concluida y arreglada por D. Sinforoso Mutis y

Consuecgra, Individuo de 1a misma Real Expedicidn Botanica, y nombrado para organizar y publicar 1a
Flora de Bogot4’, 1809, in Mutis, Flora, Vol. 1, p.112
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Chapter 2 - Sloth bones and Kangaroo Teeth: Gathering Nature’s
Wonders

On 30 December 1775, King Charles III of Spain visited the Real Gabinete de
Histona Natural in the company of his uncle, Prince Luis. The Real Gabinete, the
latest addition to Madrid’s intellectual landscape, was not due to open formally until
November 4, 1776." The King was granted a privileged sneak preview of the
institution, in the establishment of which he had been instrumental. He declared
himself suitably impressed by the marvels exhibited within.

Charles was, in fact, more than impressed. He was moved. Sufficiently moved,
it transpired, to consign his experiences to poetry. Writing to ‘a poet friend of his,

resident in Madrid’, Charles narrated his impressions of the institution.” In verse, the
King descrnibed the beautiful mahogany shelves that adorned each room. He eulogised
the wonders on display in the Sala de Minerales, where the sight of so many rare
‘sands, stones, salts, petrifactions and metals’, ‘suspended both the eyes and the
spirit’.> He detailed the contents of the Sala Boténica, filled with ‘seeds, grains and
flowers...resins, balsams and rubbers’, and he devoted particular attention to the
treasures of the animal kingdom, whose productions were to be seen perched on
shelves or suspended in alcohol.* The ‘thousand birds with capricious feathers’, the

‘admirable amphibians and fish’ and the ‘quadrupeds, placed in different postures and

conserved by art as if alive’ all enchanted the King,” whilst even the ‘monsters and

1 .
Antonio Ponz, Vigje de Espaita, Seguido de los dos Tomos del Viaje Fuera de Espana, Madnd, M.
Aguilar, 1947, p.487

*Ibid., p.513
? Ibid,, p.515
‘Ibid,, p. 515

> Ibid,, p. 515
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skeletons’ intrigued him, revealing as they were of the mysterious caprices of their
‘celestial Author’.® The human artefacts that filled the final room in the Gabinete
proved no less fascinating, and Charles concluded his reminiscences by describing
‘the costumes, the furniture and the armaments of [people from] other climates...and

other ages’ that had awaited him in this room, along with an assortment of medals,
vases and bronzes.’ If his poetic efforts are to be believed, the King departed the Real
Gabinete enraptured, enlightened and quite overwhelmed.

Charles also departed the Gabinete brimming with personal and patriotic
pride. If the admirable contents on display signified God’s creativity and power, they
also symbolised the power and extension of the Spanish monarchy, constituting
tangible proof of vast domains blessed with abundant natural resources and of
efficient systems of government able to procure these treasures, facts of which
Charles himself was well aware. The museum of natural history, Charles stated in his
poem, was a place ‘wherein shines the power and wealth of a nation ruler of two
worlds’ - a clear allusion to Spain’s American possessions.” The impressive
collection of minerals on display was ‘the accumulation of that which Spain produces
In her maternal entrails’ — a reference, presumably, to the nation’s mineral wealth —
and the institution as a whole resembled ‘a book in which you read about who you are
and the many things you possess’.” Whilst this last remark could be interpreted as a

metaphor for personal enlightenment and religious deference, as visitors ruminated

over their place in the natural world and the vastness of God’s bounty, it appears, in

®Ibid., p. 515
" Ibid., p.516
®Ibid., p.514

? Ibid., p.515
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the case of its author, to merit a more literal interpretation. Charles III and his
ministers had played a critical role in founding the Gabinete. Visitors to the institutton
could thus legitimately associate the natural wealth contained within with the breadth

of Charles’ impenal possessions and the enlightened mentality of his government.

They could view the Real Gabinete as a microcosm of Spain’s global power.

This chapter examines how Spain harnessed the riches of her vast empire to
enrich the Real Gabinete and its counterpart the Real Jardin Boténico. In the previous
chapter, we assessed the concerns, both patriotic and utilitarian, that motivated the
foundation of these institutions, and charted changing attitudes towards the natural
sciences. We now move on to address the ‘how?’ element in the Spanish natural
history project. We explore some of the mechanisms through which the Director of
the Gabinete, Pedro Franco Davila, and his botanical counterpart, Casimiro Gémez-
Ortega, collected the specimens they desired - ranging from formal scientific
expeditions to governmental decrees, and we emphasise how collecting practices were
shaped by existing — and changing - imperial structures.

Wniting in 1784 in response to Nicolas Masson de Morvillier’s unflattering
Encyclopédie article ‘Espagne’, the disgruntled Spanish botanist Antonio Josef
Cavanilles asserted, with patriotic pride, that ‘it had not cost more than the order of a

minister to complete [the] superb collection [at the Gabinete Real]’.!® Pedro Franco

Davila exuded similar confidence in the institution’s future in 1773, when,
formulating an architectural plan for the proposed natural history cabinet, he
stipulated that “a large room’ should be assigned to the display of the mineral
kingdom. ‘The Cabinet of his Imperial Majesty in Vienna has a room of 60 French

feet in length and 40 in width destined for these collections alone’, stated Davila, ‘and

'* Cavanilles, Espagne, p.69
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we can expect to have much more in this genre on account of what they will send us
from the Americas’.'! Both Cavanilles and Davila thus prophesied that it would be

relatively easy to stock the exquisite mahogany shelves of the Gabinete, thanks to the

zeal of ministers and the obedience of subjects.

The truth, of course, was rather more complex. Zealous officials certainly
played a critical role in the acquisition of specimens, both botanical and zoological,
and Spain’s vast and long-established American territories undoubtedly gave her an
advantage over some of her European rivals. Collecting natural history artefacts,
however, was not easy. Live plants and animals could expire in the course of

transportation. Dead ones could decay, whilst poor or non-existent labelling could

render specimens useless or unidentifiable. More drastically, valuable specimens

could succumb to the attacks of foreign powers, ships carrying natural treasures could
sink and naturalists could perish. The Spaniard Félix de Azara, for example,
attempted to bring the cones of a certain pine tree back to Spain, believing its wood to
be good for making ships’ masts, but found his scheme thwarted when ‘the
Portuguese despoiled me of them, as of other seeds and of all my luggage’.'? The San
Pedro de Alcdntara meanwhile, sank in 1783, taking Hipélito Ruiz’s collection of
Araucaria pines and other Chilean botanical treasures to the bottom of the ocean. ™
As the above examples illustrate, successful collecting required scrupulous

care, clear instructions, co-operative naval personnel and a substantial dose of luck.

The chapter examines some of the measures taken by the Spanish government to

'! Maria de los Angeles Catalayud, ‘El Real Gabinete de Historia Natural’, in Antonio Lafuente, José
Peset, José, and Manuel Sellés (eds.), Carlos 11l y la Ciencia de la Hlustracién, Madrid, Alianza
Editonal, 1988, p.220

"2 Félix de Azara, Viajes por la América del Sur desde 1789 hasta 1801, Montevideo, Comercio del
Plata, 1846, p.60

13 Steele, Flowers for the King, p.119

60



improve the odds of successful remittances of specimens. It also argues that the
collection of natural history artefacts reflected Spain’s shifting imperial status, since
the ability to obtain particular specimens was closely connected to the extension of
Spain’s overseas possessions and to its relations with other European powers. When

the Frenchman Jean Frangois de Bourgoing praised the Real Gabinete for containing

‘one of the compleatest [sic] collections in Europe in metals, minerals, marble,
precious stones, corals, madrepores and marine plants’, he was tacitly acknowledging
Spain’s vast dominions and imperial might.'* When, conversely, Juan Mieg
bemoaned the absence of a kangaroo and a platypus from the museum’s shelves in
1818 — examples of which could be seen in London and Paris — he was pointing,
covertly, to Spain’s imperial decline, at a time when the country had been a victim of

Napoleonic invasion and its American colonies were in the throes of independence.

The ability to stock the Jardin Botanico and the Real Gabinete thus mirrored the

reform and contraction of the Spanish empire. This chapter explores this relationship.

Collecting and Empire

The relationship between empire and collecting has recently become a key theme in
European cultural history. Several historians have signalled the role of gardens,
museums, zoos and private cabinets of curiosity as sites for the exhibition of personal
and 1mperial power. They have situated these institutions in a wider context of global
exploration and colonialism.

In her work Edge of Empire Maya Jasanoff examines collecting in India and
Egypt in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The collectors profiled by

Jasanoff were primarily British and French — or at least in the service of these states —

' Jean-Francois Bourgoing, Travels in Spain: Containing a New, Accurate and Comprehensive View of
the State of that Country down to the year 1806, London, J.G. Barnard, 1808, p.103
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and specialised in the acquisition of antiquities. Jasanoff uses the extracurricular

activities of men such as Antoine Pollier, Benoit de Boigne and Giambattista Belzoni
to reappraise the imperial projects of Britain and France. She argues that the
collection of exotica — be it rare plants, Egyptian monuments or mechanical tigers —
was intimately connected to the process of colonial expansion. She also suggests that
collecting could constitute the terrain upon which national power was contested, with
the collection of objects to some extent mirroring the ‘collection’ of territories. "
Jasanoff’s collectors prioritised the acquisition of antiquities. The collection of
natural treasures, however, was likewise related to — and constrained by — the wider
European imperial project. Indeed, it may be in some ways rather artificial to separate
these two forms of collecting, since many individuals dabbled in both. The
Frenchman Claude Martin assembled both natural and man-made objects in Lucknow,
whilst the British Museum displayed an array of exotica, much of it collected by John
Sloan in Jamaica. Antonio Ponz, who scrutinised the Museum’s content in 1783,
indicated the varied nature of its contents. “There are copious collections of books,
printed and handwritten, of medals, old and modern and all types of Egyptian,
Roman, Etruscan, American and Asian curiosities’, wrote Ponz. There was also a
‘considerable’ collection of “natural curiosities’, which consisted of “birds,
quadrupeds, fish, metals, stones and plants’, and the skeleton of a whale suspended

above the main staircase.'® The breadth and extent of the items of display attested the

diligence and the wide interests of Sloan and his fellow collectors.

Richard Drayton and Emma Spary have focused more specifically upon the

relationship between natural history and empire. In Nature s Government, Drayton

'> Maya JasanofT, Edge of Empire: Conquest and Collecting in the East, 1750-1850, London, Fourth
Estate, 2005, passim

' Ponz, Vigje de Espafia, p.1817
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charts the evolution of Kew Gardens in London, showing how Sir Joseph Banks
transformed this institution into the ‘great exchange house of empire’.!” He argues

that Banks presided over a botanical empire, which sought to ‘improve’ British

commerce and agriculture by supervising the transplantation of species across the

Bntish Empire. He mentions, for instance, the introduction of the Polynesian
breadfruit plant to the West Indies, where it was supposed to provide food for slaves.
Spary studies the development of the Jardin du Roi in Paris in her work
Utopia’s Garden. In her second chapter, ‘Acting at a Distance’, Spary addresses the
process of gathering specimens and suggests that André Thouin, head gardener of the
Jardin (1764-1793) exploited a sprawling network of correspondents to acquire seeds
and plants. This network — which included the director of the Madrid botanical
garden, Casimiro Gomez-Ortega, and the French component of the botanical
expedition to Peru and Chile (1777-88), Joseph Dombey — extended throughout
Europe, and, thanks to travelling naturalists, diplomats and merchants, around the

world, furnishing Thouin with seeds from such diverse areas as Siberia, Montevideo

and Botany Bay. Spary suspects that ‘Thouin’s activities were probably representative
of developments at all major botanical centres in Europe and the colonies in the later

eighteenth century’, a supposition that this chapter will consider with reference to

Spain.'®

'" Richard Drayton, Nature ’s Government: Science, Imperial Britain and the ‘Improvement’ of the
World, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2000 p.108

'* Emma Spary, Utopia's Garden: French Natural History from Old Regime to Revolution, Chicago
and London, University of Chicago Press, 2000, See chapter 2, *Acting at a Distance’, pp.49-98
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Royal Remittances

The Real Gabinete was founded in 1771, when Pedro Franco Davila, a native of
Guayaquil and long time resident of Paris, sold his extensive private natural history
collection to the Spanish Crown, on condition that he be appointed the new
institution’s director.'” Whilst Davila’s contribution was fundamental, the Gabinete
also owed a considerable proportion of its exhibits directly to the generosity of its
royal patrons. Kings and Princes had traditionally constituted major collectors of
exotica, both natural and man-made, and rulers such as Francesco I, Grand Duke of

Tuscany (1569-1587) hoarded all manner of natural wonders as a testament to their

power, good taste and education.”

In the Renaissance period, princely collections were often pnivate affairs, to
which only a few privileged individuals were granted access. By the end of the
eighteenth century, however, this situation was starting to change. Princes began to
expose their collections to public view, and, as Paula Findlen comments, ‘enlightened
rulers such as the Empress Maria Theresa and the Archduke Peter Leopold made their
collections of art and science accessible to their subjects through the opening of the
Brera Museum in Milan in 1773 and through the donation of the Cabinet of Physics
and Natural History in Florence in 1775 and the Uffizi galleries in 1789°.*' Charles
IIT’s efforts to found a Gabinete de Historia Natural in Madrid need to be viewed

against this backdrop. As the King himself pointed out, ‘It was he who protected [the

' Catalayud, ‘El Real Gabinete de Historia Natural’, p.226-227

* Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting and Scientific Culture in Early Modern
Italy, Los Angeles and London, University of California Press, 1994, pp.113-114

*! Ibid., p.395
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institution] with his royal donations, and it is from him that the natural sciences may

expect yet greater glory and ornament’.%?

Several contemporanes bore witness to Charles’ generosity towards the
Gabinete. José Clavijo-Fajardo, the institution’s vice-director, recorded how the King,

‘with charitable hand, gave for the formation of the Real Gabinete not only all that
which had been collected in the realm of Natural History in the time of his beloved
Brother [Fernando VI], but also all of those precious things related to the same
History that had come into his Royal hands, be it in grains of gold of an extraordinary
size, in samples from silver mines of a singular richness, or in a great number of
precious and exquisite vases’.>’ Antonio Ponz noted likewise that ‘to the collection
that don Pedro Davila brought from Paris have been added the treasures that the king
and the prince [of Asturias] had’,** whilst Cavanilles declared the cabinet of the
Infante Don Luis to be ‘among the rarest’ in Europe.?’

The ability of the Spanish Crown to acquire coveted treasures needs to be
situated within the wider field of dynastic politics and diplomatic relations. As Louise
Robbins has noted, rare beasts and exquisite artworks were often exchanged as
diplomatic gifts to reinforce changing foreign alliances. Thus Louis XV received

France’s first ever zebra in 1760 as a gift from the Dutch governor of the Cape of

Good Hope’,?® whilst Louis’s predecessor, Louis XIV, was the proud recipient of an

Afnican elephant. A Spanish pamphlet written in 1773 recorded that ‘this Elephant

* Ponz, Viaje de Espafia, p.516
® Clavijo Fajardo, Historia Natural, p.xi
<4 . .

Ponz, Antonio, Vigje de Espaiia, p.487

® Cavanilles, Espagne, p.69

*® Louisc E. Robbins, Elephant Slaves and Pampered Parrots: Exotic Animals in Eighteenth-Century
Paris, Baltimore and London, The John Hopkins University Press, 2002, p.4
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