LEIBNIZ AND THE LANTERN
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IN SEPTEMBER 1675, in Paris, the mathematician and philosopher
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) saw a demonstration on the
banks of the Seine of ‘a Machine which served to walk on the water'.
Leibniz was 29 years old at the time and in the service of the Elector
of Mainz, for whom he spent the years 1673-6 in Paris on a
diplomatic mission. This was Leibniz's first close contact with
some of the leading scientists and scientific societies of his time: in
this period he met both Christiaan Huygens and Robert Boyle,
amongst many others, and began work on his new mathematical
method for determining ‘The Greatest and The Least’ —the calculus
—which was published in 1684.
The experience of seeing the new machine inspired Leibniz to
make some handwritten notes on ‘a new sort of Entertainment’ that
would bring together scientists, mechanics, showmen, investors,
mathematicians, publishers, musicians, poets, booksellers and
architects — nothing less than the most prominent thinkers and
entrepreneurs of the day — for a new kind of exhibition of modern
inventions and industry. He titled these notes Dréle de Pensée,
which translates loosely as ‘a fantastic idea’ or ‘an amusing thought'."
In the full possession of his extraordinary faculties, and in the gilded
capital city of Europe for the first time, Leibniz produced an idealistic
proposal that considered the financing, organisation, presentation,
content and effect of his exhibition.
Leibniz wrote his notes without inhibition, from the heart. He
suggested that the exhibition could open with projections from a
magic lantern:
The entertainments would be for example Magic Lanterns;
(one could commence with that) flights, imitation meteors,
every sort of optical marvel; a representation of the sky and
its stars.

Items on view would include

a Globe [model of the Earth] like that of Gottorp or Jena;
fireworks, fountains, vessels of strange shapes; Mandrakes
and other rare plants. Extraordinary and rare animals.

There would be miniature sea battles in a canal, grand concerts
and demonstrations of rare musical instruments, anatomical
displays, botanical gardens and laboratories. Alongside these grand
public entertainments Leibniz also proposed scientific displays of
more specialised interest, to include calculating machines, coins,
pictures, a library, experiments with water and air, and demonstra-
tions of a vacuum. Leibniz thought that perhaps Otto von Guericke's
experiment with his so-called ‘Magdeburg Sphere’? could be
recreated, and ‘From England could be brought the man who eats
fire etc., if he is still living.” Optics appeared again as an instructional
entertainment: ‘In the evening the moon, as well as the other stars,
could be viewed through a telescope.” Throughout, Leibniz showed
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a fascination with optical illusions and transformations, such as:
Display of camera obscuras. Paintings which from one side
appear in a certain way, and from the other in quite a different
one.

For public festivities he specified:

Grotesque images painted on oiled paper with lamps inside.
There could be figures which would move, illuminated from
within to show what might be on the paper. For the magic
lanterns, there could be not only simple subjects painted on
transparent material, but [also] ones which can be
dismembered, to represent quite extraordinary and grotesque
movements, which men would not be capable of making.
Discussions and colloquia were also part of Leibniz's plan, along with
the potential for the founding of a new international college and the
teaching of young persons. For the wider public, displays of
automata, glockenspiels, small cavalry and infantry soldiers in mock
battles, demonstrations of conjuring and tricks with cards, and
various pranksters and 'French clowns’ would provide entertaining
diversions. Finally, the entirety of the various representations and
staged events could be integrated with an opera. For this spectacle,
To draw the curtain would not be a bad thing, since during the
interval one might show something in the darkness. And magic
lanterns would be appropriate for that. One might show the
actions made by those transparent puppets represented by
some speech or song. One might make one representation of
the antiquities of Rome and others of illustrious men. In fact of
all sorts of things.

NOTES

1. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ‘Drole de Pensée, touchant une nouvelle
sorte de Representations’, handwritten document (in French),
Eigenhandige Aufzeichnungen A, Leibniz Archiv, Niedersachische
Landesbibliothek, Hannover. | am indebted to Richard Crangle for a new
English translation of this text, which was written by Leibniz with an
imaginative enthusiasm that is not at all simple to parse. All quotations
are from this translation. An excellent full critical text of the original
French document, with many annotations and an lItalian translation, can
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be found at http://www.znort.it/suiseth/drole/drole.html (address correct
at time of going to press).

2. Otto von Guericke (1602-86) was the inventor of the vacuum pump and
did much early research on the properties of vacuum. The ‘Magdeburg
sphere’ consisted of two copper hemispheres placed together, with the
air inside pumped out to form a vacuum. Air pressure on the outside of
the sphere meant that the hemispheres could not be pulled apart even
by two teams of horses.






