
Letter A 

 
18 October 1697 

Bouvet to Leibniz 

(AA I xiv: N 358) 

 
 

Monsieur, 
 

All that I have heard said from the Reverend Father Verjus
1
 and from some of our 

scholars concerning the erudition and the rare merit of your illustrious person has 

 
1
 The Jesuit Antoine Verjus (1632-1706), brother of the Comte de Crécy, was Secretary 

to Father François de La Chaise d’Aix, Confessor to Louis XIV. He corresponded with 

Leibniz until the year before his death (1695-1705). As Procurator to the French 

Missions to the Orient, he and his secretary and successor, Charles Le Gobien, S.J. 

(1653-1708), were the main intermediaries in Paris for exchanging the letters between 

Bouvet and Leibniz. Leibniz’ first concerted defense of the Riccian Accommodationist 

view concerning Chinese Rites (the so-called “Rites Controversy”) was written to Verjus 

in January,1700, entitled De Cultu Confucii Civili (AA IV viii: N 70; CR 61-65). If 

Verjus was the one responsible for initiating the contact between Leibniz and Bouvet (see 

Mungello, Curious Land, p. 312), there is strong evidence that it also was he who stopped 

the exchange between them. Verjus became annoyed with Leibniz (e.g., Verjus’ letter to 

Leibniz 12 September 1705 [AA I xxv: N 64]) because the latter’s main interests seemed 

to be distracting Bouvet and his fellow Jesuits in China, thus detracting from their 

primary evangelical mission. Five years later, Leibniz is still quite upset about the matter,  



2 
 

 

stimulated in me several times since my return from China the desire to give myself the 

honor of writing you in order to inform you of the favorable news that I have brought from 

a country in which I see with joy that you are so interested. Monsieur Piques,
2 

 

Doctor of the Sorbonne, whose name I believe is not unknown to you, gave me the 

kindness of sending me the memoirs which you printed this year under the title 

 

Novissima Sinica historiam nostri temporis illustratura etc.
3
 I have read and reread them, 

 

 

complaining to the Jesuit Des Bosses about the late Verjus’ opposition and the 

consequent slighting of him by the French Jesuits. He asks his help in circumventing it 

(through des Bosses’ “friends”) so that he can get an answer from Bouvet (letter to des 

Bosses, 4 August 1710 [G II: 409; LR 185] ). 

 
2
 Louis Picques (1637-1699), French cleric, was a well-known orientalist who 

corresponded with many scholars of his day. See Francis Richard, “Louis Picques, 

docteur de la Maison et Société de Sorbonne: les annotations d’un théologien féru de 

langues orientales.” Revue de la Bibliothèque nationale de France, 2 (1999): 42-46; and 

Francis Richard, “Un érudit à la recherche de textes religieux venus d’Orient, le 

docteur Louis Picques (1637-1699),” in Les Pères de l’Eglise au XIIe siècle (Actes du 

Colloque de Lyon, 2-5 octobre 1991 (Paris: Le Cerf, 1993), pp. 253-277.
 

 

3
 Novissima Sinica (AA IV vi: N 61) was Leibniz’ only work on China that was 

published during his lifetime. Other than the Preface, the work is mostly items written by 

missionaries to China, that Leibniz compiled, edited and translated. The first edition was 

published in 1697; a second edition was published in 1699, virtually identical with the 

first, other than the addition (as an Appendix) of Leibniz’ Latin translation (AA IV vii: 

N 108) of Bouvet’s Portrait Historique de l’Empereur de la Chine, présenté au Roi 
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always with new pleasure. The pleasure which you yourself find in knowing about and 

publishing the progress which the gospel is making today in China, with the great hopes 

that the favorable disposition of the emperor
4
 gives us for the entire conversion of his 

(Paris, 1697; most later editions titled Histoire de l’Empereur de la Chine) – the “small 

work” mentioned several lines below in this letter. For further details about the 

Novissima Sinica, see Introduction in CR and the translation of Leibniz’ Preface (CR 

45-59). Their translation of the Preface is taken primarily from Lach (LC) which also 

supplies much background information on this work. 

 

4
 Best known by his reign title as the Kangxi 康熙 emperor (now commonly referred to 

simply as Kangxi; 1654-1722, posthumous temple name Shengzu 聖祖). Kangxi was of the 

Manchu Aisin-Gioro imperial clan; his personal name was Xuanye 玄燁 (Hiowan Yei in 

Manchu). At age eight he became the second ruler of the Qing (1644-1722), the last of 

China’s imperial dynasties. After consolidating his rule, during his prosperous reign (1661-

1722), the longest in China’s history, the emperor oversaw many unprecedented advances in 

the applied sciences and a number of large-scale transformative compilation projects in the 

humanistic arts, including the immense, authoritative dictionary of the Chinese characters 

that carries his name. Even into present times, a good many of the writings on Kangxi’s 

character have drawn directly from Bouvet’s Portrait Historique de l’Empereur de la Chine. 

See Spence (1) for a scholarly, yet readable (auto)biography of the emperor. For a standard 

account of the emperor’s life and accomplishments see Arthur W. Hummel, ed., Eminent 

Chinese of the Ch’ing Period (1644-1912) (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing  
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empire, has brought me to beseech you to accept a copy of a small work which I had 

printed recently concerning the person of this great monarch, being assured that the title 

and content will please you.
5
 It will be followed, God helping, in a few months by 

another work which will please you no less, not for its novelty, but for its material. It is a 

new relation of what happened at the occasion of this fortunate edict by which the 

emperor of China so solemnly approved the Christian religion, etc. It will be more ample, 

more exact, and better detailed than the one of which you gave such a good Latin 

translation to the public.
6
 I will try to add to it a small summary of the diverse subjects 

Office, 1943), Vol. 1, pp. 327-31. See also the catalogue of the recent exhibition focusing 

on the emperor: Kangxi, Empereur de Chine (1662–1722): La Cité interdite à Versailles, 

Paris: Réunion des Musées Nationaux, 2004. And see also the catalogue of another recent 

groundbreaking exhibition, Emperor Kangxi and the Sun King Louis XIV: Sino-Franco 

Encounters in Art and Culture 康熙大 帝與太陽王路易十四特展, Taipei: National 

Palace Museum, 2011. 

 
5
 Bouvet is alluding to the forthcoming Histoire de l’édit de l’empereur de la China en 

faveur de la religion chrétienne: avec un éclaircissement sur les honneurs que les 

Chinois rendent à Confucius & aux Morts, by Charles Le Gobien (Paris: J. Anisson 

1698).
 

 

6  On March 22, 1692, the Emperor issued an edict tolerating worship at Catholic 

churches in China – putting it on par with (Tibetan) Lamaism and other forms of 

Buddhism -- and thus permitting the growth of the Christian mission. A report on this 

Edict (translated by Leibniz into Latin) is the first item in the Novissima Sinica, reported 

by J. Soares, S.J. (1656-1736) – director of the Jesuit Collegium in Beijing. Leibniz 
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which are treated in the Chinese books that I brought to the king’s library, numbering 

more than 300 volumes,
7
 in order to satisfy your curiosity while waiting for the 

entitled it: De Libertate Religionem Christianam apud Sinas propagandi nunc tandem 

concessa 1692 (AA IV vi: N 61: 410-441). The document is translated in Lo-shu Fu, A 

Documentary Chronicle of Sino-Western Relations (1644-1820), 2 vols. The association 

for Asian Studies: Monographs and Papers, No. XXII (Tucson: The University of 

Arizona Press, 1966), vol.1, pp. 105-6.
 

 

7
 Bouvet deposited 45 “volumes” containing 312 booklets (“cayers” in OF) in the Royal 

Library on May 27 and June 2, 1697. The deposited items consisted of 22 separate works 

(here grouped according to their physical division of 45 cases, or han 函, containing a 

total of 312 individually bound smaller ce 册), including writings on geography, history, 

law, ritual, philosophy, natural history, medicine, mathematics, literature, and most of the 

“classics” as well as several dictionaries. For a full description, see H.A. Omont, Anciens 

inventaires et Catalogues de la Bibliothèque Nationale, 4 vols. (Paris, 1911), (vol?) pp. 

484-486. The English naturalist Martin Lister (1638-1712) saw the books on his visit to 

library in 1698, writing: “I observed the China Manuscripts which Father Beauvais [sic] 

brought this year as a Present to the King. They are about 44 Packs of small books, of a 

long Quarto fashion, put up in loose Covers of a Purple Sattin glued on Pastboard; of 

Natural History, of Dictionaries relating to the Exposition of their Characters, etc. The 

King hath a Sett much of the same before in White Sattin, with their Titles.” See Lister’s 

A Journey to Paris In the Year 1698, edited by Raymond P. Stearns (Urbana: University 

of Illinois Press, 1967), p. 111. Many have argued that the “volumes” numbered 49 or  
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translations that we hope to make without delay of all these works and of all the others 

that will be judged to merit it. For the present, I would like to be able to give you some 

more particular indications of the perfect esteem and of the veritable respect with which 

I am, 

Monsieur, 

 

Your very humble and very 

obedient servant in our Lord 

 

 

J. Bouvet J. 

 

At Fountainbleau, the 18th October, 1697 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

149, but this number likely includes four sets already present in the library. For a 

detailed look at the state of these books over the years, see Monique Cohen, “A Point of 
History", pp. 39-48. See also Li Hsiao-mei 李筱眉, “Tan Ming mo Qing chu de Zhong-

Xi tushu jiaoliu: Li Madou, Jin Nige, Bai Jin zhi tushu jiaoliu daibiao shishi chutan,” 
談明末清初的中西圖書交流：利瑪竇、金尼閣、白晉之圖書 交流代表史事初探; 

Guojia tushuguan guankan 國家圖書館館刊 1999.1 (1999): 1-20, esp. pp. 14-19. 



 


