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8 November 1700

|
Bouvet to Leibniz

(AA I'xx: N. 329)

My Reverend Father,

Albeit that some believe that the Yi jing [i.e., 5#E; Book of Changes]—the most

ancient work of China and perhaps the world and the true source from which that nation

This letter was not received by Leibniz until after Bouvet’s Letter I. Leibniz was

forwarded this letter as an enclosure along with a letter from Le Gobien from Paris on 10
November 1701. See WB 268-273. This letter is Bouvet’s first extensive elucidation of
his “Figurist” views, here centering on the ancient classic Yi jing (Book of Changes).
Bouvet is convinced that the book’s very structure embodies the principles of all the
sciences, and that the putative author, the mythical Fuxi, was an avatar of the great
Patriarchs, the wisdom-givers at the core of the European current of Ancient Theology in
which Bouvet had been trained and of which he was a proponent. Bouvet’s views are
clearly expressed here; they expand on a topic already put forward in outline in Letter E
and will be reiterated in full in his Letter I, in other correspondence and, especially, in his
Chinese writings. Bouvet believes that the original writings of China’s antiquity, and
most importantly and representatively the Yi jing, when stripped of their commentaries
and later misunderstandings and misapplications, were fully consonant expressions of the
universal wisdom of the Patriarchs, and were the key to the conversion of the Chinese

since they had simply lost the true religion through the obfuscation of time.



(in the opinion of all learned men) has drawn all of its sciences and customs—contains
nothing but a corrupted doctrine, full of superstitions and lacking any foundation or
solid principle, I am not of their opinion; and I am likewise persuaded that they are
mistaken and that they do harm to the ancient Chinese who appear to have had in their
beginnings a philosophy as pure and as sound, and I dare add perhaps even more solid

and more perfect, than is ours today.

I grant that this truth is not easy to persuade at first sight those who have read the
majority of the books that the Chinese most esteem, such as the jing [i.e., ££] or classics
with their best commentaries, and above all those [commentaries] that were written by
their greatest men concerning the Yi jing which I confess are filled with many errors and

a sort of purely superstitious divination.

Yet on another side one cannot deny that among all of these errors one sees
shining in a hundred places certain traces of a knowledge so alive and so pure that were
one to take even the least effort to collect and compare them one to another, one would
notice right away by the relationship and reciprocal interlinkage that they have between
them, and by the perfect conformity that one finds therein with what remains of the most
estimable of the wisdom of the ancients, that they issue from the same source and that
like these others they are so many precious remnants of the ruins of the most ancient and
most excellent philosophy taught by the first Patriarchs of the world and their
descendants, subsequently corrupted and nearly entirely obscured by the passage of time;
and this accords perfectly with the general and unanimous sense of veneration and esteem
that the savants of China have had for three or four thousand years for their first fathers,

whom they say were in possession of sciences to a supreme degree of perfection,



including arithmetic, music, astronomy or astrology, and medicine or physics, and that
they have always believed to be able to recover in the same degree of perfection if there
had been found among them someone fortunate enough to reveal the mysteries of the Yi
Jjing or, better said, the system that their first law-giver Fuxi had bequeathed them in the
celebrated diagram composed of 64 characters and 384 small broken or unbroken lines
variously combined among themselves, in which they have always said and presupposed
that this prince of philosophers had enclosed all of the sciences.

It is in part on [the basis of] the universal testimony coming from all that China
has received from learned men for more than four thousand years, and in part on [the
basis of] the marvelous relationship that I have found in a hundred places in Chinese
books between their ideas and their principles, and the ideas and principles of our ancient
sages concerning all the sciences and likewise concerning religion, that being persuaded
that they very probably were completely the same thing, at least originally, and that it
might well have been that the diagram of Fuxi’s system was [to all intents and purposes]
a universal symbol invented by some extraordinary genius in antiquity, such as Mercury
Trismegistus, to represent to the eyes the most abstract principles of all the sciences, that
is, it is on these foundations that I have applied myself to studying this ingenious diagram
hundreds and hundreds of times over the last several years. And since all of the
commentaries—which have been made concerning this system for nearly three thousand
years by very great men, of whom Confucius was one of the principals—seem more
suitable to further confusing and obscuring the true sense than to revealing its mystery,
[1], having left aside all of these commentaries and having applied myself exclusively to

this diagram, examined it from many different angles such that after having combined



and recombined what seemed to me the most solid of the principles of Chinese sciences
with the most ancient principles of our sciences, by way of numbers—which are the base
of this system—[I] made the analysis of Fuxi’s diagram in a manner so favorable that I do
not at all doubt that I have at last discovered all of its mystery, or at least a very sure and
very easy path to get there, and I am at present persuaded just as the best disciples that
Fuxi ever had in China, that his system effectively encompasses all the other sciences.
Judging by the analysis I have made of it, it is nothing other than a numerical
metaphysics, or a quite perfect general method of the sciences, arranged not only
following the rules of the three kinds of progressions of numbers, but also following
those [rules] of the diagrams and proportions of geometry and the laws of static
[mechanics], all equally necessary for building a system so simple and so ordered as this
one, for the purpose of putting order into all of the sciences and giving reason to all that
we admire in the works of the Creator who, according to the testimony of the sacred
writings, observed all of the rules [in these creations] and made them all in numero,

pondere et mensura [i.e., in the (proper) number, weight, and measure].

To demonstrate in passing to those who are knowledgeable in the philosophy of
numbers (which is precisely the science of this system) that the ideas which I put forward
are not simply conjectures, I will tell you that it consists of a double series of plane and
solid numbers [i.e., for two- and three-dimensional geometrical figures] so interlinked
amongst themselves by all of the harmonics of music and by a perpetual harmony that—
fashioned exactly into a quadrant with the 64 characters and the 384 small lines of the
diagram—represent the periods with all of the harmony of the celestial movements, and

beyond that all of the principles necessary to explain the nature and properties of all



things [and] the causes of their generation and decline, furnishing at the same time all that
is needed not only to reestablish the ancient music of China lost for 15 or 20 centuries at
least, but also to recover that which we have lost of that of the Greeks, of which the three
kinds or systems—being the diatonic, the chromatic, and the enharmonic—little known in
our day with all of their modes, are found in their full extent, laid out and arranged in this
system in a manner so natural and so wonderful that it is sufficient to [simply] cast one’s
eyes upon several diagrams that I have drawn up out of these same numbers, in order to
resolve, with evidence and without any trouble at all, the most difficult problems of
music that have been debated by scholars for more than 1500 or two thousand years, both
in China and in Europe.

In addition, the singular relation that this numerical system seems to me to have in
its entirety and in its particulars to that of Pythagoras and Plato, rather poorly understood
since the time of Cicero since this great orator, as well-versed as one might believe in this
sort of philosophy, when wishing to highlight the obscurity of something, said: id numero
Platonis obscurius [1.e., more obscure than Plato’s number]; this relation, I was saying,
gives me to believe that they are in effect the same system, and that the numbers of
Fuxi’s system are the [same] numbers as Plato’s system, wherein Cicero had found such
great obscurity.

If it is that beyond this these same numbers further accord with the numbers of the
Sabbath and the jubilee years of the Hebrews, and with the other mysterious numbers of
their ancient Kabbalah—not the modern which is full of superstition and mistakes—as I

find that it does accord quite exactly, it seems to me as something beyond doubt that this



system of Fuxi and the ancient philosophy of China understood according to legitimate
and solid principles, being so consistent with the philosophy of the divine Plato and with
that of the ancient Hebrews, that is, of Moses and the ancient Patriarchs who had received
this doctrine as it were by revelation from the Creator, cannot and should not at all be
taken as a superstitious and corrupted science, but should on the contrary be regarded as a
quite appropriate instrument for reforming all of the errors and superstitions whereinto
they have unfortunately been cast by the ignorance of this legitimate and solid philosophy
into which the Chinese have fallen by the passage of time.

I conclude from the above that those of the missionaries who in order to procure
the conversion of this nation employ all of their energy and the best part of their time in
studying the Chinese books, that they rather not endeavor as M. Maigrot, presently the
Monseigneur of Conon, has done until now, to show by means of the authority of the
philosophers of the middle ages since Confucius—those who having lost as they mostly
have the principles of the doctrine of Fuxi, that is, their sound and legitimate philosophy,
have also almost completely lost any distinct knowledge of the true God and of the
genuine cult honored by their first fathers—that they rather not, I was saying, endeavor
solely to prove that the religion of this nation has been for all time purely superstitious
and truly atheistic, for on one side that cannot be supported without sanctioning our so-
called atheists of Europe by means of the example of an entire nation which for many
reasons has held for so long the first rank in all of Asia, and on the Chinese side not only
would that [necessarily] do injustice to the nation, but also would place an almost

insurmountable obstruction to its conversion, [for it would be] nearly impossible with this



supposition to require it [i.e., China] to abandon all of the practices and customs that M.
Maigrot has condemned as superstition and idolatry; and even to undertake it [i.e, the
conversion of the Chinese] would [necessarily] expose ourselves to the clear and present
danger of ruining in an instant the work of more than a century, as M. Maigrot himself
must have recognized a few months ago by his own experience in a tumult that came
about on account of this and which nearly became disastrous for all of Christianity.

Instead, I was saying, of taking a path so little suitable in the end—as proposed by
the Holy See and the sacred congregation of monseigneur prelates and Vicars Apostolic,
and all of the missionaries—the most reasonable, most sure, and most efficacious means,
it seems to me, would be for all of the missionaries to collaboratively study with the aim
of demonstrating to the Chinese the errors and contradictions of their modern philosophy
while leading them little by little, as God helping there will be nothing more natural or
easy, to the solid principles of the true and legitimate philosophy of Fuxi, their first
teacher, in such a way that this nation as superb as it is, well-practiced in following the
lights of correct reason, would be that much less reluctant to listen to us that it itself
would recognize that so reasonable a change would not be at all humiliating, and that this
to the contrary would do nothing but connect it more so to the purity of its ancient
doctrine and to its first teachers, for whom it has always had such great veneration.

After this step forward by way of the crucial linking between the principles of the
true philosophy and those of the true religion, one sees readily how easy it would be to
bring the Chinese philosophers to recognize the absurdities of atheism and all their other

errors and superstitions, and the formal contradiction all this has to the ancient



philosophy whose certitude they will have understood, and to bring them in this way
smoothly and without any duress to suppress them [i.e., atheism, errors, and
superstitions], as they no doubt would do themselves being sufficiently roused by the
shame that they would have, were one to see them adhere any longer, against their own
principles, to such gross errors.

With all of these great obstacles to Christianity distanced at once from the spirit
and heart of the philosophers by a means so smooth and so efficacious as this, what
would be easier for the missionaries after this than to instill in them esteem for the
sublime dogmas of the faith and for the holy maxims of the gospel that they would then
listen to with admiration and finally with pleasure as a completely heavenly doctrine,
and which would give the supreme degree of perfection to the natural truths of their
philosophy and to the purity of their ethics?

To proceed even further, if some of us were to undertake at present to reestablish
the sciences in China and to return them to their ancient perfection, which I see would be
greatly facilitated by way of the system of Fuxi about which I have just given a small
outline, I might say that a small work of this sort-which would infinitely please the
emperor and besides his own approbation would also lead to that of all the scholars of the
imperial college—would soon make its way throughout the empire and would be regarded
there as the doctrine of the state, in such a way that, it being the case that in working on it
[i.e., this “small work™’] the missionaries would by a holy artifice not have missed
placing therein all of the necessary antecedents for the establishment of Christianity
throughout the empire, one could hope with much foundation that this would one day be
the impetus towards the complete conversion of this numerous nation.

Peking, 8 Nov. 1700.
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