Letter I

4 November 1701

Bouvet to Leibniz

(AA Ixx:N318)

At Peking this 4th of November 1701
Monsieur,

You no doubt did not count on receiving such a speedy reply to the very kind
letter which you honored me by writing on the 15th of February of the present year. The
speed of the ship that brought it to me, joined with that of the person to whom it was
delivered on arrival in order to get it to me, was such that I still have the leisure necessary
for showing you my very humble gratitude by way of the same ship. I was deeply moved
hearing of the inconvenience which obliged you to make the journey to Bohemia. And I
also was no less moved by the death of Father Kochanski, of which you took the trouble
of informing me. But it was at the same time a very singular joy to me to learn that His
Most Supreme Majesty the King of Prussia has instituted a new society of sciences, the
direction of which he has given to you. The long-standing enthusiasm which you have
shown for all that regards China, and particularly for the advancement of the Gospel,
surely merits that China herself take as great an interest in this news as does the whole of
Europe, whose interest without doubt is considerable. My only sorrow in this is to see
that the great abilities which heaven granted you for the most important affairs, such as
for the most profound sciences, draw you away to business which will deprive the realm
of sciences of a large part of the great advantages that it could expect from your learned

meditations.



That which you touch on in a few words concerning the new discoveries made by
you and by others on the principles of your new analysis of infinitesimals, has much
excited my curiosity. If the captain who commanded the ship on which Father Fontaney
returned from Port Louis to Canton in five months and a few days of navigation had
followed the very wise counsel which you gave others to obtain a barometer in order to
forecast tempests, he would have had the pleasure of profiting by it and would not have
lost all of his masts that an unforeseen typhoon carried away from him, placing the ship
so close to ruin a few days before coming into port.

We advised the emperor of China of the news of the complete defeat of the Czar's
army by that of the King of Sweden, about which you took the trouble to inform me. The
emperor was surprised that Sweden with such unequal forces took such a great advantage
over the Muskovites, but in reality this does not seem to have given him any worry. I
hope that the Czar's suspicions do not at all spoil the projects of yours now in progress on
behalf of China by way of Muscovy.

Although you had not at all spoken to me in your previous letters of your new
numerical calculus, Monsieur, that which I had vaguely heard about it from one of my

friends, who had heard of it at second hand, gave rise in me a great desire to learn

. . 1 . .
something of it from you yourself. But that which you have had the kindness of
informing me of in your last letter has exceeded my expectations and has excited in me a

true passion to learn from you yourself all of its design, not only for the sacred use which

you are seeking to apply on behalf of religion, which is the principal incentive that will

! Leibniz writes of his binary “calculus” in a letter to Grimaldi, early 1697 (AA I xi: N:

483), which may ultimately be the source of Bouvet’s introduction.



make it valuable above all to the men of my profession, but also by reason of the
marvelous relation that I find between your principles and those upon which I imagine
were founded the science of numbers of the ancient Chinese as well as the other sciences
of which they have lost all knowledge—[including] among others, physics, or the science
which teaches the principles and causes of the generation and corruption of all things,
wherein the ancient sages of China found the very same analogy as is found in numbers,
in which the entire science was founded on a system which is in no way different from
your numerical table that you establish as the foundation of your numerical calculus,
from which you pass, like the Chinese, from the generation of numbers to the production
of things, keeping the same analogy in the explanation of the one and the other.

Other aspects aside, I speak here only of the numerical table to which you join the
double geometric progression, something which the Chinese chose as the most simple of
all and which contains the most perfect harmony. And in order to show you, Monsieur,

that this table, without changing anything in it, is the same as the system of the gua [i.e.,

£} or small lines of Fuxi, the prince of the philosophers of China,2 I ask of you

three things which you will certainly grant me without difficulty.

2 Bouvet here refers to the 64 hexagrams (gua) of the Yi jing, which he will introduce

presently (AA I xx: N 319). The word gua (diagrammatic linear figures) is also used for
the eight trigrams, which Bouvet also discusses. Bouvet would have learned that Fuxi
was China’s first emperor, albeit somewhat relegated to a mythological, or at least
legendary period. As Bouvet has mentioned in earlier letters, and will expound upon

more fully later in this letter, Fuxi was credited with the invention of the gua, and also



First, I request you to extend your numerical table (which in your letter is only
continued up to the Sth degree of the double geometric progression, that is up to the
number 32), to extend, I am saying, your table up to the 6th degree of this same
progression, that is up to the number 64, or rather only to the number 63, since 63 along
with the zero which is at the beginning of the progression makes 64. Your table, being

extended by one half by the addition of this degree of the double progression, I request

you secondly to suppose that all the zeros, which are as images of the void or of

imperfections, are changed into as many divided | [symbols] as you see in these

parentheses ( | ) and that all of your table is composed only of small whole or divided lines,

like that of Fuxi. After this supposition, I request you thirdly to cut your table into two
halves, each containing 32 rows of six small whole or divided lines, and to arrange them
next to each other as two columns in such a way that the two extremities which met before
the division are in opposing position. Having done this, bend the two numerical columns one
toward the other, each into a semi-circular arch, in such a way that the two upper extremities
unite together as well as the two lower extremities. Then compare this model with the

circular Chinese model which I am sending you and see if you notice any difference there,

the first Chinese writing, i.e., characters. In addition to the original Chinese sources for
his information about Fuxi, Bouvet likely would have followed the brief description
provided by Martini in his Sinicae historiae (pp. 11-13), and so would have dated the
reign of Fuxi to begin in the year 2952 BCE, the date provided by Martini; see Opera
Omnia, Vol. IV, Part I, pp. 19-21, 65-68. For Bouvet, Fuxi is at the center of his
Figurism, the key to sourcing the Patriarchs in early Chinese texts, as he sustains in this
correspondence and elsewhere (see below in this letter for Bouvet’s analysis of his

name).



and see if you do not discover in it the same marvelous harmony that is found in your

table.3

3 Following Bouvet’s instructions, one arrives at the ordering in the circular diagram,
keeping in mind that the hexagrams are to be viewed from inner to outer, as if one were
looking outward from the center of the circle, i.e., the outermost lines are the tops of the
hexagrams. This is reflected in the characters for the names of each hexagram which are
at the top of the hexagrams, and thus at the head of the hexagrams, again indicating that
the hexagrams are to be seen as if looking outward. (See below about the small Arabic
numerals and correspondence to the binary system.) The first hexagram then would be
Kun (3#1) , which is at the bottom of the right half of the diagram. The progression
would follow “counterclockwise” up along the arch to the right to the next hexagram Bo
(%)) and upwards through to Da guo (Ji#) and finally Kou (%5, sometimes read gou) at
the top of the right half of the diagram. Then, the progression resumes at the bottom of
the left half of the diagram with Fu (1) , continuing “clockwise” up along the arch to
the left next to Yi ([iH) , and then up to Guai (F¢, sometimes read Kuai) and ending with
the final hexagram Qian (%) at the top of the left half of the diagram. The small Arabic
numerals in the circular diagram that appear between the hexagrams and their
characters, on the other hand, when read as they appear (looking from the outside of the
circle inward), mark the binary numerical correlations, from O to 63, following the same
progression of the hexagrams as intended by Bouvet and noted above. In a sense, the
numerical progression marks the purely diagrammatic and structural form of the

hexagrams, and to formulate the binary progression, the lines of the hexagrams are to be



seen as ordered from outer to inner, from top to bottom (opposite to the Chinese reading
order of the lines). As example, the second hexagram in the circular diagram, Bo (:) ,
corresponds to the number 1 (000001 in the binary progression), the third, Bi (ft) ,
corresponds to the number 2 (000010 in the binary progression), etc. Bouvet purposefully
proposes viewing the hexagrams in this manner in order to display a direct correlation of
the lines of the hexagrams to Leibniz’ binary progression. Bouvet was an expert on the Yi
Jjing, and clearly understood that in traditional and contemporary Chinese usage, the
progression of the lines would be “read” as rising from bottom to top, providing the
means to divinatory and philosophical interpretation of the development of signification in
the hexagram. Bouvet’s interest here is purely in the diagrammatic form, and not in
explaining how the hexagrams functioned within the Yi jing in the Chinese world. Indeed,
this is strikingly clear when we return to Bouvet’s instructions of how to view Leibniz’

binary notation in order to see the correspondence with the lines of the

hexagrams. By replacing Leibniz’ zeros with the symbol | , the binary notation of the
numbers 0-5 would appear as (with added emphasis): ||, ], LS Tl i,

il , etc., and thus corresponding exactly to the apparent “form” of the first five

hexagrams in the circular diagram, numbered 0-5 (beginning with the hexagram Kun),
when viewed “sideways”. The many scores of remarks about the “wrong” reading of the
hexagrams have entirely missed the point of structural correspondence. Bouvet’s
understanding was impeccable, and his exposition is clear; and, after all, he has said more

than once that the “true” ancient system of the Yi jing had been lost for millennia.



This model is one of two models by Fuxi,4 who by the admirable art of a

perfected science (toward which you seem on the right path to put back on track people to

* This hexagram ordering and the two “models” actually are not quite so ancient, and
may not even be among the earliest orderings of the hexagrams at all. They derive from
diagrams virtually universally attributed to Shao Yong fif%# (1011-1077), although Shao
was said to have received them through his teacher, and the actual diagrams probably
were added to Shao Yong’s work by a later commentator and included in subsequent

editions; the first place we see them in print is in the Zhou Yi benyi J& 55 &% of Zhu Xi
ZKE: (1130-1200), there attributed to Shao Yong. Shao Yong alluded to the diagrams

in his exegesis of the structure of the Yi jing in his opus of cosmology and philosophy
Huangji jingshi shu BB (Book on Supreme Principles and Ordering the World).
In this work Shao outlined this ordering of the trigrams and the hexagrams from an
incipience in the “Great Ultimate” (Tai ji XA ), which divided into the “Two Principles”
(liang yi Wi1# ), representing yin and yang, hard and soft, which in turn incrementally
combined into the trigrams and subsequently into the hexagrams. In a section concerning
the emblematic characteristics of the “Preceding Heaven” (xiantian 5K ) formation of
the gua he writes: ““... Therefore one divides into two, two divides into four, four into
eight, eight into sixteen, sixteen into thirty-two, thirty-two into sixty-four.... and thus the
six positions of the Yi (i.e., the Book of Changes) form their patterns.” (Huangji jingshi
shu, Sbby ed. 7A.24b.) While not at all intimating a binary numerology, he does
specifically relate this progression as analogous to the natural way ten divides into one

hundred, one hundred into one thousand, and one thousand into ten thousand. He goes on



whom this has been lost for more than 30 or 40 centuries), knew how to include as if
under two general and magical symbols the principles of all sciences and of true wisdom.
And this great philosopher, whose looks have none of the Chinese even though this
nation recognizes him as the creator of the sciences and the founder of the monarchy,
built this system of the circular model, it seems, to calculate and comprehend exactly all
of the periods and movements of the heavenly bodies and to give a clear understanding of
all the changes which by means of them take place continuously and successively in

nature.

to explain the trigrams and hexagrams in diagrammatic terms of the intermingling of the
characteristics of the proprietary qualities of the trigrams, with the result that: “One
transformation yields two, two transformations yield four, and with three transformations
the eight trigrams are formed... and with the sixth transformation the sixty-four
hexagrams are completed.” (Huangji jingshi shu, Sbby ed. 7A.32b.) He says that this can
be visualized in diagrams (7A.34a-b), but these are nowhere present in editions that
preserve his original writing. Nor are there diagrams for the “Preceding Heaven”
“circular diagram” (yuan tu ) and “square diagram” (fang tu J7[& ) in his
explications of these two, where his descriptions concern associative qualities. (See op.cit.
7B.1a-10b.) Shao Yong was said to have inherited these diagrams and the learning

about them from a line of teachers that stemmed from the Daoist master Chen Tuan

P42 (d. [apotheosis] C.E. 989). While these diagrams were traditionally attributed to

Fuxi, they often are said to have originated in early China, or at least dating from Han

times, although there is no actual textual evidence of this.



The second model which you see included in the first and which is a sort of magic
square, is the same as the first in terms of its constituent parts, but quite different, no
doubt, in terms of the positioning of its parts and in the uses to which Fuxi, who is the
creator, put them and which are not and have not been understood by anyone, any more
than those of the first model, perhaps since the beginning of this ancient monarchy, the
diverse commentaries made on them in different times, even prior to Confucius, having
served only to render comprehension of them more obscure.

If it is that your numerical table is absolutely the same as the one Fuxi used in
forming his system (which seems to all scholars to be a system of numbers), as you will
recognize yourself as soon as you have compared one with the other, you will also
perhaps recognize at the same time, Monsieur, that the science — toward which you
rightly find that the natural and harmonious order of numbers in this table when extended
according to the degrees of the double geometric progression gives great insights — must
not pass as a new science, at least in China, since this system of small lines that is
attributed to the founder of the most ancient monarchy in the world seems to be none
other than this [same] science, the invention of which, therefore, must not be permitted to
attract to you in Europe the same glory among scholars as if no one in the world had ever
thought of it.

As for myself, as one who, upon meditating quite some time on this system of
small lines which for a very long time has passed here [in China] as an inexplicable
enigma, I had come to believe to have caught a glimpse of the design, the beauty, and the

extent of this science, as you might have learned from the letter I wrote last year to
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France on this subject that I beseeched Father Le Gobien to pass on to you,5 I must
confess to you that the conformity of your invention with this ancient system, which |
esteem most in the world in the realm of science, has greatly elevated in my spirit the
high esteem in which I have held your person, and it makes me hope that in opening these
new paths to our scholars it will be possible one day to recover the understanding of the
true system of nature and of all the other sciences nearly to the extent as once held by the
first Patriarchs of the world, whether they had obtained it by a free gift of heaven or had
acquired it in the course of time by the power of their genius and by the diligence and
extent of their work.

Coming from similar principles as you, Monsieur, I am not at all surprised at the
design for a Characteristic which you propose for portraying thought in such a manner
that the same characters would serve at once to calculate and to demonstrate through
reason etc., because this type of writing seems to me to comprise the true intent of the
ancient hieroglyphs and the cabala of the Hebrews, as well as the characters of Fuxi, who
is regarded in China as the first creator of the letters or hieroglyphs of this nation, of
which it is commonly said that in devising them he used the 64 combinations of the
whole and divided lines of his system, which are as so many different expressions of
numbers. But as the Chinese do not at all understand the value of the numbers hidden
beneath these expressions or algebraic symbols, and consequently are completely
unaware of the correspondences that their characters had with the first symbols, they have
been so altered and corrupted by vulgar usage, to which they have for so long been

applied, that there remain very few of them which have been preserved whole enough to

3 See Letter G.
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be able to be ascribed to their true and first origin. As such, it seems to me that the
shortest way to reestablish this ancient characteristic, the scheme of which seems to me to
be quite similar to yours, would be first of all to reestablish Fuxi’s system and use the
double geometric progression, as he does, to produce a natural metaphysics and to draft
into a very simple and natural order all ideas according to their class and to their kind,
arranged by more or less universal degrees, as in a genealogic tree, where all of the
divisions and subdivisions of the boughs from the trunk up until the last branches would
be made following this double progression.

This would be such that 1st), the point (e), which is the most simple sign that one
could imagine for representing unity, would be the characteristic sign of the first principle
and of the transcendent being, and serve to represent the most simple, the most perfect,
and the most fecund of all beings.

2nd), the two classes which arise immediately from the first supreme principle,
being the perfect and the imperfect (here I mean by imperfect not the absolute imperfect,
but the respective imperfect, like rest in relation to movement, cold in relation to hot,
etc.), would be represented by the signs of the binary number and the ternary number (ee)
(eee), or by two small lines, one whole (——) being the sign of the perfect odd number
three, and consequently quite fitting for representing the universal genus of things or of
perfect ideas, and the other divided ( — —) being the sign of the imperfect even number
and fitting for representing the genus of things or of imperfect ideas.

3rd), since following the double geometric progression the second degree of
generation is four, one producing two and two producing four, the two classes of the first

degree, being the perfect class and the imperfect class, must produce four subordinate



12

classes, two subordinate to each of the two superior classes. These are the more perfect and

the less perfect classes along with the more imperfect and the less imperfect classes,

which one can represent simply and naturally by double lines in this way: ——, — —,

—— , — —, or else by these characters from your table: 11, 10, 01, 00, which comes to

the same thing.

4th), in the double geometric progression, whereas the third degree of generation
is eight, the double of four, the third degree of generation of classes of things or of ideas
must contain eight, being two subordinate to each of the four superior classes,
differentiated between themselves by the simple idea of more and of less. For example,
to render this perceptible in the subject of colors, in which light and dark are as the two
classes or universal principles, the class of light in a more intense degree will produce the
class of white and in a less intense degree the class of the color yellow; and dark, on the
contrary, in a more intense degree will produce black and in a less intense degree, blue —
which are, as it were, the four elementary colors. From these four colors — which
constitute four classes only by the difference of more and of less — there arise eight others
which one can distinguish with names which denote their classes and their differences as
more and less white, more and less yellow, more and less blue, and more and less black.
And the idea of these eight classes, or kinds of colors, can be represented quite well in a
manner equally simple and natural by the eight combinations of three lines, denoting the

third degree of generation, in this manner:

\ white / \ yellow / \ blue / \ black /
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These are the eight characters of the foundational figure of Fuxi's system, called ba gua
tu (the figure of the eight gua) [i.e., /\ £ & ] which all scholars have always regarded as
the foundation of all the sciences, without anyone as yet having been able to understand
the true meaning, which I nevertheless believe comes down to essentially what I have just

said on this subject.

5th), from this third degree if one goes on to the fourth, whereas eight produces
sixteen in the double progression, following this analogy the eight classes represented by
the eight trilinear characters of Fuxi's model produce sixteen others, that is two each,
which maintain between them the same analogy as their generators and differ only in
terms of more and less; and one can represent them quite naturally by sixteen characters,
each composed of four divided or whole lines combined following the same analogy.

6th), from this fourth degree of generation one passes in the same way to the
fifth, which contains thirty-two specific classes or generic kinds that can be represented
by thirty-two characters, each composed of the two same kinds of lines variously
combined together in fives, denoting the fifth degree of generation.

Finally, from this fifth degree one goes on to the sixth, which contains sixty-four
kinds of things, or ideas, which Fuxi no doubt wished to represent by the sixty-four
sextilinear characters of his model, all natural symbols of the ideas which they
represent. These, when joined together in the admirable order in which he arranged
them in his square and circular double model, furnish a very perfect method for
thoroughly treating and very clearly explaining, without hindrance or difficulty and by

the same terms and analogies, the principles of every kind of science.
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There is a consideration to be made here, that is in passing from the third degree
of generation to the sixth, the shortest path would be to multiply each of the eight terms
of the third degree by eight. With this multiplication we would have the same number,
64, and in this way we would be freed of two degrees of subordinate classes, whose
preponderance can only cause difficulty and hindrance in a science such as this kind of
metaphysics that must be equally simple and universal. Besides, this multiplication would
felicitously yield the eight degrees of difference that Aristotle gives to his properties.
Thus, in order to apply this to the same subject that we took above as an example, that is
to colors, one will distinguish in this manner with a remarkable neatness sixty-four
different colors under eight principal classes, each class containing eight different colors.
What is remarkable herein is that these eight classes of colors, arranged according to the
order related above and each subdivided by its eight degrees which form eight separate
nuances, these eight nuances united together make nothing other than a single universal
nuance of sixty-four kinds of colors, each different from its neighbors only by a degree --

to see this entire nuance of colors represented by the harmony in the characters of the

. . .. . . 6
circular figure, it is necessary to assemble the two pieces such that one is reversed.” What
I have said concerning colors can be and should be said in the same way for all other

subjects—with only two principles, or two kinds of matter, one fiery and mobile in its

nature, the other earthly and without any action in its nature, both produced by the

6 The translated text following the double dash is a marginal notation by Bouvet marked

to follow the word “single” just above; we place it here to allow for a full train of thought
and note that perhaps this point, one line below in the manuscript, was the intended point

for insertion.
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Creator, following the rules and analogies of this system one can explain without
hindrance the production of all the kinds of things that exist in the universe, etc.—
subjects to which one might wish to apply this new, or rather this ancient metaphysics
which perhaps has some relation, Monsieur, to the one for which scholars are looking
forward to you providing some demonstrations, and which for this reason perhaps

. .. . .7
merits you deigning to pay some attention to it.

Following this system, when one says of some subject that it is album ut quatuor,
nigrum ut octo, calidum ut duo, frigidum ut sex, siccum ut quinque, humidum ut septem,
sive in septimo gradu etc. [i.e., white as four, black as eight, warm as two, cold as six, dry
as five, moist as seven, or in the seventh grade, etc.], one will have an idea as clear and
exact of what one is saying as when one says that one degree is the 360th part of a circle
or that a celestial sign is the 12th part of the zodiac, etc. And it is quite likely that
Aristotle and the other great philosophers who spoke as he did had these same ideas when
they spoke in this manner. And if posterity found obscurity in their expressions, it is only
for not having understood their thoughts and not having well comprehended their actual
system which, when it has been well examined, perhaps will be found to revolve in all
aspects around the same principles as that of Fuxi who, in my opinion, as much for his
antiquity as for the clarity, simplicity, solidity, and universality of his system, deserves
quite rightly to be regarded as the prince of all the philosophers, something that I believe
I am able to put forward without contending by doing so that China might be superior to

all the other nations of the world in terms of science. (God forbid that I commit such an

7 - . . .
The translated text within the double dashes is a marginal notation by Bouvet

marked for insertion at the point where we have placed it.
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atrocious offense against Europe, my dear homeland, which in the case of the high
sciences is as superior to China as China is distant from Europe!) Because although this
nation regards this great man as its first ruler and as the founder of its monarchy, there are
strong reasons, subscribed to by some very qualified scholars (I speak of the greater
majority) which show that Fuxi never set foot in China. And on the contrary, most of the
things that one attributes to him, as much in terms of the times in which he lived as in
terms of the things that he did, are such that it is easy to conclude, due to the nearly
complete conformity between all of this with that which our ancient authors and those of
the Orient have attributed to Zoroaster, to Mercury Trismegistus, or even to Enoch, that
Fuxi was none other than one of these important individuals, which is what the two
hieroglyphs of his name itself give some reason to this conjecture. For the first
hieroglyph fu [i.e., K] is composed of two other characters, being ren (homo) [i.e., \]
and quan (canis) [i.e., K], as if to say homo-canis, sive canina sagacitate in venandis et
perquirendis rerum omnium causis et principiis [i.e., man-dog, or with dog-like wisdom
in hunting and seeking the truth of all causes and first principles], or even Mercury
Trismegistus, whom the creators of the emblematical hieroglyphs represented with the

8 . C ..
head of a dog on a human body." The second character xi % signifies victims, a term

8 . . .
Bouvet sees in the structural make-up of the character fu the key to Fuxi’s identity as

one of the ancient Patriarchs, perhaps Hermes Trismegistus, representing a human with
the head of a dog. His idea is that over time the Chinese lost their understanding of the
deeper significance of their own texts and even their own written characters. Yet Chinese
iconography, at least since the Western Han, has portrayed Fuxi, if anything, as a

composite of male torso and head with the lower body of a serpent, often depicted along
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with his female counterpart Niiwa 724 (woman top, serpent bottom). On the
iconography of Fuxi, see Mark Edward Lewis, The Flood Myths of Early China (Albany:
SUNY Press, 2006), pp. 125-33. Bouvet is correct that the graphic form of the character
is composed of a combination of the graphs for “man” and “dog,” at least since bronze
inscriptions, but his deconstruction of the character does not accord with any early
Chinese understanding. The character is an integral composite graph that may have at the
earliest stages represented graphically the word that expressed the notion of a dog in
service to man, constructed through the adjacent pictographic representations of “man”
and “dog:” ] (bronze inscription) and: R?t (Han form). (As an integral graph, it is not
divisible into components, as would be the case for a number of other characters made up
of multiple elements where one of the elements would be pictographic, and another
representing the sound of the word.) On the earliest explication of the character, see Ding
Fubao T &%, comp., Shuowen jiezi gulin #t SCHFEF-55 K (12 vols., rpt. Taipei: Taiwan
Shangwu yinshuguan, 1966), 8 A.3602.b-3603b. The character fu has been commonly
understood in Chinese sources for well more than two millennia as indicating
subservience (as in prostrating oneself, or in serving or attending to another) and various
similar usages (such as to lie face-down, to submit to, to hide, to ambush). Graphologists
must also be aware that early Chinese texts, as transmitted, also record the fu in the name
Fuxi (or Fu Hsi) as written Bao /& or even Bi % (now commonly pronounced Mi). Fu
and bao have been used interchangeably in texts for the name of this mythological being,
indicating for historical phonologists their one-time near identity of pronunciation (this

presumably would be the case also for bi); and in some texts, xi also is written with a



18

which leads one to understand that Fuxi was a sacrificer or high priest, and that it was he

who set the rules for the sacrifices and for the religious cult. Besides his common name,

= T4

in the books he also is given the title Tai hao [i.e., K5, “greatest brightness”], which

signifies very great and three times great, or Trismegistus.

Let us go back to his system on which I must further point out, first, that the eight
classes of the third order of generation, each with its eight kinds, are represented in the
square model in as many horizontal lines containing eight sextilinear characters. These
characters, within the supposition of the generation of the sixty-four kinds as being made by
the eight-fold multiplication of each of the eight classes of the third degree of generation,
must be considered as being produced immediately by the combination of each of the eight
trilinear characters or simple units both with itself and with each of the seven others, in such

a way that the simple character to be compounded becomes the lower half [in the

different character, a homophone (4 or /8% ). This is all a strong indication that the
significance of characters as a name was originally to serve as a vehicle for representing
the sound of his name, albeit now an imprecise record of the original pronunciation, and
that the characters fuxi likely together would have represented the sound of the entire
name and did not represent a name in the traditional Chinese formula of clan name
followed by personal name. The hao in the “title” Tai hao K% is also written in texts
with the graphic variant and homophone %, again highlighting the phonological aspect
of words, or names, with variant characters forms, and the problematic nature of graphic

deconstruction.
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combination] and the simple character added by the combination becomes the superior half
of the double character, as one sees in the square figure.

I must make mention in the second place that in this system—which was invented
more than 4600 years ago if one believes Chinese chronology and which accordingly is
the most ancient monument there is on the earth—having been made by an infinitely
enlightened man who could not have been unaware of the age of the world and the order
which the Creator followed during creation and who above all intended to teach to
posterity by means of this system the causes and the true principles of the production of
the universe and of all the parts which make it up—I must make mention, I was saying,
that in order to get his doctrine accepted this philosopher must have considered the order
of creation, of which the knowledge must have been still quite distinct and universal in
his time, when Noah's children were still alive or were dead for only a short time.

Also for this effect, and to represent as something natural the sequence of the
production of all creatures during six days as reported by Moses, it would seem that this
philosopher [i.e., Fuxi], who must have lived prior to him, established six degrees of
generation in his system. It is also, no doubt, in order to preserve the memory of the
seventh day, which God sanctified by his rest after six days of labor and which he obliged
man to religiously observe in order to preserve the remembrance of the infinite kindness
of his creator, that Fuxi consecrated the seventh number in the system of his circular
model, in which all of the cycles finish and start in the seventh, a mystery which the
Chinese have never understood and which we hope one day to unfold with the express

help of Heaven.
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I must make mention, in the third place, in order to show the conformity of your
fine proof of the existence of God as creator of all things, drawn from numbers, with that
which is contained in Fuxi's system, that since his system revolves on the double
geometric progression 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64 continuing up until the seventh term, of which
1 or rather (o) is the principle or first term and acts as the generator of all the others, 2 is
the first degree of generation, 4 the second degree, 8 the third degree etc., and since he
gives in his system the last six terms of this progression as the symbols or images of the
six degrees of generation of all natural things, it follows that as the second term, or the
first degree of generation, 2, which is the exponent of the characteristics of heaven and
earth, it follows, I am saying, that whereas 2 is the first degree of generation and that it
has 1 for the principle of its generation, in the same way heaven and earth must be,
according to Fuxi, the first degree of natural production and must have a singular
principle for their production, represented by 1, first of the seven terms of the double
progression 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64. This is a truth that is otherwise clearly established in the

classical books of China, since one reads in the Record of Ritual [i.e., Li ji T&sC] this

passage: Tai yi fen er wei tian di [i.e., KX — %71 2 K H; lit., as to Tai yi, when it is

divided it becomes heaven and earth], that is, the very great unity or three times great or

to say it even better the Triune unity (for these two hieroglyphs tai yi include all these

. .. 9
three senses) is the principle of heaven and of earth.

Tai yi, the Great Unity, indicates conceptually the original undifferentiated chaos of the
primordial cosmos, the pure state of potentiality that is present before the creation of the
material universe of forms. Bouvet’s “Tai yi” (here without the insertion of characters),

usually is written X—, but it is written with the characters KX — in the passage Bouvet



21

But in order to show that this Tai yi, or this great unity of which the Record of
Ritual speaks, is a genuine, intelligent, all powerful unity and the same thing as Shang di

[i.e., 7], sovereign lord of heaven and of earth, it suffices to say that one reads in the

cites, where the character X is understood to be pronounced tai. This Tai yi also appears
written as &KX — in other texts, and Bouvet writes that character fai (& ) in his discussion
of the character’s etymology later in this letter, where it is commented on in the footnotes.
The full passage from the Record of Ritual (Li ji % 3L.), one of the Thirteen Classics, that
Bouvet quotes (and mis-parses from its context) is: “Thus, as for ritual, it indubitably
originates in the Great Unity which, when divided becomes heaven and earth....” (shi gu
fu li bi ben yu tai yi, fen er wei tian di & ITEVATA KR —, 5712 KH....). See
Kong Yingda fLFAEE (574-648), ed., Li ji zhengyi i 7C 1E5%, in Ruan Yuan BT (1764-
1849), ed., Shisan jing zhushu + —#£{F i (rpt. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 22.198.

(The same phrase, with the character X, is repeated in the Kongzi jiayu L1 5 &

[Kanbun taikei 3L KR ed., 32.28]: fu li bi ben yu tai yi, fen er wei tian di RS LA
K—, 43Mi#RKH...) It is important to note here that a number of recent
transcriptions and translations of this letter have mistakenly understood Bouvet’s
romanization of the word wei 5% (Bouvet writes guei) to stand for gui 7, and thus have
missed Bouvet’s intention, his reference, and the significance of the intended phrase.
Bouvet’s intention here is unmistaken, for later in this letter he writes this same
romanization of this word (guei) directly above the character wei £ (see below), and he

references the same passage in his Tianxue benyi.
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Shi ji [i.e., 5L, Records of the Grand Historian] which is an ancient book of annals

highly esteemed and written before the birth of Jesus Christ, that in ancient times one

sacrificed and offered up victims of the first order to Tai yi, that is Uni maximo [i.e.,

highest one], in the jiao [i.e., 4], the place reserved for the sacrifices to Shang di.10 To

10 The passage that Bouvet summarizes is in Sima Qian =]}51& (145-ca. 86 BCE), comp.,

Shi ji $15E (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 28.1386; in this phrase, Tai yi is now
written K —. Bouvet has intentionally conflated the cosmogonic concept of Great Unity
(Tai yi) with the one-time principal celestial deity in antiquity of the same name. This
deity (written variously as X—, K—, K., Z&—) would have nominally corresponded
to the star that was the northern pole star in ancient times, most commonly identified as
the star called Kochab (3 Ursae Minoris), the brightest star in Ursa Minoris. The deity Tai
yi conceivably would have been envisioned as a sort of “numinous cosmic force”
manifest materially in the star, and in a sense viewed as the celestial correlate to the
emperor’s imperial locus on earth: whereas as all on earth revolves around the emperor,
so does all in the skies revolve around the polar star. This deity received sacrifices at least
from the end of the Warring States period, and in 135 BCE the sacrifice to Taiyi was re-
sanctioned by the emperor following the advise of a adept of arcane arts who had
memorialized that Tai yi had been honored and sacrificed to in antiquity. According to
the text Bouvet cites, the imperial sacrifice was resumed in 113 BCE, and the altar was
moved to a new location northeast of the capital. The matter of the jiao (specified as the
south-east jiao in the source Bouvet cites), also is a bit of a conflation, since the jiao were

the loci in the environs of the capital for imperially sanctioned ritual observances and
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sacrifice to various deities, and were not “reserved for the sacrifices to Shang di,” which
meant God in Bouvet’s understanding. Presumably, Bouvet was inferring from the

several references in the Li ji to sacrificing to Shang di in the jiao. On Tai yi, see Li Ling

2235, “An Archaeological Study of Taiyi X— (Grand One) Worship”, translated by
Donald Harper, Early Medieval China 2 (1995-96): 1-39; David W. Pankenier, Astrology
and Cosmology in Early China, Conforming Heaven to Earth (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2013), pp. 8, 90, 99-100); and Michel Teboul, “Sur quelques
particularités de I’uranographie polaire Chinoise”, TP 71 (1985): 1-39; and, especially,
Marianne Bojard, “State and Local Cults in Han Religion,” in John Lagerway and Marc
Kalinowski, eds., Early Chinese Religion, Part One: Shang though Han (1250 BC-220
AD), (Leiden: Brill, 2009), pp. 791-796, also 785-786. On the various usages and
implications of Tai yi, especially concerning the later Warring States manuscripts dating
from around 300 BCE, unearthed in 1993 at Guodian in Hubei, see Scott Cook, The
Bamboo Texts of Guodian, a study and complete translation, 2 vols. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University East Asia Program, 2012), v.1, 323-341; and Donald Harper, “The Nature of
Taiyi in the Guodian Manuscript Taiyi sheng shui: Abstract Cosmic Principle or Supreme
Cosmic Deity?” in Chiigoku shutsudo shiryé kenkyi F15H & BHFFE 5 (2001): 1-23.
According to Harper (p. 1), “The relationship between Grand One [i.e., the Great Unity]
in the common religion and the philosopher’s Grand One is unclear.”

The matter of the jiao (specified as the south-east jiao in the source Bouvet cites), also

is a bit of a conflation, since the jiao were the loci in the environs of the capital for
imperially sanctioned ritual observances and sacrifice to various deities, and were not

“reserved for the sacrifices to Shang di,” which meant God in Bouvet’s understanding.
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this I might add that it is reported in a ritual nearly as ancient, that one formerly sacrificed

in the same way to yi san [i.e., — —, lit., one, three], that is to Uni Trino [i.e., triune
. 11 . . . .
unity].” This shows, Monsieur, that the ancient Chinese had knowledge not only of God as

creator and as the principle of all natural things, but also of the exquisite mystery of the very
holy Trinity. If I added that one finds a hundred instances in their ancient books which could
judiciously give evidence that they had knowledge of the sin and the punishment of the evil
angels, of the long life of the first men, of the corruption of human nature by sin, of the
flood, of the future incarnation of the Divine Word, and of the principal circumstances of the
mystery of our Redemption—which are indicated by traits so clear and so detailed that they
seem to me comparable or even preferable to the oracles of the sibyls—then I [nevertheless]
would need to be persuaded to see these propositions contradicted even by most of those
very same missionaries who acknowledge with me as something beyond doubt that the

Chinese formerly had a quite complete knowledge of the Divinity. But that would not take

11 s . . . .
Bouvet here understands the significance of yi san as a singular entity, yet in the

Chinese texts it represents three separate entities. Bouvet refers to yi san, but it appears
that he must be referring to san yi, since it is san yi that is mentioned a few lines later in
the same source and same context he has just discussed concerning Tai yi. The Shi ji
passage (ibid.) writes: “In the past, the Son of Heaven every third year used the Great
Offering in sacrifice to the three Unity deities (san yi), the Celestial Unity, the Terrestrial
Unity, and the Great Unity.” While there is no clear textual evidence anywhere in extant
early Chinese writings that might explain the signification of the Terrestrial Unity (#i yi

Hi—), the Celestial Unity (zian yi K —) was the manifestation of the deity in a

circumpolar star by that name.
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away from me the hope of perhaps one day confirming at least the better part of my
understanding, which is surely well grounded as I expect to be able to demonstrate.

If you want to be soon convinced of this truth (I mean that the Chinese had
knowledge of the Divinity) as much as we, Monsieur, who have been so for a long time
on very solid grounds, despite what has been published against it throughout Europe

these past years, [then] take the trouble of looking over a small report in Latin which we

have just had printed here in Peking and of which I am sending you a copy. 12 In reading

the article on the ancient tradition and all that concerns the temples and sacrifices as well
as the maxims and proverbs, if you find some area on which you would like some
elucidation, be so good, Monsieur, as to point it out to me; as it is I who worked at this
selection, perhaps it will not be difficult for me to give you satisfaction on it. Meanwhile,

if I can send to France this year the translation of another small Chinese work which I

12 This “small report” was edited by the Vice-Provincial Father Antoine Thomas (1644-

1709), co-compiled and co-signed by nine other Peking Jesuits, including Bouvet, on 29
July 1701 (with statements of attestation by each on 30 September 1701). This report
concerned Kangxi’s declaration in 1700, with added commentary and explanation, and
was directed to the Vatican authorities in defense of Chinese beliefs and practices.
Originally published in Peking in 1701, it was printed in Europe in 1703. It is: Brevis
relatio eorum, quae spectant ad Declarationem Sinarum Imperatoris Kam Hi circa caell,
Cumfucii, et Avorum cultum, datam anno 1700. Accedunt primatum, doctissimorumque
virorum, & antiquissimae traditionis testimonia. Opera P.P. Soc. Jesu, Pekini pro

Evangelii propagatione laborantium.
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prepared for the new missionaries and for the Chinese who are intrigued in hearing about
their classical books, you will be able to find there something to fully satisfy your
curiosity in this matter. This work is a full collection of all the finest sentiments which
are found in the classical books of China concerning the Divinity, arranged in the form of
a catechism suitable for teaching and showing without any dispute or argument that the

ancient Chinese were hardly inferior in this matter to those who had the most obvious

knowledge of the DiVinity.13

I would not at all conclude this subject if I followed my inclination, but I am
aware that such a lengthy letter written with so much haste, so little order, and so many
erasures is sure to annoy you very much. Still nevertheless, before finishing, I must
respond to some other points of your letter while promising you to do my best to obtain
for you the versions of the Lord’s Prayer in all the languages I can, etc.

Father Grimaldi, who has become quite invalid, was very touched by the honor of
your remembrance. I asked him on your behalf to find for you some selected ancient
astronomical observations, etc., which you desire. We for our part also will do what we
can to give you this satisfaction. The Chinese formerly had (I doubt nevertheless whether

this should be understood as indicating anyone other than Fuxi, whose system seems to

1 This presumably would be a translation of Bouvet’s Tianxue benyi KA 3%
compiled in Chinese ca. 1699, definitely by mid-1701. On this work, see Claudia von
Collani, “Tianxue benyi: Joachim Bouvets Forschungen zum Monotheismus in China,”

China Mission Studies Bulletin 10 (1988): 9-33; and David E. Mungello, “Unearthing

the Manuscripts of Bouvet’s Gujin after nearly three Centuries,” China Mission Studies

Bulletin 10 (1988): 34-61.
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me to be based on a perfect knowledge of the science of numbers and geometry) had, I am
saying, an understanding of numbers and of geometry, and in particular of that which
concerns the wonderful properties of the sides and hypotenuse of right angled triangles. I said
I am doubtful because I have not examined whether what is found at present in their books
on this topic and what they attribute to themselves is really their own, or whether it did not
actually come from the Arabs. Golius' conjecture which you relate to me concerning the
characters and the language of the Chinese seems to me to be creditable, as I believe as much
as he not only that there is ingenuity in their construction, but further that it was the product
of the science and consummate wisdom of the first Patriarchs of the world, whom I believe to
be the originators and not the Chinese whose hieroglyphs, completely altered though they
are, seem to me to be the same as those of the Egyptians; and their words, which have
suffered an even greater alteration, still have a strong affinity to other languages in terms of
both sound and sense, and above all to the most simple and to the most ancient [languages],
such as the sacred language and other oriental languages. If I have the leisure I will one day
be able to make some surprising observations on this subject which seems to me to have the
wherewithal to supply much material.

The pursuits of the French Jesuits since we entered this mission have been subject
to so many diversions and thwarted by so many difficulties that we have not yet been able
to add on to the regular work of the mission—which as you know must be our principal
employment—the systematic plan which we drew up for working to explain things
Chinese and to impart knowledge of this nation's sciences to Europe. But now that
Heaven enables us to be able to start working seriously at it, by the leisure that we are
going to savor with the help of God in the midst of our works and by the numbers of our

comrades which are increasing considerably each year as also are the number of our
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establishments, we hope henceforth to be able to send information each year to Europe that
will truly please scholars, and in particular those who are concerned with and who contribute
as do you in such an extraordinary way to the perfection of the arts and the sciences.

We also suppose, on our part, and trust in the great zeal which you show,
Monsieur, for the propagation of the faith in this great empire, that you would like to
inform us of your own discoveries and those of this new and illustrious academy which
is starting to work after your example and under your auspices. These will be the new
arms that the missionaries will use here to destroy little by little the empire of the devil
and solidly establish in its place that of Jesus Christ.

I wish I had some dictionaries translated into European language to send you but |
do not have any at all. Father Visdelou is ready to start one which will leave nothing to be
desired on the subject, except perhaps the analysis of characters which you desire. As for
me, I would be especially inclined to work on this analysis, but I believe that I cannot
since it would distract me from several other studies which seem to me more important
for the good of religion and also with regard to our sciences. The translation of the

Chinese dictionary into Tartar which the emperor is having done by some very capable

. 14 .. . . .
persons is not yet completed. ~ As soon as it is, one of us will make a translation of it
into Latin or French in order to give to Europe all at once the knowledge of three foreign

languages, because the Chinese [spoken] language and the characters are like two

different languages, of which one speaks to the ear and the other to the eyes.

'* Leibniz repeatedly asked Bouvet for various dictionaries (e.g. ones "in which the

illustrations of many things accompany the characters" (Letter B, p. 5; Letter H, p. 45).
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While waiting I will make a search for the book you mentioned, I mean the one
where the illustrations of things are joined to the words, as well as for another in which
there are illustrations of ancient sacrificial urns and other similar things with their
inscriptions in ancient hieroglyphs. This work here is much in the same style as our books
of ancient medallions; the explanation of the inscriptions is added there in modern
hieroglyphs or characters. If they can be found in time, I will send them to you this year
along with several samples of the paper that you desire, and following that the secret of
making this fine paper if I can obtain it.

As for your wonderful discovery concerning numbers, along with the proof that
you draw from it for establishing the dogma of creation, it is necessary to wait for some
favorable moment to speak of it to the emperor, who for some years now having satisfied
himself in what he desired to know about the theory of our sciences, no longer shows us
the same readiness as before to converse with him on these kinds of things. Moreover,
when one speaks to him of something, since it is necessary to be prepared for all the
questions that he might pose on the subject, and since you have not yet been so kind as to
tell me all that might be desired about this, I will perhaps be obliged to wait for some
new knowledge in this respect.

Since I returned from Europe, the emperor has not given me any other work in
his service, except for working with two of my companions whom I brought to him
[from France] and with Father Thomas on a topographical map measuring 20 feet to a
side which we made for the emperor last winter of a district in this province some 15

leagues in distance from this city towards the south. But this endeavor did not give me
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occasion to make any discovery that I deem worthy of writing you, excepting that while
making the map of [Nan-]hai tzu [i.e., F§# 1], the country estate where the emperor
goes each year to enjoy a few days of hunting, we saw among the wild beasts, which are
of many species and of great numbers, a kind of wild he-mule and she-mule that are in no
way different from the domestic ones except that this species reproduces in Tartary,
where they are considered as any other animal. Perhaps what renders the domestic ones
sterile is their constrained and impeded rearing, as was the case with the elephants which
we saw in Siam, where those who have stewardship of the king's elephants, as well as
their grooms, all avouched to us that the elephants became sterile as soon as they were
tamed and when one raised them in the stable, whereas when one left them their freedom
to go into the woods where the King of Siam has many studs, they reproduce as easily as
the wild ones with which the female elephants of the king’s studs intermingle. This year,
besides his customary hunt in Tartary which lasted nearly four months, the emperor went
on a special one. It was to hunt moose. He killed more than twenty by his own hand. It
was 1in his native land that he went to make this fine hunt. The moose and the beaver,
which are found in that district just as in northern America, are a new reason to
conjecture that these two continents have some connection between them.

I am keeping the questions of Monsieur Schrokius and those of Father Kochanski in
order to answer them myself or [have them answered] by one of my compatriots. Those who
said that the inheriting prince [i.e., heir designate] of the empire was learning or had learned
a European language were misinformed. The emperor on a few occasions certainly had the
curiosity to have us write the letters of our alphabet and have us read from our books to him
as well as to his children the princes, but never with the intention to learn them. It is true that

his majesty and some of his children after his example,
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having found the characters of our numbers simpler and more convenient than theirs for
computation, are so accustomed to them that they use our tables of sines, etc., and
logarithms, just as we do ourselves. I had several copies properly bound in France for this
reason, which they are presently using.

You are quite right, Monsieur, in believing that the Chinese characters must have
some interconnectedness, because in effect they do, and a considerable one at that which
would be of wonderful use in learning to recognize the characters and to retain them
without fear of forgetting them if one knew well this interconnectedness and the real
reasoning behind their construction, which contains neither caprice nor chance. If one
knew this interconnectedness and if the dictionaries were made according to a method
based on these interconnections, it would be a delightful pleasure to study these
characters which, lacking this, is the most thorny and forbidding study there is in the
world. In all of the dictionaries at the beginning there is a list of the radical characters,
from which all of the others are composed and beneath which they are distributed in so
many classes; but because these dictionaries are only concerned with the number of
strokes for the order of their arrangement, in order to make it possible to more easily
find the ones being looked for, one can hardly draw out any other advantage from these
dictionaries.

Before finishing this letter which I find twice too long for what it contains, you
will perhaps not be annoyed to see the analysis of several of the hieroglyphs which have
been used for more than 4500 years by the philosophers of this orient to denote the
sovereign being which they knew at least as clearly as the other philosophers of all other

nations, excepting the Christians and the Jews. These hieroglyphs will be evidence of
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it that can pass as proof for persons who are competent, such as you, in judging these
sorts of things.

The point and the unit being the principles of the science of continuous extension
and of discrete extension or rather of arithmetic and geometry, which are the two bases on
which revolve all of the Chinese sciences, one must not be astonished if the ancient sages, in
order to express the sovereign being— which is the principle of all the rest and the most

simple of all— used the signs of the point and the unit, and for this purpose made

use of the two characters (o) (— ), which are the two most simple that can be imagined
and act as the first two principles of all the rest. It is for this, first, that in antiquity, to
express the idea of master, lord, or sovereign, they marked only a point (e) which they
pronounced zhu (dominus) [i.e., lord], to which all, or almost all, of the dictionaries give

evidence. Second, in the classic book Shu jing [i.e, 4%, Book of Documents] the

"> While it may it may have been a commonplace understanding that “e” (i.e., the

modern character zAu “ ”’) once was used for the word for “master, lord, or sovereign,”
now written with the character zhu ==, that usage of “\ ” is no longer attested in any
extant texts. The first textual notice of the inter-usage of the characters is by a Yuan
dynasty literatus in his book re-examining the character forms found in the Han dynasty
dictionary Shuowen jiezi: “‘ N’ is the ancient character form for ‘3=’. It is the
pictographic representation of a flame in a lamp, functioning as a [homophonic] loan for
the word ‘lord.”” See Zhou Boqi E{F¥ (1298-1369), comp., Liu shu zhengwei 7/S3EIE
7% (SKQS ed.), 3.9a. It is commonly thought that “ \ > was primary, and “==” was used as

a homophonic replacement in texts at some point for the word “lord,” when the character
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character of the unit (—) is also used to indicate the unique and sovereign being wei yi

Jf— [lit., the only one].16

“3F” no longer was used for its original meaning. The renowned philologist Duan Yucai

B E# (1735-1815) comments that, “The word [“lord”] originally was written as “\ *’;
now “=E” has been borrowed for “\ ”, and “ * has been discarded [in its usage for the
word “lord”].” See Shuowen jiezi gulin, SA.2147a. While the brushstroke “ ”
pictographically also represented a flame, as a character it originally was explained and
used simply as a brushstroke “punctuation” mark to indicate a stopping place in a text (as
now one uses a comma or period); see Shuowen jiezi gulin, 5A.2146a-b. (This usage later
sometimes was described in essays on calligraphy by a new character, zhu %{’ “black
[textual] mark.”) Indeed, the brushstroke “ * appears as a reading mark in many
recently excavated texts on bamboo strips that date from the fourth to third century BCE.
See the footnote on zhu F below for more on “\ .

16 Bouvet’s source for this statement is not discernable. All of the instances of wei yi in
the Shu jing (or in any other of the ancient classics) appear in entirely unrelated usages
and contexts, none concerning a “unique and sovereign being;” nor are there passages in
which “the unit” (yi —) is used as an indication of such a being. The character yi was
defined in the earliest Chinese dictionary as “it is the original Great Beginning; the Way
(Dao) was established in the Unity” M) K4A1E 37 /2 —, the progenitor of heaven and
earth and the entire the material world. See Shuowen jiezi gulin, 1.2a. See also the note on

the character huang - below.
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In the text of the book Li ji cited above, this same character serves as I said to

indicate the divinity: X— (Tai yi) fen er wei tian di [i.e., K—77 .2 KH; lit., as to Tai

yi, when it divides it becomes heaven and earth], that is unitas K— ter maxima, vel

K— unus ter X— maximus est principium Coeli et terrae, [i.e., unity thrice greatest or

one thrice greatest is the source of heaven and earth], for the term fai signifies maximus
[i.e., greatest], yi unus [i.e., one], and these two terms joined together comprise the
ternary number or a trinity, 17 as the Chinese commonly say in their dictionaries even
while not understanding at present what it is that they are saying: 18 Tai yi han san, hoc

est unus maximus involvit Trinitatem (personarum scilicet) [i.e., Tai yi contains three,

L. . .. 19
which is, the one greatest contains the Trinity (of persons, no doubt)].

17 . . . . . . .
Bouvet explains his understanding of the character fai K later in this letter, where it

is footnoted.

8 The manuscript is marked here for the marginal insertion of the Chinese characters for
the Chinese phrase that he is about to mention (marked for marginal insertion “C”): Tai yi
han san, but they were not added. The characters for this phrase would be: X—F = ,
meaning “Tai yi contains three,” as Bouvet is about to write; see the following footnote.
19 Here again Bouvet apparently has conflated his sources. He has used part of the

phrase from the Shi ji mentioned in the footnotes above: “In the past, the Son of Heaven
every third year used the Great Offering in sacrifice to the three Unity deities (san yi),

the Celestial Unity, the Terrestrial Unity, and the Great Unity,” perhaps collapsing it and
interpreting as something on the order of: “... in sacrifice to the san yi, ... The Great

Unity.” But he further has conflated Tai yi “the Great Unity” with Tai ji A& “the Great
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It is necessary to note here that the character K tai, maximus [i.e., greatest] is

composed of two others, being X da, magnus [i.e., great] and the point e (o) dominus

. 20 .. e . .
[i.e., zhu, lord].”" Thus, Tai yi upon analysis signifies exactly unus maximus dominus

Ultimate,” as Tai ji appears in an early Chinese source in connection with han san
(“contains three”), albeit that the source concerns calendrical formulations. There, the
phrasing is: “Tai ji yuan qi, han san wei yi XV ICH PN —F5— (Tai ji, the primal pneuma,
comprises the three as a unity; from Han shu 21A.964). The commentary by Meng Kang
FBE (fl. ca. early third century) writes: “As to the primal pneuma... at the time that it has
not yet divided, heaven, earth, and man are comingled as a unity” (ibid, n. 1). The idea
that heaven, earth, and man were comingled in the Great Ultimate before the unfolding of
the material world sometimes was reiterated in philosophical writings through the years
(especially in the Yuan and later), sometimes abbreviated as “Tai ji comprises the three
as a unity” (Tai ji han san wei yi), in placing man’s place in the world in a triad with
heaven and earth. Presumably Bouvet was following an understanding that Tai yi and Tai
ji were equivalent.

20 . . . . . . . .
Although the character fai °KX is common in this form in edited recensions of ancient

texts, it is not an ancient form; it does not appear in this form in any excavated
manuscripts, where it is uniformly written with the character X, and there are a great
many examples of this usage in received texts where X still is written its earlier form <,
as noted above. Several dictionaries since the Yuan dynasty have speculated that the
small brushstroke in the character X was added to the character K at one point in order

to distinguish the meaning “great” (fai) from “big” (da), but since there is no evidence
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[i.e., one greatest lord], a title which is suitable for God alone, as well as unus

trinus maximus [i.e, one greatest trinity].

From this it comes that in order to denote this same idea by a single word, the

Chinese joined the character of the unit (—) [i.e., i, one or unity] to the character X da,
magnus [i.e., great], and thereby made the character X tian Coelum [i.e., sky or heavens]
which signifies rather the archetypal heaven than the material heaven for which they use

. 21 . .
it as well.” Add to this the great resemblance that the word tian has, as much for the

anywhere for this, that idea has been wholly discounted. Epigraphic evidence now

demonstrates that the character X (i.e., X) originally was consistently written with two

separated components: k for which there are many exa%les in recently excavated
texts, later formulated into its present form in received texts. Examples are
conveniently seen in the texts of the Laozi # - (also known as the Dao de jing

JE /3, traditional passage #25), where it written multiple times in the phrase “Heaven
is great, earth is great, Dao is great, the king also is great” (tian da di da dao da wang
yi da RKHKIE KT IR K). See reproductions of the bamboo strips in Ding Yuanzhi
TR, ed., Guodian zhujian Laozi shixi yu yanjiu $3J5 77 & 2 AT ELBF 28 (Taipei:
Wanjuanlou tushu youxiangongsi, 1999), p. 136; see also Mawangdui Han mu boshu,
photos of lines no.142, 239a. This passage was adapted as the earliest commentary on

the character da (replacing “king” with “man” and leaving out “Dao”); see Shuowen

Jjiezi gulin, 10B.4556b.

21 . . .
The character tian appears in many excavated texts as: , often without the extra top stroke

(as in the Guodian texts), and sometimes with a round top stroke in place of a short
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concept as for the sound, to the Greek word 0edv, 0ed¢ [i.e., divine, god], the one and the
other being equally aspirated in pronounciation. A saying they often have in their mouths
is — K%K vi da wei tian, that is, the character —, yi, unus [i.e., one] and the character
da [i.e., K] magnus [i.e., great] form the character tian, Coelum [i.e, heaven], or in the

sense of a proverb unum magnum est coelum [i.e., one great is Heaven], which is more

. . 22
naturally understood as the Sovereign of Heaven than as heaven itself.

The hieroglyph di 7 emperor, Shang di, sovereign emperor, which is the
character most in use for expressing the sovereign lord of all things, this hieroglyph, I am
saying, is composed of two characters, that is 3. [i which signifies primo erigere [i.e.,
first to raise up] and I11 jin, vexillum sive signum [i.e., banner or standard sign] which is

the indication of command, and this gives us to understand that it is God who has the

horizontal stroke (as in the Mawangdui texts). On the early character form of da, see the

above note.
22 e . . .
The “saying” yi da wei tian indeed is a common reference to the construction of the

character tian, as Bouvet notes. It derives from the standard Late Han book on the
construction characters Shuowen jiezi &t SCf#“F, by Xu Shen #/E (ca. 58 CE — ca. 147
CE), where he writes about the character tian: “It is derived from [the character] yi and
[the character] da;” see Shuowen jiezi gulin, 1A.12b. This pronouncement was later
formulated in common usage as yi da wei tian, “[the character] ‘one’ and [the character]

‘great’ form [the character] ‘heaven.’”
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sovereign authority in the world, and that it is He who commands all things and who is

able to demand obedience to the slightest beckoning of his will.23

The hieroglyph di #F [i.e., emperor] is commonly explained—even by the least
orthodox philosophers on the subject of the knowledge and the existence of a god—is

explained, I am saying, by these two other characters zhu zai =52, that is, the Lord who

governs (Dominus gubernator), both of which we will now analyze.24 First, the

23 Bouvet’s explanation of the construction of the character di does not derive from Chinese
sources, and does not accord with early graphic forms of the character. The character
representing the word di first appears in the 13th-12th century BCE oracle bones as: , which
som%argue to be a graphic representation of a device that was used to locate the one-time
pole star, the device (a sort of template) perhaps itself modeling the star groupings associated
with the pole star, and thus the celestial, numinous analog to the earthly imperial capital; see
Pankenier, 101-117; and Guo Jingyun $(ii# 2=, “Yin Shang de shangdi xinyang yu di zi
zixing xinjie” B AR LA E B [447 ) S8R,

Nanfang wenwu 7 5 3C%) (2010.2): 63-67. As the character had evolved over the

centuries to include a small horizontal stroke on the top, ﬁ, the standard Han dynasty
description of the character di writes that it was constructed from the graph for “above”
(shang, —i.e., |, now written ), with the bottom component N (now pronounced

ci) representing the phonetic; it’s descriptive definition was “the appellation for being

ruler over all under the heavens.” See Shuowen jiezi gulin, 1A. 19b.

24 . R . .
While zhuzai 35 now is a common expression for “lord” or “to take control of”,

the two characters were not commonly found paired together in extant texts. The pair
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hieroglyph zhu, dominus [i.e., 7=, lord] is composed of two others, these being . wang
(Rex) [i.e., king] and the point (e), lord [i.e., zhu]. Thus, according to this analysis &= zhu

appropriately signifies Lord King.25 Second, the hieroglyph zai 5 [i.e., govern, rule] is

possibly may have first been used in the third century BCE text Xunzi %j -, where zhu
sometimes has been suggested as a variant for another character in a paired phrase with
zai, but it does not appear in received texts until the Song dynasty, where it appears as a

verb. On the character zai 5%, see below.

25 . ) o . . .

The character zhu 3= meaning “lord or sovereign” is attested in the received versions
many early texts, but as understood in Chinese sources its component make-up is not what it
seems, and its usage is complicated. As Bouvet notes, the character prima facie is comprised

of the two components wang +., “king,” and zhu “\ ”, but the character wang

F is not actually a component of 7= at all in spite of its seeming resemblance, and was
consistently written in its own distinctive form: f The character & is an integral
pictorial representation of a lamp wick: i where the bottom part is the lamp and the top
part is the flame. It is explained as: “It is the wick in a lamp. It is derived from a
pictograph of the bottom part [a lamp] and from [the pictograph] ¢ ’ [a flame]; ¢\ * also
acts as the phonetic component [i.e., indicating the pronunciation zhu];” see Shuowen
jiezi gulin, 5A.2146b. As Duan Yucai further explains, “In borrowing ‘==’ [lamp wick]
for “\ ’ [lord], it was then necessary to differentiate [the two usages of ‘=3=’] by
constructing the character ‘/£’[with the same sound]” (op.cit., 5A.2147a). In other words,

a new homophonous character for “lamp wick,” zhu “I&”, was created by adding the
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distinguishing semantic determinative for fire “2X” in order to disambiguate the two
usages of the character “==”; the new character for “wick” (/) does not appear in any
early Chinese texts. Duan also notes in his comments that, “‘ \ > and ‘3=’ are [in turn] the
ancient and more modern characters [for the same word ‘lord’]; ‘£’ and ‘/F’ are [in turn]
the ancient and more modern characters [for the same word ‘wick’].” This all clearly
shows that the graphic form “ ” functioned both as a picture of a flame and as a
brushstroke mark of punctuation, both pronounced zhu; further, as a character representing
a word, it functioned as an early graphic form for the word “lord,” also of the same
pronunciation. In ancient texts, the integral character form “== also was used as the phonetic
component of the homophonous character ““£” (a stone box for storing the ancestral table or,
according to some sources, the ancestral tablet itself), and on occasion these two characters
were used interchangeably for “lord,” again indicating the primacy of the phonetic zAu in the
graphic representation of different words. It is likely that scribes adopted “3=” for “ ” in
order to avoid ambiguity and confusion in texts between the word “lord” and a simple mark of
punctuation. This already is the case in the texts written by brush on bamboo strips or silk
rolls that have recently been excavated from fourth-third century BCE tombs in Guodian
(Hubei) and Mawangdui (Hunan), where one sees both the brushstroke “ ” used solely as a
mark of punctuation, and the graph “==” in its ancient form of “wick” used for the word
“lord” (and one case as the phonetic component of another graph); in one text, the character

“F also is used for “Z=” meaning “lord” or “ruler.” In the silk texts from Mawangdui,
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composed of three parts, of which the first or the top is ' [i.e., mian, roof], fashioned to
signify to cover in the form of a roof, and denoting heaven. The second is | shi, the
character for the number ten among the Chinese as among the Romans and the Egyptians,
and which is used among the former [i.e., the Chinese] to mean the universality of things
that heaven encloses, much the same as with Pythagoras who represented all things by his
famous quaternary 1-2-3-4, whose sum is ten; the second part of this character, I am
saying, which is shi [i.e., ten], represents the universality of all the things that heaven
encloses. Finally, the third part of this hieroglyph, that is /i 37, which is between the two

preceding ones and which denotes erigere, condere [i.e., to raise up, to found], shows in a

very expedient way, being joined to the two others, the idea of the creator of Heaven and
of all things, conditor Coeli et omnium quae Eius ambitu continentur [i.e., the founder of

. . ce - . 26
Heaven and of all things contained within its boundaries].

the character “3=” clearly is written with the brushstroke “  ” on the top representing
the flame of the wick; see Guojia wenwuju gudian yanjiu shi, eds., Mawangdui Han
mu boshu (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1980), photos of Text A, lines no. 152, 164,

165, and Text B, line 244b.

26 The character zai 5% has not changed much in form since the earliest oracle bone
graphs, and does not at all reflect the exceptional deconstruction that Bouvet attributes
to it. It is simply a composite depiction of an official at work under a roof: @ ,

then @.”in the Han, where the bottom part 3 is a shortened form of £ (“official,” now

pronounced zui); see Shuowen jiezi gulin, TB.3421a.
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{27There is another hieroglyph in the book of odes known as the Shi jing [i.e., &F

O

#£], a hieroglyph composed of this hieroglyph zai 5 [i.e., govern, rule] and another
which is jun #, that is, monarque or absolute sovereign. Together these two characters
form bi [i.e., i, emperor or sovereign], which by virtue of its composition consequently
must signify the creator and sovereign lord over heaven and all that heaven encloses,

thus this sentence from the Shi jing, “dang dang Shang di xia min zhi bi” [i.e.,

B Brf T R 2 B¥E] contains an idea about Shang di that would be quite appropriate for
God, that is to say, ‘Oh, how great, the sovereign emperor Shang di, creator and absolute
ruler over all people as well as over heaven and all enclosed by heaven, Oh, how he is

powerful! 28 }

2
7The following paragraph (placed in curly brackets) was originally crossed out in the
manuscript letter at this point, but we have included it in both the transcription and the

transcription due to its relevance.

28 R . . . . .
The character bi i has neither jun # nor zai 5 as one of its components. The earliest

form of bi was }} (oracle bones), then §¥ (Han), composed of % (abbreviated form of zui
£ see the note on zai 5 above) plus the elements kou M (“mouth”) and the ancient form of
jie [l (abbreviated for jie [J, “one half of a credentials tally”). Defined as “the law,” the

character indicates speaking the law to an official, and by extension the one who uses the
law, i.e., the sovereign; see Shuowen jiezi gulin, 9A.4035b. The constituent make-up of the

character jun & has been consistent since the oracle bones, made up of yin F (“to rule”, a

picture of a man holding a stick) and kou H (“mouth”™), i.e., to rule, or ruler: ﬁ\; see Shuowen

Jiezi gulin, 2B. 581a. Bouvet’s quotation is from the Shi jing, the Classic of Odes, another
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The character huang £ [i.e., august] which in the beginning was accorded only to
Shang di but was arrogated by emperors to refer to themselves ever since the emperor
who is famous for the burning of all the books in the realm usurped this magnificent title

after having subjugated all the kings who until then shared China between them;29 this

of the Thirteen Classics, poem no. 255, traditionally titled “Dang” and perhaps dating
from as early as ca. 9th c. BCE; for the poem, see Mao Shi zhengyi FE&F1E 3%, in Shisan
Jjing zhushu, 18A.552. Here Bouvet quotes the first two line of the poem and adds his
own further elaboration. Interpretations vary considerably of these lines, but Bouvet’s
understanding aligns with one of the principal schools of commentary. Bouvet is well
aware that the ancient Chinese texts in places are open to interpretation on account of the
antiquity of their language and reference; and indeed this is his expedient modus
operandi. A comparison of two translations of these short lines by eminent Sinologists
who follow different interpretive traditions is one example among many of divergent
understandings of ancient texts. Arthur Waley, following a typical commentary,
translates: “Mighty is God on high./Ruler of his people below.” Stephen Owen,
following another tradition that takes the poem as an admonition, translates:
“’Overbearing is the high god,/he gives his rules to folk below.” See Arthur Waley,

trans., The Book of Songs, (New York: Grove Press, 1960, p. 252) and Stephen Owen,

trans., An Anthology of Chinese Literature, beginnings to 1911 (New York: W. W.

Norton, 1996, p. 20).

%% The First August Emperor of Qin, Qin shi huangdi ZE44 2.7 (reg. 221-210 BCE)
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character, I am saying, which signifies August, being composed of these two others: bai

A [i.e., hundred] and wang +. Rex, Reges [i.e., king], indicates very clearly sovereign
power and shows that the sages of Chinese antiquity acknowledged Shang di by this title as
being the Sovereign of Sovereigns, Rex Regum, and Dominus Dominantium [i.e., king of

kings and ruler of rulers], where it is necessary to note here that the hieroglyph bai,

arrogated the title huangdi =7 when he unified the empire through conquest in 221
BCE, envisioning his rule and his realm as the earthly analogs to the eternal heavenly
disposition of the “ruling” stellar configurations. As the analog of the supernal lord di he
modeled the construction of his capital city Xianyang and the monumental Ebang
imperial palace complex as analogs to the celestial configurations in the heavens; see
Pankenier, 318 322. The First August Emperor is notorious for his imperious rule that
discouraged criticism, especially as based on past examples in classical writings; he
ordered the burning of many of these classics and closely reserved study of them to
scholars in imperially sponsored institutions. The designation huang £ was not reserved
in ancient times for the numinous entity Shang di (“emperor on high”) as Bouvet
surmises, but instead sometimes was used in the locution San huang — & (three huang),
as a collective reference to the “Three August Ones,” three mythical emperors of the deep
past; one of these was Fuxi. It is possible that Bouvet had in mind a passage from the
“Announcement of Tang” jifi section of the Shu jing (Book of Documents), that he fit
to his own interpretive understanding. That passage is written: wei huang shang di 1t &
|7, which syntactically means “[He] is great, Shang di;” see Shang shu zhengyi i £ 1

#%, in Shisan jing zhushu, 8.162. The character huang is noted below.
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centum [i.e., hundred] is a universal collective term.30 For example bai xing, centum
cognomina [i.e., 1 , the hundred surnames] is used to mean all the people, and bai
guo, centum fructus [i.e., F 5 , the hundred fruits] is used generally to mean all the fruits
of the earth.

I could also add here the analysis and explanation of a number of other
hieroglyphs particular to Shang di which the Chinese use to express his infinite
perfections, but that which I have related seems to me sufficient to convince, by the
power of the hieroglyphs, persons more difficult to persuade than you on this matter, that
is, that the ancient Chinese truly had recognized a God and worshipped something other
than the material heaven, and that consequently all those who argue against this idea
little understand the force, the power, and the true sense of their [i.e., Chinese]
characters. Pardon me, Monsieur, if by the length and the poor order of this letter I have

exceeded the limits of the profound respect with which I entreat you to believe that I am

30 . . . .,
The character huang, now written & does not contain the character bai 7, “hundred
in any of its formulations or calligraphic variants. The character originally stood for the
word “crown,” and was constructed from the earliest times with the graph for “king,”
wang F. on the bottom (acting also as a phonetic element), and a crown ornamented with
three feathers above: &; for many examples of the ancient character forms, see Shuowen
Jjiezi gulin, 1A.111a. While the character huang in excavated manuscripts invariably has a
. L S .
single line in the crown part, the Shuowen entry has a common Han from: =, where it

glosses the word as “great” and refers to the San huang mentioned in the note above.
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Your very humble and very obedient servant,

J. Bouvet J.

Monsieur,

As you are acquainted with diverse books which I do not have here and which
could be useful to me in the sort of study to which you see that I have applied myself,
oblige me by pointing them out to Father Le Gobien who will willingly take on the
care of finding them for me. But above all things do not deny me, I beg you, your own

insights which I will value higher than all other assistance of any sort at all.
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