
Letter M 

 
18 August 1705 

Leibniz to Bouvet 

              (AA I xxv: N. 24) 
 
 
To the Reverend Father Bouvet, missionary in China 

 

Hanover, 18 August 1705 

 

My Reverend Father, 

 
I have been waiting for some time for your news. I do not know if you have made 

more progress in [your work on] the Chinese characters and philosophy. 

I believe that the emperor would not be displeased at all to learn of the binary 

arithmetic and its accord with the ancient characters of Fu Xi, and that he would 

recognize that therein lies their true decipherment and would take pleasure in 

considering the important analogy between the origin of all numbers from 1 and 0, and 

the origin of all things from God and nothingness.
1
 I would therefore be very glad to 

know, my Reverend Father, whether you have brought this up with him. 

 
It would also be good to persuade the emperor to have some observations made 

on maladies, and to be provided with Historiam anni Medicam [i.e., a medical history by 

year] for the different provinces of the kingdom. 

I remember having asked you several questions, among others concerning the 

predominant maladies in China, and among these whether scurvy and some maladies new 

 
1
 Leibniz here repeats the same points he made earlier in Letter H, p. 9ff. and Letter 

J, pp. 23-24. 
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to Europe are frequent there. Would you be so good as to respond to these questions 

when your leisure permits it? 

My binary arithmetic is advancing little by little in Europe after having 

introduced it there;
2
 and I hope that it will provide a great advancement to the science of 

numbers, and also to that of geometry which depends on it. 

 
I believe I pointed out to you that I have demonstrated that by using binary 

expressions, each column of the series of squares is periodic; and it is the same for the 

series of cubes and all other powers whose roots go in an arithmetic progression.
3
 

 
 

 
2
 Leibniz’s paper to the French Academy on binary arithmetic -- “Explication de 

l’Arithmetique Binaire, qui se sert des seuls caracteres 0 et 1, avec des remarques sur 

son utilité et sur ce qu’elle donne le sens des anciennes figures Chinoises de FOHY” -- 

occasioned discussion and appeared in the Histoire de l’Academie Royale des Sciences, 

Année 1703, avec les Memoires . . .pour la même année, Paris 1705, Memoires, pp. 86-
 

89. See text in Zacher, pp., 296-301. Even more well known to the scholarly community 

was the essay that appeared in Wilhelm E. Tentzel’s Curieuse Bibliothec oder 

Fortsetzung der Monatlichen Unterredungen eininger guten Freunde …., in January, 

1705, entitled Erklärung der Arithmeticae binariae, welche vor 3000 Jahren bey den 

Chinesern in Gebrauch gewesen, und bisher bey ihnen selbst verlohren, neulich aber bey 

uns wieder funden worden. While written with Leibniz’s permission, various mistakes 

crept in, especially on the Chinese materials, which were never corrected. On an analysis 

and history of this piece, see Z 154-164. 

3
  Letter H, p. 9 ff. 
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I am also writing to the Reverend Father Visdelou and am sending him a copy 

of the characters of the convex side of a concave metal mirror found in Siberia, so that 

one can examine whether they have some relation to Chinese characters, ancient or 

modern, or to those of the Tartars.
4

 

 
I hope that you have received my letter where I speak to you of some Chinese-

Portuguese or Chinese-Spanish dictionaries which are located in Berlin
5
 and which 

apparently must also be found in China, or else in the Philippines and other neighboring 

countries.
6
 It seems that the Portuguese hide such reports from the French Jesuits.

7
 

 
I also hope that the Reverend Fathers Grimaldi and Gerbillon are still alive. I had 

the honor of seeing the former in Rome and I had the benefit of sending to the Reverend 

Fathers de la Chaise and Verjus copies of the letters from the latter [i.e., Gerbillon] which 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4
 Two days later, Leibniz wrote to Visdelou. On Visdelou, see Bouvet’s Letter E, n. 9. 

 
5
 See Letter J, n. 72. 

 

 

6
  Leibniz repeats this request at the end of Letter L.

 

 

7
 Tension between the Portuguese Padroado and the French missions was common and 

well-known. On this conflict, see D. Mungello, Curious Land. . . , pp.24-25; 38; 256; also 

N. Standaert, Handbook of Christianity . . . . pp. 722-723.
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the Muscovites had suppressed and which a friend, who had obtained them in Moscow 

itself, passed on to me.
8

 

 
I am always delighted to be informed of the reports and information from your 

domain, and I am with enthusiasm, 

My Reverend Father, 

 

Your very humble and very obedient servant, 
 

 
8
 On the history of these intercepted letters of Gerbillon (written in 1689), see Leibniz 

correspondence with Verjus (AA I x: N. 298; xi NN. 289; 334). In the first of these 

letters (which initiated his correspondence with Verjus), Leibniz bitterly complained of 

Russia’s behavior in opening and publicizing a confidential correspondence. Leibniz 

published excerpts from some of the letters of Gerbillon detailing the signing of the 

Treaty of Nerchinsk (See Letter B, n. 12.) as Part 6 of the Novissima Sinica (AA IV iv: 

446-448),  Russia's lack of cooperation in serving as a conduit for communications and 

travel between the Chinese Jesuits and Europe has already been noted. See Letter H, n. 

15. 

 
The “friend” to whom Leibniz is alluding was Johann J. J. Chuno (1661-1715), Privy 

Councilor to the Elector of Brandenburg (and then King of Prussia), Friedrich I in Berlin. 

He was a founding member (and director of the Mathematics Section) of the Prussian 

Academy of Sciences. As a correspondent and personal friend of Leibniz, he passed on to 

him copies of the Gerbillon letters, which he had obtained through representatives of the 

Brandenburg court in Moscow. On details of the matter, see Chuno’s letter (and editorial 

notes) to Leibniz of March 1695, AA I xi: N. 220. 
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Leibniz 

 

P.S. The pope appears very favorable towards you missionaries. I believe he was correct 

in suspending the prosecutions of the theologians of France.
9

 

 
vertatur siplacet [i.e., please turn the page, to continue the post script] 

 

Although the Reverend Father Fontaney sent me a letter of yours dated the 8 

November 1702, I am awaiting a response to another which I have since sent you.
10

 

 
It will be very useful to find in the classical books of the Chinese something 

related to our religion, as there is a passage in Plato which seems to give hope for a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9
 This was wishful thinking on Leibniz’s part. To be sure, Pope Clement XI did not 

actively take up the attack on the Jesuit position in the Rites Controversy following its 

condemnation by the Theological faculty of the Sorbonne in 1700 (see D. Mungello. 

Curious Land. . ., pp. 331-334). However, in 1701, Pope Clement XI sent Cardinal Carlo 

Tommaso Maillard de Tournon (1668-1710), former Patriarch of Antioch, as papal 

legate with plenipotentiary powers, to China to deal with the issue. This legation aroused 

great hopes among the Jesuits and their accommodationist supporters (see Letter J, nn. 

74-75) but in the end de Tournon took an anti-accommodationist line on the Rites 

Controversy. This deeply offended the Emperor, resulting ultimately in the expulsion of 

all missionaries espousing de Tournon’s position. See N. Standaert, Handbook of 

Christianity. . ., pp. 358-360.
 

10
  Viz., Letter J.
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messiah for humankind.
11

 But it will above all be necessary to explain these books so 

that they at least do not at all offend natural theology, and that they rather confirm it.
12

 

One very important thing would be the origins and the analysis of their characters, even 

if there were nothing hieroglyphical or sacred hidden beneath them, for they must at least 

have a considerable relation to the true philosophy.
13

 It is a pity that Andreas Mullerus 

 
 

 
11

 Republic II 361 e. Leibniz is referring to Glaucon’s description of the fate of the just 

man who, after severe torture and mutilation, is “impaled.” Later Christian 

commentators translated it as “crucified,” thus prefiguring Jesus’ fate. 
 

12
 This is precisely what Leibniz undertook -- using the classical Chinese sources (in 

the French translations) of the anti-accommodationist Jesuit Niccolò Longobardo 

(1565-1655) and the Franciscan Antonio de Santa Maria Caballero (1602-1669) – in his
 

 
Discourse on the Natural Theology of the Chinese, written in 1715. See LP, passim and 

CR 14-15; 75-132.  

13
 This is the clearest summary statement we have of Leibniz’s final position on the 

nature of the characters as found in the Chinese classics including the Yi jing. Leibniz in 

effect dismisses the possibility either that such characters are connected to Egyptian 

hieroglyphs thus undercutting the “hermetic” view of people like Kircher and Bouvet (see 

Letter E, nn. 11-12), or that they have some esoteric numerological meaning. He does 

repeat his conviction that the underlying composition of such characters may help in 

determining the structure of his desired “universal characteristic” – the key for Leibniz 

“to the true philosophy.” See the end of Letter H and nn. 39-40; 59. The discovered  
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has died, who boasted to have the key to them.
14

 And as one cannot negate that he was 

a very capable man in the knowledge of distant languages and countries, it seems that it 

was not pure boasting and that he had discovered something. It will be necessary to start 

with the most simple characters, and then to search for them in others of a more routine 

composition where they are found as components. If there is a key to hope for, it must 

appear by this method. 

 

I wrote to the Reverend Father Verjus
15

 to inform him of the importance of the 

analysis of the Chinese characters even with regard to religion, and to urge him to 

promote that assistance be given you in this research concerning the characters and the 

Chinese origins with respect to their languages, characters, sciences, and ancient history. 

I add that the emperor, being himself originally from another nation, would be delighted 

if one were to provide an exact description in Tartar of the whole of Chinese knowledge, 

towards which the large-scale Tartar-Chinese dictionary would serve as a great step 

forward if it explained not only the usual characters but also the techniques appropriate to 

each profession, and explained all things by illustrations,
16

 towards which our Europeans 

could be a great aid to him. Thus, by this suggestion we would engage the emperor in our 

plan. 

 

connection between binary arithmetic and the characters of the Yi jing was especially 

propitious in this regard for Leibniz. See ibid., nn. 19-21. 

 
14

 On Andreas Müller and his “key,” see Letter B, n. 8. 

15
 Viz., his letter to Verjus of 18 August 1705. See AA I xxv: N. 28..

 
 

16
 note on Tian gong kai wu.
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I also wrote to the Reverend Father Verjus to obtain for you Kepler's treatise 

regarding the letter from Father Terrentius, for I cannot find it here in this country. I 

wrote about it also to the Reverend Father Gobien.
17

 I also reasserted to Father Verjus 

that it should be necessary to employ some missionaries expressly for research, for by 

this means they would more than a little promote religion. As for the hieroglyphs of the 

Egyptians and other peoples, I am inclined to believe that they have but little connection 

with those of the Chinese.
18

 In the case that those who direct the missionaries cannot be 

brought to employ some missionaries in research, I believe that one could persuade the 

emperor in the manner which I have just said, by proposing to him the plan of a 

comprehensive dictionary, enriched by illustrations and descriptions, where the Tartar 

nation would be strongly involved and where the cooperation of the Europeans would 

be necessary. This dictionary could be the key to everything. Fathers Grimaldi and 

Gerbillon, so well known and esteemed by the monarch and the grandees of the Tartars, 

could artfully suggest this. 

 
Among other things, what makes me doubt that ancient Chinese history should be 

so quickly rejected is that which has been found in their astronomical observations, and 

particularly an ancient conjunction of all the planets which is found to be sufficiently 

accurate after some correction. You will already know Monsieur Cassini’s remarks 

concerning this.
19

 

17
 Actually the letter was written to Fontaney, accompanied by a letter to Le Gobien. 

See AA I xix: N. 205.
 

18
 See n. 13 above.

 
 

19
  See WB 753. On Cassini, see Letter B, n. 30. 
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