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13 December 1707 

 
Leibniz to Bouvet 

 
 
 
 
 
My Very Reverend Father, 

 
It has been some time since I received 16 Chinese books, and I do not at all doubt 

that they are a present which you sent me, for which I am infinitely obliged to you. But 

as your letter which apparently said what these books were was lost, it is a hidden 

treasure for me. I wrote to you about them a very long time ago, but I do not know 

whether the letter was delivered to you in this time of war and disorder.
1
 Thus, I repeat to 

you the request to let me know what these books contain. I am now sending you the 

questions concerning the Jews of China
2
 which come from Monsieur Jablonski, a very 

knowledgeable man in Hebrew, who a few years ago gave us a really good edition of the 

Hebrew bible. He conjectures, based on printed accounts, that there have been Jews 

living in China for a very long time. If this is the case, it is important to thoroughly 

 
1
 Leibniz is referring not only to the disorder caused by the War of the Spanish 

Succession, which he alluded to in previous letters (See Letter J, n.4 and Letter N, n.11), 

but to the fact that Father Antoine Verjus, the intermediary in Paris for his 

correspondence with Bouvet died the previous year and Leibniz did not know who would 

replace him. See WB 795-796, n. 1., for more details.
 

 

2
 Once again, Leibniz repeats an earlier request, made in his earlier letters; see Letter J, 

n. 57.
 



2 
 

 

examine their doctrine and their rites. I am also sending you the letter of a learned 

merchant named Monsieur Bourguet, who is applying himself to research on 

hieroglyphs.
3
 He saw in the Mémoires de Trevoux the letter which you wrote to me about 

the characters of Fu Xi. I entreat you to try to give them some satisfaction. [see Widmaier 

 
# 65, p. 242] 

 

For me, however, I ask you, my Reverend Father, to make available to us the 

large-scale Tartar-Chinese dictionary which the emperor of China is having made.
4
 It 

 
 

 
3
 Louis Bourguet (1678-1742), a French-born Protestant whose family settled in Zurich 

after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, was the son of a wealthy silk manufacturer. He 

was a “universal scholar,” knowledgeable in many areas, who corresponded with Leibniz 

from 1706 to 1716. He eventually received a special Chair in Philosophy and Mathematics 

in Neufchatel, Switzerland. In March 1707, he framed a long letter to Bouvet (WB 538-

575) concerning the theological and historical problems raised as a result of the latter’s 

dyadic interpretation of the Hexagrams of the Yi-Jing, along with a list of questions. He 

sent them to Leibniz through Daniel Jablonski, Court Chaplain in Berlin. with a 

request to forward them to Bouvet. Bourguet had read selections of Bouvet’s letter of 4 

November 1701 in the Jesuit journal, Mémoires de Trevoux of 1704. Leibniz 

forwarded Bourguet’s letter to Le Gobien for Bouvet, adding his own comments (GP 

III 544-548) which he later sent on to Bourguet himself. On Bourguet’s concerns and 

his discussion with Leibniz about them, see Z 193-204 and n. 8 below. 

 
4
 Elsewhere, Leibniz often adds the hope that the Jesuits in China will add a running 
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would be desirable, and I think that it would be possible, for the monarch to entrust you 

fathers to take part in the compilation of this dictionary, and this would provide you with 

a good opportunity to include in it technical terms and characters, and to thoroughly 

examine and explain things at the same time. And you would be able to incorporate 

illustrations of things and a European translation. This would be the shortest path to 

China’s body of knowledge. At the same time you would have the opportunity to draw to 

you competent Chinese in all sorts of matters, since it would be necessary to have 

recourse to people of the professions for the understanding of terms; and would to God 

that some of them were brought to Europe. I am writing about it to the Very Reverend 

Father Gobien, and I write about it to you also one more time, my Very Reverend Father, 

et repetens interumque iterumque monebo [i.e., and repeating again and again I shall 

warn you], that it is necessary to take advantage of the favorable circumstances to bring 

the body of Chinese knowledge back to Europe in exchange for that of the Europeans 

which you bring to China: otherwise it is only too greatly to be feared that the Chinese 

will expel all the Europeans when they believe they have no further need of us, and then 

we will regret the lost opportunity. 

 
I saw here the Reverend Father Cima, an Italian Augustinian, who returned to 

Europe on a Danish ship and is now going back to Italy.
5
 He says that the emperor of 

 

explanation of the text in some European language (e.g., his letter to La Croze, D V: 

478). 

 
5
 Nicolo Agostino Cima (1650-1722) was an Italian Augustianian sent to China by the 

Propaganda Fide (the papal missionary arm), arriving there in 1698. “Cima was called 

to Beijing as a physician, but in the middle of 1700 he left Beijing because the Kangxi 
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China is quite enlightened, but he does not at all hope for his conversion. He also says 

that he often took his [i.e., the emperor's] pulse in his capacity as a doctor. I hope that 

the commissary [i.e., papal legate], whom the pope sent to China and has since named a 

cardinal, will greatly contribute to reestablishing the peace among the missionaries, so 

that you can better apply yourselves to your more central concerns.
6
 And I believe that 

after the propagation of the true faith among the Chinese, the most central concern is the 

transfer to us of Chinese knowledge, and also things, by bringing to us their books, 

simples [i.e., medicinal plants], seeds, animals, machines, designs, and even bringing a 

few of their learned men. Think about it, my Very Reverend Father, along with the 

Reverend Fathers Gerbillon, Visdelou and others, and bring it to the attention of others. I 

am doing as much in Europe. I deeply regret the death of the Most Reverend Father 

 
 
 

 

emperor was not convinced of his medical skills.”  N. Standaert, Handbook of 

Christianity. . . , I: 340. A few months earlier, Cima had visited with Leibniz in nearby 

Hildesheim on his way back to Italy. On the details of their meeting and on Leibniz’s 

efforts to help Cima, see his letters at the time to M.V. La Croze in Berlin (Dutens, V: 

484-487. 

 
6
 On the papal legate and his failed mission in China, see Letter M, n. 9. Later, Leibniz 

confides to his fellow Protestant, La Croze, that the legate Tournon, was not the best 

choice for such a mission: “. . . to tell the truth, I have always found the behavior of this 

cardinal to be more suitable for a visionary than a man whose zeal should be moderated 

by understanding.” Dutens, V: 504. 
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Verjus, who had fine and noble intentions.
7
 I believe that an artful word close to the 

Chinese emperor would make him cooperate on the dictionary in the manner which I 

have just said, by having you include in it what would be as the key to their treasures. I 

am curious to learn whether you have since made some progress in the deciphering of the 

Chinese characters. In the case that there has been none at all, you must not at all be 

discouraged: time will help. I developed my binary arithmetic somewhat, which gives 

possibilities where not one of the others could go for making important discoveries in 

mathematics and for the expression of incommensurable and transcendental magnitudes. 

But in order to make sufficient progress with it, more time would be necessary, which I 

do not have. I am not very concerned with the metaphysical usage of the characters of Fu 

Xi and others of the sort, for I have a totally different idea of the true characteristic which 

would serve equally to express thoughts and to guide them, and would be as a living 

logic.
8
 The Reverend Father Cima told me that your emperor has some knowledge even 

 
7
 Antoine Verjus, Leibniz main intermediary in Paris for his correspondence with 

Bouvet, died the previous year (1706). On Verjus, see Letter A, n. 1.
 

 

8 Ever cautious, Leibniz appears to be drawing back from some of his earlier speculations on 

the possible theological implications of the binary nature of the Hexagrams of the Yi-Jing. 

This might be in part due to Bourguet’s lengthy attack on the dangers to traditional theism of 

such suggestions. in his letter to Leibniz (mentioned in n. 3 above). Bourguet argued that 

ascribing metaphysical implications to binary arithmetic, e.g., the “imago creationis,” (with 

God symbolized by unity or 1 [see Letter H, nn. 19-21]) undercut the absolute difference 
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of algebra. But I believe that he will not yet have any [knowledge] of the science of the 

infinite nor of my own calculus of the infinitesimals of differences and sums, and that he 

perforce out of need of it might do something in support of this discovery; and I would 

wish that he show his gratitude to Europe for all that it has sent him, by means of this 

dictionary compiled as [described] above. I wish you all kinds of satisfaction, and 

likewise to your zealous and meritorious companions, all of whom I hold in esteem, 

being perfectly, 

My Very Reverend Father, 

 

Your very humble and very obedient servant 

 

Leibniz 
 
 
 
 

Hanover, this 13 December, 1707 
 
 
 
 
 

 

between an immaterial God and His
 
material creation, since it implied some sort of 

emanation theory of creation, rather than the accepted ex-nihilo one. The whole notion 

of numbers as somehow being the ground of Creation smacked of the Cabbala and 

Jewish geomancy, which, according to Bourguet, is the basis for Spinoza’s atheistic 

view of God and the strict determinism that follows from it. See WB 538-544. For a 

recent discussion on Leibniz’s approach to Cabbala in this regard, see the prefatory 

remarks in P. Beeley, “Leibniz on Wachter’s Elucidarius cabalisticus: A Critical 

Edition of the so-called ‘Réfutation de Spinoza’,” The Leibniz Review XII (2002): ii-v. 

On the nature of Leibniz’s planned Universal Characteristic, see Letter H, n. 40. 
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