Letter B

2 December 1697

Leibniz to Bouvet

(AA I xiv: N 470)

To the Reverend Father Bouvet,

Jesuit in Paris

Hanover 2 December 1697

My Reverend Father,

While I believed Your Reverence to be in the heart of China, discussing philosophy and
mathematics with the monarch of that great empire in order to facilitate the entry of the
Christian religion into his mind and into that of his people, | was pleasantly surprised to
receive a letter from you which was most courteous and which merits great thanks. For it is
not Your Reverence’s place to thank me for what I have published of the works where the
glory of God is made known, whereas Your Reverence has a share in it along with other

apostolic workers whose zeal seems to be very laudable in spite of all that strong emotions

might say against it.! 1 will be delighted to learn by way of your kindness, my

! Leibniz is alluding to the “Rites Controversy,” a topic of much debate between the

Jesuits and their detractors. The Jesuits had been accused of having gone too far in
accommodating their missionary efforts by allowing Chinese converts to continue their

traditional sacrifices to Confucius and their ancestors. This policy was initiated by the



Reverend Father, something more than that which is contained in the report from Peking;2

and if there are comments to be made in places, as it seems by your letter, and perhaps also
concerning the content of my preface and the other additions, | would be obliged, for it might

be possible to have this small fugitive work of the Novissima Sinica reprinted, and something

could be added to it.> Nothing would be more apropos than what you say of the person of the

Chinese monarch in an already published work, which you have me expect to be followed by

another which will treat the circumstances and consequences of the edict that gave freedom

to the Christian religion.4 I am much obliged to you for the present which you give to me and

I hope to be worthy of it. It is also to be

founder of the Jesuit mission to China, Matteo Ricci, over a hundred years earlier.

See The Chinese Rites Controversy: Its History and Meaning, ed. D.Mungello

(Nettetal: Steyler Verlag, 1994).

2 That is the report of the “Toleration Edict” Leibniz published in the Novissima Sinica

(AA IV vi: N 61: 410-441).See Letter A, n. 6.

3 Leibniz apparently received the letter from Bouvet, but had not yet received the

Portrait of the Emperor which Bouvet had promised him. It arrived shortly thereafter,

since Leibniz added it as an Appendix to his Second Edition of the Novissima Sinica. On

Bouvet’s Portrait, see J.J. Heeren, “Father Bouvet’s Picture of Emperor K’ang-hsi (with
appendices),” Asia Major VII (1932): 556-72; full text available at:
http://www.ihp.sinica.edu.tw/%7Easiamajor/pdf/1932-7/1932-556.pdf.

4 Leibniz is alluding here to the other volume promised by Bouvet in his first letter

to Leibniz (Letter A, n. 5): Histoire de 1’édit de I’empereur de la Chine.




hoped that your works be published not only in French, but also in Latin, in order that
they be of a more universal utility.

Since the Reverend Father Verjus informs me that Your Reverence is preparing to
return to the fertile field of the Lord’s mission, where you work in such a distinguished
way, and has me understand that I can take the liberty of asking you for some reports, I
will take advantage of it, hoping that Your Reverence will not depart too soon. | will say
in the meanwhile that what could be hoped for in the course of time from China would
concern history, ethics and politics, mathematics, and physics. With regard to history, |
find that before everything else a sort of critigue would be necessary, in order to examine

very clearly to what extent we can and should rely on the historical books of the

Chinese.” Now, as this examination is in need of a Chinese literary history, it would be

important for us to have one that is well detailed and well verified. And the verifications

should always be made by quoting the actual passages as much as possible, with suitable

translations.®

Sltis striking to note that the first item that Leibniz requests from Bouvet is an
historical, textual one. Leibniz here demonstrates how critical it is that ancient Chinese
sources be properly dated and authenticated. Leibniz invoked standards of historical
research that were quite rigorous for his day. He has even been called the founder of

“modern historical research based on original sources.” R. W. Meyer, Leibnitz and the

Seventeenth-Century Revolution, tr. J. P. Stern (Cambridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1953), p.

204, n. 281.

6 Many historians argue that the systematic study of Chinese texts from philological

principles was not undertaken by Europeans until the late eighteenth century or later. Yet



The explanation of Chinese language and writing would be as the foundation of

the literary history, and would give at the same time the key to all their body of

knowledge. There are a number of manuscript dictionaries of Chinese characters in

by mid 17th century a growing number of men, mostly Jesuits and mostly missionaries,
already had begun to acquire both sufficient background knowledge and competency in
the Chinese language to examine classical texts critically and comparatively, to consider
them within a historical context, and to develop linguistic tools for teaching these skills to
others. Mungello provides a thoroughly rich treatment of many of these extraordinary
men, whom he calls proto-sinologists: see Curious Land. The Jesuits gained their
expertise within the Chinese scholarly milieu, whatever their ultimate goal, and there was
a longstanding and outstanding tradition of Chinese philology, historical study, and
literary and textual criticism that might have helped Bouvet write a “Chinese literary
history” had he wished to undertake one. This included a contemporary Qing current of

scholarship that soon would develop into what commonly is referred to as kaozheng % &

(often termed “evidential” scholarship in English, lit. “examination and verification”). On

this trend see Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology: Intellectual and Social

Aspects of Change in Late Imperial China (Cambridge: Harvard University, Council on

East Asian Studies, 1984; Harvard East Asian Monographs 110). For several germane
examples see Richard J. Smith, “The Jesuits and Evidential Research in Late Imperial
China: Some Reflections,” in Ex/Change (February 2002), accessible on-line at

http://www.cityu.edu.hk/ccs/.



Chinese, Portuguese, Flemish, etc. It seems to me that the Reverend Father Grimaldi told me

that there were some in China in which the illustrations of many things accompany the
characters. Be that as it may, | have no doubt at all that by way of Your Reverences we will
be able to obtain some Chinese dictionaries as precise as is possible, and that we may already
have been brought some of the best, along with some sorts of grammars; and we will judge
from them whether the hope of the late Monsieur Muller, a very capable man in the

languages of the Orient, was well founded in promising us a key to the Chinese characters, on

which I would particularly wish Your Reverence’s sentiments.® It above all would be

! Philippe Grimaldi (1638-1712), mathematician and astronomer, was an Italian Jesuit,
who lived in Beijing from 1671 to 1685 and then again from 1694 until his death. He held
several posts in the mission, including Procurator to Rome and Rector of the College in
Beijing. Though in Europe at the time (1688), he was also appointed head of the Chinese
Bureau of Astronomy by the Emperor. Leibniz’s meeting with Grimaldi in Rome in 1689
did much to spark Leibniz’s interest in China and the Jesuit mission there. Leibniz
addressed questions on many areas to Grimaldi about China while in Rome. See A | iv:
NN. 211-214. Grimaldi was Leibniz’ primary address during the years of his early
interest in China, though he responded to Leibniz’s queries through intermediaries. He
talks at length about Grimaldi and his adventures and accomplishments in his Preface to

the Novissima Sinica (AA 1V vi: N 61: 395-409); CR 15-19. See also D. Mungello,

Leibniz and Confucianism, pp. 32-36 et passim.

8 Andreas Miiller (1630?-1694), Cathedral Provost of the Nikolaikirche in Berlin, was
a Lutheran Theologian and amateur Sinologist. He claimed to have invented a “Key to

Chinese” which would have greatly simplified the reading of Chinese. It aroused much



necessary in order to thoroughly study their characters that some Chinese books be
printed not only with interlinear versions, but also with a grammatical analysis which
would explicate characters that are composed of other primary graphic components [lit.

“primitifs”], and which would explain all of the small marks or strokes which must vary

or modify their signification.9

interest among European scholars, but Miiller refused to show his “Key” to anyone
and burned all his papers just before his death. See the Preface to the NS (AA IV vi: N
61: 407-408; CR 56), where Leibniz details Miiller’s strange story. For more on
Muller, see Donald F. Lach, “The Chinese Studies of Andreas Miiller,” Journal of the

American Oriental Society, LX (1940): 564-575. For a more recent discussion on

Miiller and his intellectual milieu, see D. Mungello, Curious Land..., pp. 208-246, et

passim.

% We do not know to what extent Leibniz understood the principles of construction of

Chinese characters, a subject of interest to many missionaries in China and many learned
men in Europe, both religious and secular, but probably it was rudimentary and tentative at
best. Some of Leibniz’ sources of information attempted to tie Chinese characters to
Egyptian hieroglyphics, at least structurally, while others extrapolated on what they had
learned about Chinese characters from Chinese scholars and Chinese sources. In any case, as
Chinese is not an inflected language, the addition of a stroke or strokes to a character would
in no way affect its grammatical function, but would instead constitute an entirely separate
character. Leibniz may be using “grammatical” here in a broader sense to include
“etymological” elements and the constituent components of a character, such as semantic
and phonetic determinatives. These, in effect, are the “primitifs”: characters of an integral

and largely indivisible graphic structure that also may be found



On the subject of the Chinese language, it would be greatly desirable to also have
some good accounts of the languages of all the neighboring peoples; and to start with, a
small vocabulary including an account of their letters and the Pater [Noster], or Lord’s

Prayer, both in characters [i.e., scripts] which are known to us as well as in those of the

district where the language is found, and always with an interlinear version.'? The

collation of languages is the one thing in the world which best can give illumination

concerning the origins and migrations of peoples. Now, without speaking of the

languages of Korea, Japan, Siam [i.e., greater Thailand], Ava [i.e., Upper Burma], and
the rest of the Indies, of which we must strive to become informed in the course of time, |
will only speak now of the Tartar languages, or those which are to the north of China, the

Indies, and Persia. It thus would be extremely important to have some small vocabularies

embedded as a graphic component in other complex characters. For a good study of

Chinese characters, see William G. Boltz, The Origin and Early Development of the

Chinese Writing System, American Oriental Series, no. 78 (New Haven: American

Oriental Society, 1994). See also Qiu Xigui, Chinese writing, translated by Gilbert L.

Mattos and Jerry Norman (Berkeley, Calif. : Society for the Study of Early China and the

Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, 2000).
10 The Lord’s Prayer or Pater (Noster) was the “Rosetta Stone” for the study of foreign

languages as well as for the construction of artificial ones. For example, John Wilkins

used it to demonstrate the artificial language he constructed in his Essay toward a Real

Character and Philosophical Language (London: S. Gellibrand, 1668). Dozens of

polyglot versions of the Lord’s Prayer already existed in Leibniz’s time.



and grammars, but at least and before all other things, the Lord’s Prayer in each of these
languages. For if one but has the Lord’s Prayer written in known characters along with an
interlineary version, this would always give us some way to compare that language with

others. Besides which, it would enable ut omnis lingua laudet Dominum [every tongue to

praise the Lord]. I would like the Lord’s Prayer in the language of the Tartars of China

[i.e., Manchu] and | imagine that Your Reverence can already grant us one. And in this
case [ beseech you for one, for I hope to be able to compare this Lord’s Prayer with that

of the more occidental Tartars, who are commonly called Mogals or Mugals [i.e.,

Mongols]. For someone has informed me from Holland*! that the second Moscovite

ambassador (who is the same one who concluded the peace of Nipchou [i.e., Nerchinsk]

1 Nicolaas Witsen (1641-1717), diplomat, one-time director of the Dutch East India

Company and occasional Burgomaster of Amsterdam, corresponded with Leibniz from
1694 to 1712. Witsen traveled to Russia with the Dutch Ambassador and kept up a
lifelong correspondence with Russia and the East. He is perhaps best known as a
mapmaker: his map -- and, in 1692, a book -- on “the Northern and Eastern parts of Asia
and Europe, reaching from Novaya Zemlya to China” was published in Amsterdam in

1687: Nieuwe Lantkaarte van het Noorder en Ooster deel van Asia en Europa,

Strekkende van Nova Zemla tot China. . . In a letter to Leibniz of 16 October 1697, he

promises to send a Lord’s Prayer interlined with Mongolian, which he indeed sent him
in another letter dated 4 December. (AA 1, 14: N 344) On the relationship between these

two men, see K. Miiller, “G. W. Leibniz und Nicolaas Witsen,” Sitzungsberichte der

Deutschen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, 1 (1955): 1-46.




by treaty,12 at which the Reverend Father Gerbillon was present13) has Mugal slaves in

his retinue, from whom I hope to obtain a Lord’s Prayer. It has already been written to

12 This is Fedor Alexeevich Golovin (1651-1706), a leading diplomat in the Court of
Peter the Great. He headed the Russian delegation to the talks with the Chinese that
resulted in the Treaty of Nerchinsk (Nibuchu fE 77 %Z; Leibniz’s Nipchou) of 1689 that

settled the border disputes between Russia and China. For a view of the Jesuit

participation in the event, see Joseph Sebes and Thomas Pereira, The Jesuits and the

Sino-Russian Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689): The Diary of Thomas Pereira (Bibliotheca

Instituti Historici S.1.; V. 18. Rome: Institutum Historicum S.1., 1962). For a history of
this episode as well as an English translation of the pact, see M. Mancall, Russia and

China: Their Diplomatic Relations to 1728 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1971), pp. 141-162. For a more recent detailed discussion, see NR 100-126.
13 Jean-Francois Gerbillon (1654-1707) was one of the French Jesuits, along with

Bouvet, who was sent to the Imperial Court in Beijing. He and another Jesuit, Thomas
Pereira (1645-1708), actively participated in the negotiations for the Treaty of Nerchinsk.

Leibniz excerpted and edited selections from Gerbillon’s letters on the negotiations, as a

section of his Novissima Sinica (AA 1V vi: N. 61: 448-451). Gerbillon instructed the
Emperor in mathematics and astronomy and was appointed first Superior of the newly

formed French mission to China in 1700 (see N. Standaert, Handbook of Christianity, p.

315). Gerbillon wrote extensively about his voyages to and experience in China. See his

Vovages en Tartarie du Pére Gerbillon, Missionnaire francois, de la Compagnie de Jésus

in J. B. Du Halde, Description géographigue,
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me that the Mugal language is very close to that of the Kalmucs who are even more
occidental.** I am therefore anxious to learn whether the language of the Tartars of China is
also similar to that of the Mugals. | have also learned that the language and characters [i.e.,

script] of Tangut [i.e., Tibetan] are revered by the Mugals,15 because the Grand Lama

resides in Tangut [i.e., Tibet].16 Thus it also would be desirable to learn about the language

of Tangut. Someone informed me that when the late King of Poland had asked the Reverend
Father Grimaldi for some words of the Chinese Tartars in order to compare them to those
words of the Crimean Tartars which the king knew, there was no correspondence at all

found, except that marah, or something similar, is “horse” in both languages, as has

historique, chronologique, politique et physique de I’Empire de la Chine, (La Haye:

Scheurleer, 1736) IV 103-528. For more on Gerbillon (with selections from his

memoirs), see Yves de Thomaz de Bossierre, Jean-Francois Gerbillon, S.J. (1654-

1701) (Louvain: Ferdinand Verbiest Foundation, 1994).

14\witsen volunteers this information to Leibniz in his October letter. See note 11 above.
Leibniz discusses these and many other linguistic matters with other appropriate
correspondents. For example, at about this time, he asks J.G. Sparvenfeld (1655-1727),
the famed Swedish Slavicist and linguist (who was conversant in 14 languages) about the

relationship between the Mongolians and the Kalmucks. (AA 1 xiv: N 435).

15 gibniz picked up this and much other relevant information from another source in
Holland at this time, the German born courtier and diplomat Heinrich Wilhelm

Ludolf (1655-1712). (AA I xiv: N 357).

16The Mongols were, and still are, followers of what is commonly called Tibetan

Buddhism, sometimes referred to as Lamaism.
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been written to me.*’ Now, as nearly the same word is still found in the same sense in
German and in old Gaulish, which still exists as well in Wales, it is a matter of some
importance that this word has passed from one extremity of our continent to the other.8

Finally, I would strongly wish that we do not miss a single opportunity to thoroughly

17 Leibniz received this information from his long-time correspondent, Adam Adamandy
Kochanski, S.J. (1630-1700), Professor of Mathematics at several European Universities
as well as Court Mathematician and Librarian to the King of Poland, Jan 111 Sobieski
(reg.1674-1686). In his Preface to the Novissima Sinica, Leibniz says of him that he is
“an able humanist, with an outstanding knowledge of mathematics, who shines even in
the star-studded company of the Jesuit order....” (CR 57; AA IV vi: 406 ). Kochanski
framed a list of 29 questions to Bouvet, which he sent through Leibniz (“Europaei
Curiosi Questiones de rebus Imperii Chinensis” [AA I xiv: N 450]). While Bouvet
eventually received the questions, Le Gobien answered most of them earlier at the request
of Bouvet as the latter later stated in his Letter D to Leibniz. See Le Gobien's reply to

Kochanski through Leibniz (AA 1 xv: N 367).

18 Mihre (cf., the English “mare”). Leibniz mentions this etymological affinity to several
correspondents during the early 1690’s. Throughout his life, Leibniz remained intrigued
by and alive to such affinities in various European languages and dialects. He thought
such etymological connections could tell us much about the ancient history of Europe.
For example, his lengthy discussions and etymologizing in Book III, chap. ii (“Of the

signification of words”) in his Nouveau essais. . ., AA VI vi: 278-286; RB 278-286.

Leibniz published his ideas on languages and the origins of peoples in 1710, in a paper
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inform ourselves of the languages of the peoples, as much for the reasons | have said
as for facilitating the propagation of the faith.

To touch upon what still remains of Chinese history, it would no doubt be necessary
to use great care to firmly establish their chronology in order to decide the great question of

the antiquity of the times, and in order to know whether it is necessary to give preference to

the Septuagint version over the Hebraic text, as it so appears.lg And in all this, it would be

included in the inaugural issue of the Berlin Academy of Science (Miscellanea

Berlinensia): Brevis designatio meditationum de Originibus Gentium, ductis potissimum

ex indicio linguarum:; an on-line version is available at

http://bibliothek.bbaw.de/bbaw/bibliothek-

digital/digitalequellen/schriften/anzeige?band=01-misc/1.

19 _eibniz alludes to the controversies of the time in Europe concerning biblical

chronology. Chinese chronology was considered to be continuous from antediluvian
times. If the dates of early Chinese history were true, then the accepted biblical
chronology would be wrong and mankind (save Noah and his family) was not wiped out
in the Flood. The best known effort plotting such chronology was by Archbishop James

Ussher of Ireland in his Annales veteris et Novi Testamenti (1650-1654). The most

convenient way to harmonize traditional “sacred” Judaeo-Christian chronology with the
“non-sacred” history of the Chinese was to push back the Flood about 600 years by

relying on the Septuagint (Greek) version of the Old Testament, rather than the VVulgate
(Latin) based on the Masoretic Hebrew text. For a recent discussion of this issue, see D.

Mungello, Curious Land. . ., pp.124-127; 335. The ante-diluvian period was also greatly




13

necessary to proceed with all of the good faith possible without hiding anything that
could be believed injurious to what for us is authorized; for it is sure that it will always

be found that one truth concurs with the other and that the Holy Scriptures will never be

shown wrong.20 Besides the history of the Chinese dynasties, both the successive ones as

well as the contemporaneous ones which survived while they still had several mediocre
kings, it would be necessary to carefully consider the history of inventions, arts, laws,
religions, and other institutions. | would very much like to know, for example, whether
they have had for some time something similar to our geometry; and whether the
equivalency of the square of the hypotenuse to [the sum of] the sides of the right triangle
was known to them; and whether they had obtained this proposition through tradition, or

by commerce with other peoples, or by experience, or finally through proof, either by

lengthened, since “[i]n the Septuagint the lives of the Patriarachs are longer. . . which
provided more room in which to maneuver,” thus enabling biblical chronology “’to
accommodate older recorded histories,” like the Chinese. See R. Ramsey, “China and the

Ideal of Order in John Webb’s An Historical Essay...,” The Journal of the History of

Ideas LXI1 (2001) 3: 491.

20 gibniz repeats his long-stated belief in a one-truth theory of history as well as reason.
According to Leibniz, there are no contradictions between established truths --
historically or logically (“Verum vero non dissonat.”). Leibniz’s strategies for explaining
(away) and harmonizing inconsistencies in various historical as well as theological
sources are legion. An excellent example of such a treatment of Chinese sources is found

in the first three parts of the lengthy essay he wrote in the last year of his life (1716),

Discourse on the Natural Theology of the Chinese, (CR 75-132; LP 17-109).
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their own deduction or brought from somewhere else.?!

But | anticipate in this that which pertains to other chapters, which is why | pass
on to the ethics and the politics of the Chinese. It seems in fact that they have excellent
regulations for the proper order of civil affairs, and it is to be hoped that one day we

could have all the details of them. For the true practical philosophy (vera, non simulata

21Several times Leibniz had asked this question of Grimaldi (AA 111 iv: N. 213; 1
vii: N. 348). Early Chinese texts do not develop a deductive system per se, and
hence their geometry cannot be compared with the Greek in simple terms. Chinese
geometry largely confined itself to practical problems, such as astronomical
modeling or calculating areas of land or volumes of vessels. Nevertheless, the
“Pythagorean” theorem was known and used by the Chinese from early times, with
early algebraic proofs of special applications that likely were understood to apply
generally; most scholars think that the Chinese discovered the theorem

independently of the Greeks. See J. Needham, Science and Civilization, Il1, 91-97.

See also Frank J. Swetz and T. 1. Kao, “Was Pythagoras Chinese? An Examination

of the Right Triangle Theory in Ancient China, The Pennsylvania State University

Studies, no. 40 (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1977).
For Bouvet’s take on Pythagorus, see also Genevieve Javary, “Le Pére Joachim

Bouvet a-t-il retrouvé Pythagore en Chine? La Face cache du Pere Bouvet,” in

Actes du IVE colloque international de sinology, Chantilly, 8-11 septembre 1983:

Chine et Europe: evolution et particuarités des rapports est-ouest du IX® au XXx*

siécle (Paris: Institut Ricci-Centre d’Etudes Chinoises), 1991), pp. 193-227. For a

precise study and translation of the earliest Chinese work (finalized ca. 1st c. CE)
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philosophia [i.e., true and not simulated philosophy], as our Roman jurisconsults say),
consists rather in these proper orders for education, and for conversation and sociability
among people, than in the general precepts on virtue and duty. Thus, | do not at all doubt

that we will find much to learn there, and more perhaps than is seemly for us.?? The

[ceremonial] formulas themselves which are customary among them, and are warranted
in important encounters, would deserve being published in their characters with our
explanations.

| quite believe that their speculative mathematics contain nothing comparable to
ours; it is certain however that long practice over so many centuries has taught them an
infinity of good inventions, mechanical or otherwise, which we lack. For although we
comprehend the principles better than they, nevertheless, it is the particular discoveries
that extract a thousand good results and produce a thousand inventions. | myself am
astonished every day to see how much we lack, and how much we would be able to add
to our practices in the most useful matters of life or the most necessary, with regard to
numbers, symbols, machines, navigation, military science, geography, etc. As the
Chinese must have many ancient astronomical observations, it would be necessary to try
to have them published in order to compare them both with the modern ones and with

those of Hipparchus and Ptolemy, and others where there is some account of the ones

to include an application of the “Pythagorean” theorem, as well as a 3rd century

essay on the theorem, see Christopher Cullen, Astronomy and mathematics in

ancient China: the Zhou bi suan jing (Needham Research Institute Studies, I;

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), esp. pp. 87ff and Appendix One.
22 |_eibniz often praised the mores and civil life of the Chinese, seeing them as superior to the

European. He waxes at length on this theme in the opening paragraphs of his Preface to
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Alexander found in Babylon.23 The Chinese also will be able to contribute with their

maps and observations, both of their country and their neighboring ones, to the
advancement of geography. And | would like to learn the sentiments of Your Reverences

concerning Monsieur Witsen’s map, and whether Your Reverences have some maps of

the more oriental Tartary, which could serve to correct or supplement his [map].24 One

the Novissima Sinica, even seriously suggesting that the Chinese send us missionaries “to

teach us the use and practice of natural religion”(CR 51; AA IV vi: 400-401).

23 Much of the work Leibniz suggests here was later done by Antoine Gaubil, S.J., (1689-
1759), sent to Beijing in 1723, who authored a number of detailed, seminal works on
Chinese astronomy from the earliest times until the arrival of the Jesuits. One such work

was titled simply Histoire de I’ Astronomie Chinoisie (1729). See J. Dehergne, “Gaubil,

historien de 1’ Astronomie chinoise,” Bulletin de 1’Université de 1’ Aurore, VI (1945): 168-

227; also D. Mungello, Curious Land. . ., pp. 309-310. Gaubil’s work along with that of

several other Jesuits was published in Etienne Souciet, ed. Observations mathématiques,

astronomigues, géographiques, chronologigues et physigues tirées des anciens livres

chinois, ou faites nouvellement aux Indes et la Chine, et ailleurs, par les Péres de la

Compagnie de Jésus (Paris : Rollin, 1729-1732). Indeed, Chinese astronomical

observations constitute some of the only reliable records of celestial events for the long
period from ca. 500 BCE to 1000 CE. On Chinese astronomy, see J. Needham, Science
and Civilisation, Vol. 3.

24 On Witsen, see note 11. The Chinese had a sophisticated cartographic tradition: for

details, see J. Needham, Science and Civilization, Vol. 3, pp. 497-590. Still, the Kangxi
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might even learn one day whether America and Asia are one and the same continent or
not.

I now come to physics and I include here under this name all the experimental
observations of corporeal things which cannot yet be explained by geometric or
mechanical principles. Nor have we been at all able to obtain them a priori and by reason,
but only by experience and tradition; and | do not at all doubt that the Chinese surpass us
by a great deal on this point, since their experience is much longer and their tradition
more continuous and more attentive to detail than ours. But as these observations
concerning physics are of the greatest scope, | do not see a better way to gain access to
them than by the description of the arts and professions of all sorts of people; and it is to

this we should turn our attention without delay, the matter being so vast that it would be

emperor would turn to the French Jesuits at his court with their new techniques to
oversee the unprecedented imperial survey of all of China, undertaken between 1708-
1718, that formed the basis for the next century of mapping through a series of printings
and, especially in Europe, through the missionary/artist Matteo Ripa’s (1692-1746)
copper engravings. A 1721 xylographic edition of the map was the basis of the maps in

Du Halde’s Description générale de la Chine (vol. 4). The first part of this grand

enterprise, a mapping project of the Great Wall and Tartary that the emperor assigned as
sort of proving ground for the larger project, was assigned to three Jesuits: Jean-Baptiste
de Régis (1163-1738), Pierre Jartoux (1669-1720) and Joachim Bouvet himself, who
already had participated in a number of cartographic projects in and around the capital.
On Bouvet’s recalcitrance about taking part in this assignment, and the intrigue that

ensued after his fall from a horse, see Claudia von Collani, “The Report of Kilian



18

impossible to start too early to reap its fruits.?® These people had before us the compass
and cannon powder and the knowledge of excellent simples [i.e., medicinal plants], some

of which are now known to us;26 however | do not at all doubt that there still are among

Stumpf About the Case of Father Joachim Bouvet,” Zeitschrift fiir Missions- und

Religionwissenschaft LXXXIII (1999): 231-251.

25 Much of what Leibniz would like to have known about the “arts and professions” was

contained in the Tiangong kaiwu X T Fd4, an extraordinary compendium of contemporary

technology, including traditional methods of agriculture and industrial production, complete
with detailed woodcut illustrations, compiled by Song Yingxing SRFEE (1587- after 1644)
and first printed in 1637. There was a second edition of the book published during the Ming
dynasty, but no new editions were printed in the Qing (i.e., after 1644), so it is possible that
the work may not have been well known among the missionaries of Bouvet’s time. For a
translation of this remarkable work, see E-tu Zen Sun and Shiou-Chuan Sun, Tien-kung

k’ai-wu: Chinese Technology in the Seventeenth Century (University Park/London: The

Pennsylvania State University Press, 1966).

26 On the compass in China, see Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, Vol. 4, Pt. 1,

pp. 249-313. On gunpowder, see Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, Vol. 5, Pt. 7,

a monographic treatment of the subject. A classic account of the development of European
knowledge of Chinese herbal medicine, with citations from the earliest investigators,

including Jesuits, is E. Bretschneider, History of European Botanical Discoveries in China,

2 vols. (Leipzig: K.F. Kochlers Antiquarium, 1935). China has a long history of applied

medicinal botany (ben cao ASE, lit. roots and grasses); tradition credits the introduction of
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them some very considerable things to be learned, above all in medicine, which is the

most necessary of the natural sciences.?” For in the same way that theology is the highest

point of the knowledge of things which concern the spirit, and includes in some way good
ethics and good politics, one could also say that medicine is the highest point and the

principal fruit of the knowledge of bodies, since it is up to medicine to consider these

bodies with regard to our own.?® But all physical science, including medicine itself, has

knowledge of the medicinal uses of plants to the legendary emperor Shennong (Divine
Husbandman). Pharmacopedias, often illustrated, have been compiled for more than two

millennia, the largest and most detailed being the Bencao gangmu A<E i B of Li

Shizhen Z=f§32 (1518-1593). For a comprehensive overview, see Paul U. Unschuld,

Medicine in China: A History of Pharmaceutics (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 1986.

27 China indeed has a long and rich experience in the medical arts both in theory and,
especially, in practice. Most distinctive, perhaps, are acupuncture and herbal medicine,
although there also are many other widespread therapeutic techniques such as
moxibustion and cupping, massage, bonesetting, dietary medicine, exercise/movement
regimens, and meditation and the manipulation of internal energy. See Paul U. Unschuld,

Medicine in China: A History of Ideas (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985).

28 Leibniz repeatedly expressed his disappointment with the sad state of medicine and the
medical profession, yearning for its improvement (e.g., AA V1 vi: 387). At an early age,
Leibniz complained that medical science was nothing but “an unbelievable mass of unusual
observations — crude, undigested and without use except almost by change” (AA VIi: N

124; L 132). He wished to see such disorganized empirical observations of human bodies
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for its final goal the glory of God and the supreme welfare of mankind; for in conserving
them it gives people the means to work for the glory of God. Pardon me my Reverend

Father for this digression. It is noctuas Athenas [i.e., redundant] to express these things to

you since they are the principal object of all your views.

Until now, | have spoken to Your Reverence of what | wish could be made
available to us in time. But it would be good in the meanwhile to procure for us in
advance some samples of all these things: for the languages, at least the Lord’s Prayer;
some Chinese versions with a grammatical analysis; some tolerable dictionary; some

evidence of their chronology; some fitting decrees, inventions, observations, and singular

systematized into a deductive science, not unlike that of mechanics. For this we had to
discover the true causes of the operation of the human body, “not through quick flights by
glowing geniuses but only through profound and almost geometrical reasonings.” (AA
VIiv: 1998; L 282) Unfortunately even a solid, empirical approach has been
undermined by the medical profession which “has become a business; those who make it
their profession do so only by way of gain and as far as is necessary to save
appearances....” (AA III vi: N 45; L 417) Towards the end of his life, Leibniz
apparently changed his mind and concluded that — due to the complexity of the human
body -- medicine should concentrate on codifying well-documented observations
collected down through the ages. This, along with “ingenious guesswork,” was the
inductive path to follow at the present (AA VI vi: 426-427). For a summary treatment of
Leibniz’s proposals for an improved medicine, as well as an exhaustive bibliography on

the subject, see F.Hartmann, G.W.Leibniz und seine Anforderungen an eine Medezin
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experiments. And as something of all these has already been obtained, | would be
delighted to receive an account of them, and I also hope for more [accounts] in the future.

In the meanwhile | especially wish to hear news from the Reverend Father Grimaldi;
he gave me the honor of promising me some communications, and | imagine that he will
have prepared something for me. In any case Your Reverence will be able to contribute to it
and supplement it, being in the prime of your life. I am curious to know how the Chinese

found the astronomical machines of Monsieur Romer’s invention and Monsieur Duret’s

execution.?® For it occurs to me that Your Reverences transported some of them there with

you, assuming that they were able to arrive quite intact and that rust did not at all damage

them. And as it is above all important to accurately determine the course of the moon

der Aufklarung. (Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur (Mainz [Stuttgart], F.

Steiner Verlag, 1993).

29 Olaf Romer (1644-1710), Danish mathematician and astronomer, who discovered and

7th

calculated the speed of light, was active in Paris in the late 17" Century where he may

have met Leibniz. On Rgmer, see D. Sobel, Longitude, pp. 29-30. Rgmer later initiated a
brief correspondence (1700-1704) with Leibniz. Leibniz here is referring to the armillary
spheres (which enable one to detect various eclipses as well as the motions of the planets
for each day, over a period of several centuries) and other clocks — later called “orreries”-
- which were constructed “on an inclined plane for astronomical observations” (see
Letter F). Bouvet describes one of the spheres brought to the Emperor in his Portrait

historique de I'empereur de la Chine (Paris, Estienne Michallet, 1697), pp. 92-93. Isaac

Duret is Isaac Thuret (ca. 1630-1706), Royal Clockmaker in Paris. The fate of the
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in order to be a little more precise in the prediction of eclipses and other phenomena

than one has been until now, | wish to learn to what degree the matter now finds itself,
advanced by the attentions of Messieurs Cassini, Picard, de la Hire,? and other
capable men, and whether there are tables which possess some degree of reliability, at

least for a time.

Finally, Your Reverence would greatly honor me by informing me of some details
of both what has been brought from China and what has been and will be transported
there. For | am extremely interested in these matters due to the desire that | have to see

them succeed, and | will be proud to contribute to them in any way if the occasion

actual instruments brought to China remains unknown; contrary to speculation, these are
not among the instruments on display at the Observatory in Beijing, most of which were
constructed in China under the supervision of Ferdinand Verbiest.

30 Giovanni Domenico (Jean-Dominique) Cassini (1625-1712), Jean Picard (1620-1682)
and Philippe de la Hire (1640-1718) were all well-known astronomer-scientists of
Leibniz’s day. Cassini (often confused with his son Jacques -- also a famous astronomer)
was lured from his professorship in astronomy at the University of Bologna by Louis
X1V to be director of the newly built observatory in Paris. He constructed tables used in
determining longitude from astronomical observations, an important element in
navigation and map-making. For a brief discussion of Cassini’s efforts, see D. Sobel,
Longitude, pp. 27-29. Picard worked with Rgmer at the Paris Observatory and is often
regarded as the father of modern astronomy in France. De la Hire, Professor of
Mathematics at the Collége de France, constructed astronomical tables but also initiated

meteorological observations at the Paris Observatory in 1689. The three of them worked
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presents itself, as | see no doing of more importance for our times, as much for the
Chinese as for us. For we will be able to give them our knowledge almost all at once, by
a kind of infusion; and in our turn we will be able to learn from them, also all at once, a
world of new information which, without this [exchange], we would not acquire in | do
not know how many centuries. And it is proper that the benefits should be reciprocal,

for we would become inferior to them if they learned from us without giving us

anything in exchange. This is what | advocated to the Reverend Father Grimaldi.3! But

all that they can give us is not comparable to the luminations of the faith that they can

receive from us.

together plotting the meridian line that went through Paris. Initiated by Picard (from a
model based on Cassini’s calculations), de la Hire (going north from Paris) and Cassini
(later going south from Paris) finished all the necessary measurements. (See note 55 in
letter J).

31 From his earliest letters to Grimaldi, Bouvet and other Jesuits, Leibniz warns of the
dangers of a one-sided intellectual exchange; see also Letter J, n. 2. He repeatedly
communicates his concern that the West will lose out on its exchange with the Chinese
and that they will eventually become superior to us and mock us. He never tires of this
theme, becoming increasingly pessimistic about the exchange, especially after the Papal
condemnation of the Accomodationist policy of the Jesuits. In the last year of his life
(1716), Leibniz warns Peter the Great that if we do not actively promote relations with
the Chinese, “It will follow that when the Chinese will have learnt from us what they

wish to know, they will then close their doors to us.” FC VII 509; W 598.
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__ Now, whereas the late Reverend Father Verbiest®? had already recognized, and
which Your Reverences have also noticed, that the introduction of philosophy among the
Chinese-wotld-have-a-very-great effect in bringing their spirits closer to receiving the
true religion, this is why it seems important to consider in what manner it would be
necessary to teach philosophy in order to render it more sound, more convincing, and
more fitting for this effect. | see that a number of capable men believe that it is necessary
to abolish Scholastic philosophy and substitute an entirely different one in its place, and
some want it to be the Cartesian. But after having carefully weighed it, I find that the

philosophy of the ancients is sound, and that it is necessary to make use of that of the

32 Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688), a Belgian Jesuit trained in astronomy and
mathematics, was called to the court in Beijing in 1660 to help Johann Adam Schall
vonBell (1592-1666). In 1669 he was named head of the Qintianjian £ X &% or Bureau of
Astronomy. Numerous honors were bestowed upon him by the court. He was the only

missionary ever honored with a posthumous name or shi 2. Verbiest’s shi, ginmin €)X

(lit. “diligent and perspicacious”) was awarded by the Kangxi Emperor over the

objections of the Libu 7&&B, or Board of Rites. Verbiest died days before the arrival in
Beijing of the missionary reinforcements -- among them Bouvet -- he had so long
awaited. Leibniz included an excerpt from Verbiest’s Astronomia Europaea sub
Imperatore Tartaro Sinico Cam Hy... (Dillingen, 1687) as his second selection in his

Novissima Sinica (AA IV vi: 441-443). In his Preface to that work, Leibniz describes

how the Emperor “used to work with Verbiest in an inner suite for three or four hours

daily with mathematical instruments and books as a pupil with his teacher.” (CR 49; AA
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moderns in order to enrich it, and not to destroy it.>* I have had many disputes concerning
this with some competent Cartesians,®* and | demonstrated to them by mathematics itself

that they do not at all have the true laws of nature, and that in order to have them it is

IV vi: 399). See Noél Golvers, ed., Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688) and the Chinese

Heaven: The Composition of the Astronomical Corpus, its Diffusion and Reception in the

European Republic of Letters, Leuven Chinese Studies, 12, Leuven: Leuven University

Press, 2003. See also J. W. Witek, S.J., ed., Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688); Jesuit

Missionary, Scientist, Engineer, and Diplomat, Monumenta Serica Monograph Series

XXX (Nettetal, 1994).

33 eibniz often attacked the Cartesians for their disdain of ancient as well as medieval
Aristotelianism (the main “philosophy of the schools”) which championed the existence
of formal and teleological causes in nature, thus requiring the existence of non-material
causes for scientific explanation. Descartes and his followers rejected the notion of any
such “forms” in the material, natural world, claiming that matter is extension and nothing
else. “Forms” were purely immaterial and totally separate (both ontologically and
conceptually) from matter: they were thus reserved only for human souls or minds (as
well, of course, for angels and God). Leibniz’s critique of Cartesianism revolves around
his efforts to show that something besides pure matter is needed to comprehend
adequately the physical world. He attempts to demonstrate (mathematically as well as
metaphysically) the need for another element, namely, force. The reintroduction of
“force,” which term Leibniz uses synonymously with the Aristotelian “entelechy” or
“form,” represents the core of his efforts to “rehabilitate the ancients.”

34There are many works of Leibniz that could be cited to illustrate his specific criticisms of

Cartesianism. The work he is referring to here is his earliest concerted attack on Descartes:
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necessary to consider in nature not only matter, but also force; and that the forms of

“Brief Demonstration of a Notable error of Descartes and Others concerning a Natural
Law, According to Which God Is Said Always To Conserve the Same Quantity of Motion; a
Law which They Also Misuse in Mechanics,” (L 296-302; GM VI 117-119) which was

published in the Acta eruditorum in March, 1686. Throughout the 1690’s Leibniz repeats

and further develops his attack on Descartes in numerous writings and correspondence e.g.,
“Critical Thoughts on the General Part of the Principles of Descartes,” L 383-412; G IV
354-392). Perhaps the best known critique of Cartesianism at this time is his “New
System of the Nature of Substances,” published (in one of several forms) in the Journal

des Savants in 1695 (See Leibniz’s “New System” and Associated Contemporary Texts,

ed. and trans. R.S.Woolhouse and R. Francks (Oxford: OUP, 1997; G IV 477-487). His
subsequent correspondence with many illuminati (Foucher, Bayle, etc.) on this crucial
piece virtually overlaps with his correspondence with Bouvet; the latter is replete with
allusions and references to the themes of this essay and its aftermath. For a more
thorough and technical critique of Cartesian mechanism, see Leibniz’s Specimen of
Dynamics (Specimen Dynamicum) of the same year (L 435-452). This, his most
systematic work on dynamics, “is one of Leibniz’s most important publications.” (AG

118). For a detailed treatment of this topic, see P. Costabel, Leibniz and Dynamics

(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell UP, 1973).

Leibniz nevertheless held Descartes in the highest regard, often calling his philosophy
“the antechamber to truth” (AA VI iv: 1356). His critique of the Cartesians eventuated in
some of the basic elements and vocabulary of the mature Leibniz, such as his doctrines
of “monads” and of “pre-established harmony”. For an expert and detailed discussion of

Leibniz’s formulation of these topics in his metaphysics, see Daniel Garber, Leibniz:
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the ancients, or entelechies, are nothing other than forces. And by these means | hope to
rehabilitate the philosophy of the ancients, or the Scholastics, which theology makes use of
so advantageously, without derogating anything from the modern discoveries, nor from
mechanical explanations, since mechanics itself implies the consideration of force. And it
will be found that nothing is more suitable than force in corporeal phenomena to open the

way to the consideration of spiritual causes, and by consequence to introduce this [spiritual

dimension] to men who are sunk in materialistic concepts, as are no doubt the Chinese.®

[***NOTE CROSSED-OUT PORTION “d”: “... whereas since the philosophy of the
ancients is without doubt more fitting for theology than that of the moderns, I believe | have

rendered some service to religion in this.”] Thus I believe I have rendered some service to

Body, Substance, Monad (Oford: Oxford University Press, 2009). Leibniz discusses his

critique of Descartes and the development of his own physics in Letter H.
35 Once again, Leibniz’s purpose is to show that a proper physics (whether ancient or

modern, European or Chinese) must recognize the existence of some sort of non-
material forms or forces. His attack on Descartes is motivated in large part by his
concern that the latter’s philosophy ultimately leads to a purely materialistic view of
nature (not unlike that of Hobbes’ or Spinoza’s): the step from there to atheism is but a
small one for Leibniz. In his later “Discourse on the Natural Theology of the Chinese
(1716),” Leibniz attempts to defend ancient Chinese thinkers from Longobardi’s charge
that they were pure materialists — believing in no “spiritual substances.” He sees the
latter to be the vice only of modern Chinese thinkers: “These then are only the ideas of

moderns, who try to substitute simple material substances for all spiritual substances,
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religion, as much with this as with what | hope that this will contribute to stopping the
course of a too materialistic philosophy which is beginning to seize some minds
[***NOTE CROSSED-OUT PORTION “e”: “and which seems contrary to and which

reduces everything to simple material laws”], whereas I am showing that the reasons for

the laws of force come from something superior.36 [***NOTE CROSSED- OUT

much as the Cartesians do with the souls of beasts . . .This tends only to destroy

religion....” (CR 108; LP 67).

36 The following lengthy passage was stricken by Leibniz and then expanded and sent in

the accompanying letter to Verjus (AA | xiv: N 472) of the same date. Leibniz later
apparently forgot that he had crossed out this passage, since he later refers to it in his
letter of 15 February 1701 to Bouvet (see Letter H and nn. 39ff), even though Leibniz had
nowhere else written previously to Bouvet on this matter close to his heart: his lifelong
effort to invent a universal characteristic which hopefully could then be developed and
applied like a mathematical or logical calculus.

“But I have thought of something more important, which I have meditated on now for some

long years -- when drawing up a sample of it [viz., his Dissertation on the Art of

Combinations, published in 1666; AA VI 1: N 8; translated in part in L 73-84]

-- that | have not been able to pursue, lacking the leisure and the appropriate persons to
assist me. The fact is that | see the means of establishing necessary abstract truths quite
different from mathematics through the demonstration of a calculus, which renders them as
incontestable as truths of number and algebra. Now the new philosophical calculus of this

spécieuse universelle, being independent of any language whatever, would be a marvelous

means, a marvelous aid, in giving a taste of these truths to distant peoples -- whose
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PORTION ““f” (and n.b. that portions of this deleted passsage are virtually identical to a
portion of the letter Leibniz wrote to Verjus on the same day): “But I have thought about
something more important, which I have meditated on now for {some} long years, having
some preliminary models that I have not been able to follow up on due to lack of leisure and
suitable persons to assist. It is that I envision the means for yielding necessary abstract truths
quite separate from mathematics by means of proofs by way of calculation, which render
them as incontestable as {truths} those of numbers or algebra could be. And this {new
philosophical} calculus of this Specieuse universelle {would be a marvelous means to}
being independent of any and all languages, would be of marvelous benefit towards
introducing {these truths/these truths} to distant peoples— whose language was quite
different from our own-the important abstract truths of natural religion onto which the
revealed religion is as if grafted. This calculus would also have other {marvelous}
surprising uses that are {easily foreseen when one grasps the design of it; but it is
difficult to gain belief in them without experiencing them.} easily foreseen when one has
well grasped the design of it; but without this, it is difficult to gain credence prior to
experience. | do not know whether God will ever give me the opportunity to {put this /

this thought / idea / thought into practice} put this idea into practice, nevertheless I hold

languages are so different from ours -- of the important abstract truths of natural religion to
which those of revealed religion are engrafted. This calculus would have yet other
surprising uses which are easily envisioned when one understands its design. . ." (AA |

xiv: N 472: 840); D. Rutherford, "Demonstration and Reconciliation: The Eclipse of the

Geometrical Method in Leibniz's Philosophy,™ Leibniz's "New System" (1695), ed/ R.S.

Woolhouse (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1996), p. 192.
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it as one of the most important, as much for the propagation and verification of religion,
as for the advancement of the sciences. {And what surprises me is that no one has / I do
not see that others have have anything similar.} | am surprised not to see that others have
considered something analogous, and this makes me fear {that it might get lost / that this
idea might get lost} that it might get lost, to the great detriment of the mission.”]

But it is necessary to finish from fear of writing a discourse rather than a letter. My
enthusiasm for the advancement of the glory of God and the felicity of mankind, as much by
the propagation of the Christian religion as by the growth of the sound sciences which give
us means to further admire the wisdom and the power of the creator of things and to better
help mankind, has brought me to this prolixity. As your views, my Reverend Father, are the
same as mine on this, I hope that you will not find it at all amiss. As your time must be
precious, since you are preparing for a great voyage, | can well imagine that your leisure will
not permit you presently to satisfy me by yourself on all that you would wish to or already
could inform me; but | hope that your kindness and that of the Reverend Father Verjus will
supplement it by way of other less preoccupied persons, all in so far as is deemed expedient.
I wish you every possible success in these holy and glorious designs, and above all perfect

health; being with great zeal, [G. W. Leibniz]

P.S. Since there is some empty space left, | add that formerly the famous Kepler, at the
occasion of a letter written from China by Father Terrentius of your order, had some

pages printed wherein he proposed some researches be done in China concerning



31

astronomy, chronology, geography, etc., and made still other reflections.” As I have no

doubt at all that this work is found in your libraries at Paris, | beseech Your Reverence, if
you do not have it at hand, to make a search for it and to reflect upon it just as if Kepler
had written it today. For at present we have the good fortune to be able to give better
satisfaction to his wishes than did his times. | do not now have his book here; otherwise |
would like to look it over, and stress the areas which seem to me most to merit it. [ don’t
know whether Chinese history furnishes evidence, as is said, of ancient Chinese

expeditions. It appears that the island of Zeilan [i.e., Ceylon, now Sri Lanka] received its

37 Johann Terrenz Schreck (Terrentius: 1576-1630) was in China from 1621 until this

death only one year after he had arrived in Beijing to work on calendar reform with the
Head of the Jesuit mission there, Niccolo Longobardi (1565-1655). In a letter forwarded
to Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), the famed German astronomer and mathematician who
discovered the first three laws of planetary motion, Schreck asked for help in his
astronomical calculations. Kepler responded quickly and in detail. The letter, first

published in 1630, is in Joannis Kepleri astronomi opera omnia, ed. C. Frisch

(Frankfurt/Erlangen: Heyden & Zimmer, 1858-1871), VII: 667-688. Entries for these and
other astronomical works and aids that Kepler sent the Jesuits can be seen in the
catalogue of the Beitang Library, Verhaeren, ## 1902, 2151 et passim. Leibniz had read
the exchange between Schreck and Kepler, mentioning it in an earlier letter to Grimaldi
(AA T vii: 621). For more details on Schreck’s correspondence — including his futile

efforts to contact Galileo — see Pasquale M. D’Elia, S.J., Galileo in China: Relations

through the Roman College between Galileo and the Jesuit Scientist-Missionaries (1610-

1640), tr. R. Suter and M. Sciascia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960).
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name from the Seres, who are the Chinese, for one finds that the ancient geographers
called it Seran Diva, with diu or diva having signified “island” in Persian, for which

there is still evidence; Seran Diva would be nothing other than the island of the Seres, or
Chinese.®® It might also be that a number of Seres formerly came there solely as to a
trading port, but if it were true that the Chinese had formerly made expeditions, they

could well have had a colony at Zeilan or Seran or Seilan Diva.3?

38 _eibniz would have been following a common understanding, for the Seres in early Greek
and Roman accounts were an eastern people from whom they got silk; the land of the Seres
was known as Serica, and the etymon “seri-" continues to refer to silk, as in “sericulture”.
The word diva in various orthographies indeed signifies “island”, and derives from the
Sanskrit form dwipa. Seran diva (in various orthographies, also Selan or Seilan diva) is the
source of medieval Persian Serendip, and thus also of the tale that gives us the English word
“serendipity,” coined by Horace Walpole. Leibniz is correct that the name refers to the
island of the people who traded silk, but it is a step to equate these people with the Chinese,
and the Seres more likely were intermediaries. Nevertheless, “Serica” still is used to indicate
“China”, as in Monumenta Serica Institute and its publications. Most scholarship now
usually sees the name of "Ceylon" (Sri Lanka) as derivative indirectly of the Sanskrit
“Sinha” (“lion”) and “Sinhala”, “lion-like”.

3 Chinese dynastic histories and compendia record sea voyages to Sri Lanka at least as
early as the Eastern Jin dynasty (317-420 CE). The Chinese Buddhist monk Fa xian ;%&8

(337 —c. 422 CE) included an account of his two-year stay there (410-412) in his record

of a fourteen-year overland journey through northern India and the subcontinent that
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Since there will be work done in France to translate a good number of Chinese
books, I beseech Your Reverence to inform me further by what means this will be done,
whether there are enough Europeans capable of undertaking it, or whether some Chinese

were brought for this task.

ended in Sri Lanka, after which he returned to China by ship. Subsequent dynasties
sporadically maintained contact, however it was primarily based on trade, with no

permanent Chinese settlement.






