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W hen the translator and editor of the German edition of Bayle's Historical 
and Critical Dictionary,l Johann Christoph Gottsched (1700-1766), sug

gested to Johann Georg Wachter (1673-1757) that he supply an explanation of his 
views on Spinoza for inclusion in the eponymous article, he gladly obliged.2 

Wachter, a failed university professor in Duisburg who had since managed to find 
employment in the council library in Gottsched's adopted home town of Leipzig, 
had good reasons for doing this. Not only had his Elucidarius cabalistic us (1706)3 
been fiercely attacked in the Respublica litteraria as being the work of a new 
cabbalist evidently out to defend atheism and other purported evils of Spinoza's 
philosophy, but also he appeared in that book to have adopted a philosophical 
position diametrically opposed to the one he had held just a few years earlier. His 
Der Spino:ismus 1m liidenthumb,4 which he had published in 1699 after a year
long stay in Amsterdam and which had been directed against a certain Moses 
Germanus, had after all sought to defend natural religion against Spinoza's phi
losophy by attacking those elements in it which were seen to represent the greatest 
threat to an understanding of God and the duties of man based solely on rational 
knowledge, in particular, its fundamental pantheism.5 In effect, while Wachter had 
there used the demonstration of the cabbalistic roots and the detrimental ethical 
consequences of Spinoza's philosophy to show that Christianity and Judaism are 
fundamentally irreconcilable, he now used the first part of that demonstration as 
the basis for presenting the theory contained in the Ethics as a tenable philosophi
cal theology. 

Leibniz was an early witness to this volte-face at the beginning of 1701. As a 
personal acquaintance of Wachter, who was then still seeking to build up his uni
versity career with the help of the Prussian minister Paul von Fuchs (1640-1704), 
the Hannoverian philosopher evidently discussed the topic of Spinoza and the 
Cabbala with him in Berlin at that time. During this discussion it became apparent 
to Leibniz, as he notes in a draft letter to Daniel Ernst Jablonski ( 1660-1741), that 
the author of the book on Moses Germanus had taken on many of the fanciful 
ideas of the man which he had earlier sought to refute. ~ The fact he refers to these 
ideas as "fanciful" (Grillen) indicates clearly where he stands on the topic. He 
nevertheless continues to follow the progress of Wachter's thought with interest, 
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writing extensive notes not only on his mathematical demonstrations of natural 
law in Origines juris naturalis (1704),7 but also on his attempt at illuminating the 
relation between Spinoza and the Cabbala in Elucidarius cabalisticus. 

Leibniz's suggestion that Wachter might have been influenced by the man he 
had been trying to defeat is primarily a reference to the circumstances under which 
Der Spinozismus 1m liidenthumb came about. During his sojourn in Amsterdam, 
Wachter had been able to acquire extensive knowledge both of Jewish mysticism 
and the philosophy of Spinoza. But equally if not more decisive for the writing of 
this book was a debate which took place there between him and Johann Peter 
Spaeth (c.I645-170 1).8 A Roman Catholic by birth, Spaeth had sought spiritual 
refuge in various Protestant movements, including the Quakers, before eventually 
converting to Judaism, at which point he adopted the name Moses Germanus. 
From then onwards up to his death, Spaeth remained loyal to the Jewish faith, 
despite various efforts by the Wittenberg theologian Philipp Jakob Spener (1635-
1705) to bring him back into the Protestant fold. But although Wachter's attacks 
on Spinoza and the Cabbala at that time were directed principally against Spaeth, 
there is little evidence to suggest that the former Catholic was actually inclined 
towards either.9 On the contrary, he explicitly rejected the adulterated cabbalistic 
writings which primarily through the Christian tradition initiated by Johannes 
Reuchlin (1455-1522) and Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) had reached the hands 
of contemporary German authors. Thus in a letter to Franciscus Mercurius van 
Helmont (1614-1698) he distances himself clearly from the texts contained in the 
Kabbala denudata (1677-1684), published by Knorr von Rosenroth (1636-1689), 
which he characterizes as being more of heathen than Jewish origin. lO 

This is a distinction Leibniz makes too, II but in contrast to Spaeth he does con
cede that in the handed-down cabbalistic writings at least traces of the ancient 
Hebrew tradition are to be found. 12 Not being in personal contact with the self
styled Moses Germanus, Leibniz accepts Wachter's protrayal of him as a man 
who misused the Cabbala, just as Spinoza purportedly had done so beforehand.13 

At the same time, he consistently praises Knorr von Rosenroth for his collection 
and in particular for his efforts to reduce the Cabbala to a kind of system. 14 Admit
tedly' this can in part be explained by the long-standing friendship between the 
two men. However, even after Knorr had betrayed this friendship by publishing a 
German translation of his Hypothesis physica nova (1671) without his permission 
in 1680,15 Leibniz still refers to him unrestrictedly as a man of great learning, 
indeed as being "possibly the most able man in Europe as far as knowledge of the 
most secret matters of the Jews is concerned".16 
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The question of the extent to which received cabbalistic writings could claim to 
be genuine plays an impOltant role in a discussion which took place in 1706/7 and 
which is likely to have given Leibniz the immediate impulse for writing his notes 
on Wachter's Elucidarius cabalisticus. The Swiss merchant Louis Bourguet (1678-
1742), who at the time was working on a history of the alphabet, desired to pose 
questions on the Jewish heritage in China to the Jesuit missionary Joachim Bouvet 
(1656-1730), having read a letter of his to Leibniz on the characters of the Fohy in 
China, which the philosopher had published in the journal Memoires de Trevoux 

in 1704. As Bourguet was already in correspondence with Jablonski, court preacher 
in Berlin and an acclaimed scholar of Hebrew, he asked him to send the letter first 
of all to Leibniz in order that he might judge its suitability. Jablonski duly obliged 
and sent Leibniz Bourguet's letter together with a list of questions on the Jews in 
China which he himself wanted to pose. Besides enclosing both of these with a 
letter of his own17 to Bouvet, Leibniz also wrote extensive comments on points 
raised by Bourguet, which when they eventually reached the latter's hands be
came the starting point of an intensive correspondence between the two men in 
1709. 

Just as Jablonski showed a marked interest in the Cabbala, having already in 
1701 asked Leibniz to lend him manuscripts on the topic which had passed into 
his possession following van Helmont's death,lg so too Bourguet. Not surpris
ingly in view of his historical research, one of his central concerns consisted in 
distinguishing genuine and fictitious doctrines ascribed to the Cabbala. While 
recognizing that much was to be found in the cabbalistic writings which was 
consistent with good and sound reasoning, Bourguet felt at the same time that by 
being hidden in metaphysics it had been easy for it to be misused, namely first 
and foremost by the author of the Ethics. 19 Indeed, he makes this quite clear in his 
letter to Jablonski of 12 August 1706, where he writes that "this most harmful 
philosopher has drawn his impious doctrines not from Descartes, but from the 
theology and the Cabbala of the Jews".20 In all probability, he made a similar 

assertion also in his letter to Bouvet, since Leibniz in his comments on that letter 
effectively confirms Bourguet's views on the origins of Spinoza's philosophy. In 
this context, Leibniz refers also to Spaeth as having followed Spinoza's disrepu

table path and claims that this is apparent "from the German refutation of the man 
by Herr Wachter".21 Later, he goes on to claim that it is precisely through the 
theory of monads that Spinozism has been de stroyed. 22 

In his comments on Bourguet's letter to Bouvet, Leibniz raises the possibility 
that the misuse of the Cabbala in a Spinozistic sense might be due to the absence 
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of distinct philosophical concepts in the ancient Jewish tradition, But generally 
speaking his view is that the mixing of the genuine and the fictitious had created a 
body of cabbalistic teachings which from early times onwards was open to abuse 
by, as he writes, "half-educated men seeking to contemplate higher things"Y As 
a modem example of this misuse he cites the work of Jakob Boehme (1575-1624). 
Elsewhere, he points to the Cabbala as only one of numerous topics in which 
contemporary scholars had dabbled without being properly trained and delivers at 
the same time an apology for the concept of acroamatic knowledge: 

Among theologians irenic teachings should be considered to belong to the 
verbally-conveyed secrets, likewise among philologists the Cabbala, among 
lawyers the teachings of natural law, among physicians chemical teachings, 
among philosophers higher knowledge of God, But today everything is turned 
upside down: there are those who want to work on algebra without under
standing Euclid, those who want to treat the Cabbala without understanding 
the sacred text, those want to determine irenic teachings by means of badly 
edited books ... 24 

The fate of the ancient Cabbala is for Leibniz in many ways similar to that of the 
teachings of the Pythagoreans, the fall of which into "empty words and super
stitions" was brought about by the neglect of their true source. In this respect also 
there is more than a passing similarity to the fate of the Adamic language, which 
was traditionally regarded as being the origin of truth and peace: the perfect lan
guage before the curse of Babel which necessarily avoided contlict by guarantee
ing univocacy of signification. Indeed, while some people-in particular theolo
gians-saw Hebrew as having descended from the original language, others felt 
that the lingua Adamica might even be discoverable through the Cabbala. 

Precisely for these reasons, Leibniz in the context of his work on the creation of 
an exact language or a genuinely philosophical script, "in which concepts are re
duced to a type of alphabet of human thought", and where everything can be dis
covered from what is given through a type of calculus-just as arithmetical or 
geometrical problems can be resolved in this way--often speaks of such a lan
guage being a "true Cabbala of mystical words" or an "arithmetic of Pythagorean 
numbers".25 

This "true Cabbala" or "Cabbala of the wise"26 which would express the arcana 
rerum, the secrets of nature, is at once deeply rooted in Leibniz's metaphysics. 
Then, on his view, there is nothing which does not submit to being grasped numeri
cally, a notion which he regards as being the unconditionally true part of the an
cient thesis that God made everything to accord with weight, measure, and num-
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ber (Deum omnia pondere, mensura, numero fecisse).27 Since the early days of 
the Dissertatio de arte combinatoria (1665), where the concept of relation was 
ascribed a key role in the application of combinatorics to the understanding of 
nature, and with the exception of the geometrical period of the Theoria motus 
abstracti, his position was consistently that number is a kind of metaphysical 
figure (quasi figura metaphysica) and that arithmetic represents a kind of statics 
of the universe (quaedam statica universi). In effect, the arithmological practice 
of the Gematrie, so beloved by popular interpreters of the Cabbala, finds here its 
truest expression. 

It is against the background of Wachter's own interpretation of the Cabbala and 
of Spinoza's historical relation to it, that Leibniz's notes on the Elucidarius 
cabalistic us are to be understood. The Hannoverian philosopher does not set out 
to refute Spinoza, as Foucher de Careil's rather tendentious title suggests. In
stead, he addresses claims made by Wachter on questions such as the origin of the 
Cabbala (chapter one), its diffusion (chapter two), its core teachings (chapter three) 
and, above all, on the agreement between the Cabbala and the philosophy of 
Spinoza (chapter four). Not surprisingly, it is this last topic which most attracts 
Leibniz's attention. In effect, he does not approach the author of the Ethics di
rectly, but through the medium of Wachter. While therefore Leibniz's comments 
on the philosophy of Spinoza, which are largely well-known from other writ
ings, 2~ are indeed of secondary value, as already Friedmann correctly suggested,29 
his remarks on the Cabbala itself are of immense value, being perhaps his most 
detailed disquisition on a topic which evidently held his interest from earliest 
youth. 

This new edition of Leibniz's notes on Wachter's Elucidarius cabalisticus has 
been prepared with two considerations in mind. Firstly, that despite the text's 
importance for Leibniz scholarship, it is seldom referred to, mainly because of 
the comparative rarity of the edition by Foucher de Careil. Secondly, despite all 
the credit which accrues to Foucher de Careil for making the text available in the 
first place, his transcription unfortunately contains serious flaws, as already Grua 
pointed out.30 Flaws, which not seldomly put a different sense on Leibniz's words 
from that which he originally intended. 

The editorial work has been carried out using the TUSTEP programm which 
since the 1970s, principally through the efforts of Heinrich Schepers, has been 
applied at the Leibniz-Forschungsstelle in Munster in producing the philosophi
cal series (Ser. II and Ser. VI) of the text-critical edition of Leibniz's Siimtliche 
Schriften und Brie/e, and which is now also employed in producing the edition of 
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Leibniz's political writings (Ser. IV) currently underway at the Editionsstelle in 
Potsdam. The editorial principles which have been applied are largely those used 
in editing the philosophical series. 

I should like to thank my colleagues in Munster for their support given during 
the preparation of this edition. Particular gratitude is due to Henna Kliege-Biller 
for helping to prepare the TUSTEP programm for this purpose, and to Gerhard 
Biller, for his generous assistance in transcribing some of the now barely legible 
lines of text. The responsibility for any remaining errors is however exclusively 
my own. Additional thanks go to the Director of the Leibniz-Forschungsstelle, 
Martin Schneider, for kindly enabling the edition to take this form. Finally, I should 
like to thank the Director of the Niedersachsische Landesbibliothek Hannover for 
generously giving permission for the content of the manuscript LH IV 3 3D, Bl. 1-
3 to be published. 

Philip Beeley 
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