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Leibniz in Paris 1672-1676, his growth to mathematical maturity, by
Joseph E. Hofmann, Cambridge University Press, 1974, 1 vol., xi+
372 pp., $23.50 (translated by A. Prag and D. T. Whiteside from
Die Entwicklungsgeschichte der Leibnizschen Mathematik wdhrend des
Aufenthaltes in Paris (1672-1676), Leibniz Verlag, Miinchen, 1949,
1 vol., i4252 pp.)

As a postscript to the foreword tells us, “On 9 November 1972 Professor
Hofmann was knocked down by a motor-car while on his early morning
walk; some six months later he died, two months after his 73rd birthday”
Such was the sad end of this pedestrian, one of the few thoroughly reliable
and scholarly writers on XVIIth century mathematics among contem-
porary historians of science. Thus a review of his last work must turn into
a kind of obituary.

This is not the place for a full-scale biography. It will be enough to
say that he was born and bred in Munich, prepared himself for a teacher’s
career, but took a Ph.D. in mathematics in 1927. Soon after that, while
teaching from 1928 to 1939 in Bavarian secondary schools, he turned his
attention to the history of mathematics. It was his good fortune to be
called upon to collaborate with H. Wieleitner, the best living historian of
mathematics in those days, from whom he obviously got his training.
In 1931, their joint paper Die Differenzenrechnung bei Leibniz was pub-
lished (Sitz. -ber. Pr. Ak. d. W. 1931, pp. 562-590); in that same year the
collaboration was cut short by Wieleitner’s illness and death. From 1939
onwards, Hofmann was able to devote himself wholly to his favorite
subject, being for many years editor-in-chief of the monumental Academy
edition of Leibniz’ Complete Works, and lecturing at various German
Universities. Thus no one was better qualified to write on Leibniz, and
his preeminence in that field became widely acknowledged.

As the author tells us, this book was written in the weeks following the
end of hostilities, and completed in 1946; the German edition appeared
in 1949. When the English version was undertaken, ““it soon became
clear”, says Hofmann, “that the original would require thorough
revision.” Actually, footnotes have been added or expanded; if one may
rely upon unsystematic spotchecks, the text itself has hardly undergone
any change; mysteriously, a few passages have been lost in transit (e.g. the
concluding sentences of Chapter XX). In all other respects, the trans-
lation, due to two well-known Newtonian scholars, seems excellent; it
preserves faithfully the lively while unpretentious style of the original,
a good pedestrian style in the true sense of the word.! The pace is that of a

! Must we remind the reader that “pedestrian’’ connotes prose, and need not be
derogatory unless it is applied to poetry?
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brisk long walk through a mostly attractive countryside, interrupted only
by occasional thickets. After more than twenty years, the old gentleman
is revisiting his favorite haunts; he knows every path, nay, every single
tree, and invites some of his new friends to follow him. Would it not be
boorish to decline the invitation, and ungracious to hint that a different
itinerary might have been more to our personal taste?

His aim, as described in his preface, sounds modest enough at first:
“The present [book] may serve to supplement the first volume, now in
the press,? of Leibniz’ Mathematisch-naturwissenschaftlich-technischer
Briefwechsel (in the Berlin Academy edition); this contains all texts re-
lating to Leibniz’ formative stay in Paris during 1672-76 . . . . The present
monograph seeks to make known to a wider circle of readers what seems
to me the essence of this textual volume . .. .” In the conclusion of the
book, however, he proclaims a higher purpose: “Leibniz, enthusiastically
and unreservedly gathering and absorbing all the knowledge in any way
accessible to him and then forming it in a grand new synthesis into a
unified whole, is the first true historian of science. From him has been
borrowed the method used in the present study ... .” It may therefore
not be wholly unfair to measure his book against the lofty standards he
has set himself, while at the same time describing his not inconsiderable
achievements.

We begin with a remark on style. The author has a good lively prose
style, as we have said; this is true above all of most of the narrative pas-
sages and of his usually successful delineation of the characters (major
and minor) in his story. Not only Leibniz, Huygens, Tschirnhaus, but
also Oldenburg, Pell, Collins come out alive. Only the ever enigmatic
Newton remains like a huge stone sphinx in the distance, but so he must
also have appeared to Leibniz, who never met him. On the other hand,
since this book consists largely of an account of what those people wrote
in their letters and private papers, one is surprised at first glance by the
total absence of quotation marks. This is deliberate, for we read in the
German preface: “My main task was to indicate briefly the views of all
concerned; this I have sought to do through the systematic use of indirect
discourse”. Indirect discourse is a dangerous device, to be used sparingly,
as every apprentice writer soon learns. Especially when Leibniz has told
a story, why not let him use his own words? In 1673, he had a memorable
conversation with Huygens, to which he refers repeatedly in later life.
Hofmann describes it thus (p. 47):

Huygens . . . gave him a copy of the Horologium, talked to him about

? That volume, said to be “in the press’’ in May 1972, had not yet reached Princeton
in April 1975.
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this latest work of his . .. and how eventually everything went back
to Archimedes’ methods for centers of gravity. Leibniz listened
intently; at the close he felt he had to say something, but what he
brought up was clumsy to a degree; surely a straight line drawn
through the centroid of a plane (convex) area will always bisect the
area, will it not? This was nearly too much; if this had been one of
his mathematical rivals like Gregory or Newton, then Huygens
would probably never have condoned such a remark, but what this
innocent young German had to say one could not really take amiss;
good-humouredly, Huygens corrected his error and advised him to
seek out further details from Pascal, Fabri, Gregory... Leibniz
procured the books named by Huygens ... and went really deeply
into mathematics.

This is not badly told, though some of it is mere fancy. Now listen to
Leibniz, even in a weak rendering of his Latin letter of 1680 to Tschirnhaus:

At that time, I had hardly given a few months to the study of geom-
etry. Huygens, having published his book on the pendulum, gave me
a copy. At that time I was quite ignorant of Cartesian algebra and of
the method of indivisibles [i.e. infinitesimals]; I did not even know
the true definition of a center of gravity. In fact, happening once to
be talking with Huygens, I thought that a straight line, drawn through
the center of gravity, must always divide an area into two equal
parts, and I said so; as this is obviously true of squares, circles,
ellipses and some other figures, I imagined that it must always be so.
Hearing this, Huygens started laughing; nothing, he told me, could
be further from the truth. Goaded, so to say, by this incident, I started
studying higher geometry, having not even read the Elements [i.e.
Euclid] . . . Huygens, taking me to be a better geometer than I was,
gave me Pascal to read . . .

On another occasion, Hofmann summarizes (pp. 188-194) the decisive
private notes of 1675, where { and d occur for the first time in history.
He duly observes that | replaces the earlier notation omn while the paper
is in progress and that the inverse operation is at first written //d and later
changed to dl. But there is no mention of Leibniz’ fascinating dialogue
with himself throughout these notes: “It will be useful to write | for
omn ... Thus the law of homogeneity always holds, which is useful in
order to avoid mistakes in the calculations . . . This is new and remarkable
enough, since it indicates a new kind of calculus [i.e. a new algorithm];
but let us go back a bit. Given is /, x is the independent variable, one asks
for f /. This is done by considering the inverse operation; that is, if
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J 1=y, we put y =I/d . ..” And further on: “Last year I set myself the
question ... But we have done nothing yet; we should therefore
see . . .” And, after a calculation involving perhaps the very first ap-
pearance of the symbol Log for the logarithmic function: “This is a
quite memorable method . . .” Then again: “In order to acquire more
facility in dealing with the very hard questions of that type, it will be useful
to take up the following one . . . But now this is not hard to solve . . .”
Leibniz’ greatest brainchild is being born, and we are witnessing the deliv-
ery. Hofmann does say at one point that “Leibniz has to gain familiarity
with his newly introduced notation”, but is that quite the same as to hear
Leibniz say so to himself? Even if Hofmann had merely planned to give
a supplement to the original texts, could he not have preserved a little
more of their flavor by a judicious use of some direct quotations ?

To paraphrase Leibniz’ beautiful prose can only disfigure it. On the
other hand, opening the book at random, we come across paragraphs
beginning with such phrases as: “In Oldenburg’s letter, he tells briefly
(p. 31) ... Collins further gives a survey (p. 40) ... Collins next relates
that (p. 137) ... Collins begins with the observation that (p. 202) ... In
his introduction Tschirnhaus says that (p. 250) ... Collins now gives a
lengthy survey (p. 255) ...” Of this last exchange, we are told (p. 257)
that ““as an episode in the general history of mathematics the discussion . . .
appears as largely fruitless . . . and leads nowhere; for the purposes of the
Leibniz scholar, it is, however, of the greatest importance . . . because it
provides evidence that Leibniz learnt through Tschirnhaus nothing of any
significance regarding the results reached by the English mathematicians™.
But the reader, by definition, is not a Leibniz scholar; Leibniz scholars
do not read paraphrases of readily available texts. Of an earlier letter
(of 8 pages) from Collins, we were told (p. 139) that it was “long, poorly
arranged”; but we were given, in 7 pages, a paraphrase, faithfully pre-
serving the ill arrangement of the original. Of one of the main statements in
it (about Gregory’s work), we read (p. 132) that “from the isolated result
that was sent to him Leibniz could not draw anything at all”’; nor can the
reader, unless he knows a good deal more about Gregory than he can
learn from this book.

More is involved here than a clumsy stylistic device. Later exchanges
between Leibniz, Tschirnhaus, Huygens, the Bernoullis were conducted
for the sake of the advancement of science and of communicating mathe-
matical ideas. Not so the correspondence between the English mathe-
maticians, on the one hand, and Leibniz and Tschirnhaus on the other;
even when they did not descend to the level of Newton’s anagrams, those
letters were written in order to establish priorities and conceal methods.
Leibniz himself, a far more open man by nature than his English corre-






