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the field of historical-philological approach of religious phenomena to explain the 
development of religions from a fractal perspective, as an actualization of potentials found 
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finds that the sharp methodological shift that Coulianu has been carrying out since 1986, a 
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explanations do not address the specificity of the new approach as formulated by Couliano 
himself. They appear, on the one hand, as an overly simplistic explanation of a vision of 
great complexity reduced to a form of psychological complex, and on the other hand, the 
reduction to a theological perspective that appeals to the intervention of a transcendental 
power. Idel gives a nuanced explanation of this methodological turn, while suggesting that 
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to talk about the “American Couliano” instead of the “last Couliano”. 
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1. Three Methodological Observations 

By now, it is a commonplace that Ioan P. Coulianu underwent a sharp 
methodological shift in the very last years of his life, probably since 1986. 
In some cases this last period is referred to as the “last Coulianu”.1 The 
reasons for this shift offered by scholars differ: in accordance to Matei 
Calinescu, this is a rebellion against the scholarship and the image of 
Mircea Eliade,2 while Horia-Roman Patapievici opted for a sudden 
discovery, an intellectual jump that was censured then by a 
transcendental power.3 The problems I see with these explanations is that 
they deal with imponderables, namely the discovery of an intellectual 
world we do not have access to, and the rationale for the suppression of 
the individual that made the jump is not clear. Moreover, these 
explanations do not address the specificity of the new approach as 
formulated by Couliano himself. The first one is, in my opinion, too simple, 
explaining a complex story by some form of psychological complex4, the 
second one is too theological, and very complex. However, neither of 
them, articulated as they are by two of the most important Romanian 
intellectuals of our generation, is based on a detailed reading of the 
specific formulations found in Couliano's last writings, something I hope 
to do succinctly below. I adopt a more philological-historical approach, 
attempting to elucidate a few points in texts related to the shift in 
Couliano's views, without addressing his thought in general.5 This is a 
much more modest enterprise, but I hope much more grounded in facts 
that can be established and less in fascinating speculations. 

Couliano's conceptual shift can be described as moving away from an 
historical-philological approach to various religious phenomena, as 
evident in his previous writings, to a more formalistic approach that 
explains the developments in religion, and in fact of human thought in 
general, not as developing in history and therefore conditioned by 
historical factors, but as an actualization of potentials found from the very 
beginning in certain related elements, which, combined in different ways, 
produce different results. 

The mind game Couliano imagined transcends the importance of 
history in shaping events. At most, history is the neutral locus where the 
various combinations of concepts take place. This is evident in his 
programmatic essay printed in Incognita, under the title “System and 
History.” He speaks more and more about mental systems, which are 
closed, and the changes take place within them.6 History turns out to be, 
in his last writings, quite a porous topic, changing in accordance to the 
mind of the historian.7  In one of his short-stories printed in 1990, history 
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is not an unchangeable,  solid block of past events, but it can intervene in 
the present, and the present is changed by this intervention.8 

 Though admitting those shifts I would like to address three main 
methodological observations to the manner in which Coulianu's thought 
has been addressed so far by scholars.  

A] First and foremost, let me adopt the phrases that occur in many of 
the analyses of Couliano: The “last Couliano” and the “game of the mind”. 
The “last Couliano” is a temporal epithet describing a dramatic change in 
his approach, defined as emphasizing the centrality of the game of the 
mind. Though correct historically speaking, I would nevertheless offer 
another distinction: What is called the last Couliano may be better 
described as Couliano in Chicago, or the American Culiano, since 1986 is 
the year he moved to the University of Chicago, on the one hand, and the 
date of the death of Eliade there, on the other hand. Those two changes 
were decisive in my opinion, in allowing the emergence of a new type of 
thought, that puts in relief, as I shall try to show below, trends found 
earlier in his thought, but only in a marginal manner. Or, to put it 
differently, the move to Chicago encouraged him in many ways, especially 
to dare to articulate some thoughts he had in the period that I call “the 
European Couliano”, before he became “the American Couliano.” One 
more, and in my opinion, very important reason for calling him 
“American” is his adoption of the cognitive approach, an area of studies 
that developed predominantly in the United States, in his lifetime.   

Moreover, I would emphasize the emergence of a strong confidence 
after the period of hardship, suffering, and mobility from the point of view 
of academic positions while in Europe. This new confidence can be easily 
discerned in the sarcastic tone of his skoptophilia essays, where he 
criticized the nature of the political upheaval in Romania as a conspiracy 
of the secret services there, on the one hand, and his plans to visit his 
family in Romania for the first time since his departure, on the other hand. 
He felt secure in America more than ever, even more so, taking into 
account the many publications in English he was able to realize in a short 
period with leading American publishing houses. Also, the close 
relationship with Hillary Suzanne Wiesner -- a Harvard Ph. D. candidate in 
Islamic philosophy -- and their collaboration, should be taken in 
consideration in this context, as part of his success in his gradual 
integration in the American society and culture. It may be that his divorce 
from his first wife living in the Netherlands, and his engagement to Hillary 
represents, symbolically to be sure, his geographical-mental shift. It 
should be said that self-confidence is indubitably related to heightening 
creativity. 

 Thus, instead of the “last Couliano”, I would suggest that the 
“American Couliano” would do better justice to understanding the crucial 
shift in his activities. Also, the disappearance of Eliade from the academic 
arena has generated some form of intellectual freedom that allowed 
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Couliano's moves in new directions. 1986 may be thus considered as the 
date of a new intellectual birth.  

 Though I hope that I brought sufficient factors in order to portray 
the new or the American Couliano, let me add my personal impressions 
from my encounters with him: Though very European in his behavior, he 
nevertheless believed that he transcended the European stage and phase. 
Being myself in the situation of someone from a similar background and 
someone who left his birthplace (not far away from his), I was especially 
sensitive to his confident tone, though expressed in a mild manner, in our 
conversations. In other words, in order to understand the emergence of 
his theory of the centrality of the games of the mind, it is helpful to first 
understand his mindset in this period.  

B] The second main methodological observation has to do with the 
material used by scholars in describing his shift. This consists in his 
introductions to his American books and journals, and the proposals that 
he sent to American presses for books that he planned to write and edit in 
the few years of the submission. Those are indubitably seminal statements 
that include programmatic manifestos for a comprehensive understanding 
of humanities and sciences at the same time. The feeling of an intellectual 
breakthrough is transpiring from each of them, adding to the confidence I 
have already mentioned in the previous paragraph. Without denying the 
importance of those essays, I would suggest that an inspection of other 
types of material he wrote after 1986 will contribute to a better 
understanding of his formulations in those introductions: The literary 
material he wrote, the books he chose to review, and for sure their 
content. As in the case of Mircea Eliade's thought, I propose to read the 
academica together with his litteraria and personalia,9 an approach that 
seems to be absent in the emerging scholarship on Couliano.  The 
importance of personalia has been pointed out earlier in my insistence to 
see his confidence as part of the new projects. As to the literaria, I shall 
return to it later on in this essay. 

 What is however more difficult is to trace the possible impact of 
Couliano's meetings with a series of scholars and editors, in Chicago and 
elsewhere, of the reactions to his lectures at conferences. In his proposals 
and new trends, we see only the top of an iceberg. Part of an academic 
complex network constituted by various institutions, conferences, 
publishing houses, or advanced committees, it is hard to totally separate 
an individual and treat him in ‘splendid isolation’. When speaking about 
the centrality of the game of the mind, it is not helpful to ignore what can 
be shown that happened in his mind in the very same period, though 
expressed in different discursive genres. This type of reading, which I call 
lateral, is strongly related to history, namely to Couliano's specific history. 

C] And, last but not least, a most crucial methodological observation: 
Without denying the novelty of the American Couliano, more should be 
done in tracing the continuities between the new visions and the older 
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one found in his earlier academic and literary writings dated before 1986. 
While attempting to highlight the creative explosion of the “last” 
Couliano, the possible continuities have been neglected or at least 
attenuated in the available scholarship. An intellectual breakthrough is 
very rarely also a total break with the background of the past and this 
seems to me to be the situation also in Couliano's later writings. Without 
understanding how someone moves away from the old theories but at the 
same time he builds on them, it is difficult to do justice to the mechanism 
of the emergence of the new. 

It goes without saying that, in the present limited framework, I 
cannot engage those issues in their complexity. Nevertheless, I shall 
attempt to illustrate below some of the points made above by addressing a 
central aspect of the American Couliano's thought, his emphasis on the 
importance of ars combinatoria in its various manifestations.      

         

2. “Memories of the Future: The Computing Machine of 
Raymond Lullus as a System of Magical Memory” 

 
My starting point will be the proposal of four typed pages he wrote 

for an entire book entitled “Memories of the Future10: The Computing 
Machine of Raymond Lullus as a System of Magical Memory”11 whose 
various versions were formulated since early 1991. He did not have the 
chance to write the book. Acquainted as I hope I am with some of the 
sources that nourished his proposal, I would like to provide a better 
understanding of his project, especially since the text of the proposal has 
been published only in a Romanian translation. To my best knowledge, 
this text has been analyzed solely by Sorin Antohi,12 and Horia-Roman 
Patapievici, though in a different direction than I take here below.13  

My claim is that in that proposal different types of interests of 
Culianu converged, but especially his new and comprehensive approach to 
human thought as an ars combinatoria.  I shall try to explain some 
sentences in his proposal against the sources he refers to, point out a 
parallel found in one of the short stories he wrote in the same period, to 
propose an integrative reading of both,  and elaborate about the more 
general type of enterprise within which his thought should be seen.14 This 
is, to be sure, not an attempt to write his unwritten book.  

First and foremost, as we learn from the proposal mentioned above, it 
was destined to be another, different book, on the art of memory. As his 
models he mentions, inter alia, the titles of Frances A. Yates, The Art of 
Memory, and Paolo Rossi's Logic and the Art of Memory. As such his interest 
takes him back to his special concern with Renaissance, especially his 
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earlier interest in Giordano Bruno's thought, since his Romanian period. 
However, in his proposal memory is not grounded in “places of memory” , 
“theaters of memory”, or “statues of memory”, as Giordano Bruno would 
say, as it is the case of the ancient Greek forms of art of memory and their 
Renaissance reverberations, namely a memory based on a special static 
construct that is the instrument of attaching the various elements to be 
memorized.15 Now, the focus is on another type of  device, that consists of 
two or several moving concentric circles, or what he calls “machine”, 
namely a circular apparatus onto which letters of alphabets have been 
inscribed and which generate by their motion  all the letter combinations.  

This “machine” of Ramon Lull and his sources is designed to facilitate 
the calculation of all the possible combinations of two letters, which were 
consequently deciphered in accordance to the contents of some tables 
that contained the conceptual significances of each of the letters. In both 
cases, the focus of the human activity is on mental processes, namely on 
decoding the combinations of two letters as referring to two concepts, 
found in a table arranged alphabetically, whose affinities were created by 
the formal process of combining letters in a rather precise manner. This is 
what I call the cognitive function. That was conceived by scholars to be 
the invention of the late 13th and early 14th century Catalan author Ramon 
Lull, whose intention was to extract all the theological truths by means of 
this technique.16  

In an article printed in 198817 and referred to by Coulianu in his 
proposal,18 I drew attention to a Jewish parallel, found in a Kabbalistic 
commentary on prayer, extant then only in manuscripts,19 that most 
plausibly preceded Lull, and which was composed in Catalonia.20 It was 
already Giovanni Pico della Mirandola who pointed out the similarity 
between Lull and Kabbalah and I attempted to confirm his intuition. By 
now, the existence of a Latin translation of the commentary on prayer 
done by Flavius Mithridates and known by Pico, shows beyond doubt that 
the young count of Mirandola has been insightful, as he was acquainted 
with Lull's source.21 Let me be clear: In the Hebrew, Catalan, or Latin 
sources there is no reference to the way in which someone thinks in a 
binary manner, but only to the rather simple application of the meanings 
found in a table to the results of the moving of a circle which produces the 
combinations of two or more letters. Neither is it a discussion of magic in 
any sense. The same Lull also wrote later on a treatise on the art of 
memory, in which ars combinatoria and ars memorandi are linked.22 

To be sure: Couliano knew very well about Lull and his art for several 
years. So, for example, he wrote in his Éros et magie à la Renaissance. 1484, 
printed in 1984, as follows: “though I began for years the study of Ars 
combinatoria of Raymond Lull and its commentaries… the incomplete 
character of our studies compels us to give priority to the commentaries 
of F. A. Yates…and by E. Gombrich.”23 This comment is important since it 
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seems that in 1991 Couliano had the impression that he knew enough 
about Lull's art in order to make it the basis for his proposed book.24 This 
is part of what I called above the new confidence of the American 
Couliano: It seems that publishing in French in 1984 in Europe is one story, 
since for European scholars he confesses that he did not know enough, 
while publishing in America in 1991/2 he thought it might be quite a 
different story. Thus, it is evident that what he proposed was not quite a 
novel topic, but one that had already a long history, that was -- at least in 
part -- known to him. 

Let me turn to my second methodological observation: the proposal 
he submitted is not the only source from which we may learn about his 
concern with ars combinatoria. In a short story entitled “The Language of 
Creation”, written in collaboration with Hillary S. Wiesner, printed in the 
journal, Exquisite Corpse, submitted to print at the very same time when he 
wrote the proposal,25 he expatiates about the miraculous nature and 
subsequent fate of the machine, which contains the apparatus of 
combinations by means of circles, generating the language of creation, but 
brings bad fate on its possessors. Couliano attributes in the story a 
continuous transmission of the secret of combinations, including the 231 
gates of two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, as found in some versions of 
Sefer Yetzirah, up to modern times. As found in the proposal, also here 
Couliano attributes the technique of combinations of letters as found in 
Lull to Sefer Yetzirah, a text he describes in the two versions as “the noble 
ancestor of Kabbalah.” In both cases, Kabbalah has been introduced as a 
significant ingredient of the history of the ars combinatoria.  

Moreover, in both cases, the universal dimension of the machine, 
namely the existence of cosmic sphere that move and create by their 
movement. However, while in the proposal he mentions the impact of the 
Hebrew book on Lull on the ground of my article mentioned above, in the 
“Language of Creation” Couliano mentions the cosmic aspects as found in 
the 12th century Jewish author Rabbi Yehudah ha-Levi 's book, in terms he 
took over verbatim from my book on the Golem.26 Thus, in two different 
pieces written at the very same period, he used two different views found 
in two studies I published recently, in order to generate a much more 
comprehensive vision, one that connects the cosmic sphere that generates 
everything found in this world, with the circles as the device for 
generating the 231 permutations of every two letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet. 

 The emphasis on this nexus is not found in my discussions, and it is 
Couliano’s original contriution. He speculated that they are part of what 
he calls a unified theory of the universe. It is here that the core of 
Couliano's proposal is formulated: He believed that he had a clue for 
understanding processes taking place on several levels, because of his 
possessing the mechanism of combination or permutation, that is his 
specific contribution, and part and parcel of what is envisioned as the last 
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Couliano.    
However, his interest in ars combinatoria from Jewish material can be 

shown that existed some time earlier. In a review of my book on the 
Golem, entitled “The Golem born out of the Alphabet,” printed in Italian 
after it was translated from English, in December of 1990, he already 
brought together the issue of the Jewish source of Lull, with the Golem 
motif and the cosmic spheres.27  

To these issues let me add also the fact that in 1991, in the last issue 
of Incognita that Coulino edited, one of his students, Nathaniel Deutsch 
wrote another review on the Golem book28, and in the same issue a 
chapter that did not find its place in my book on the Golem was printed as 
“An Astral-Magic Pneumatic Anthropoid from the 14th century to the 
Renaissance.”29 Last, but not least, the concern with ars combinatoria, 
including the topic of the Golem, is evident in Umberto Eco's novel 
Foucault's Pendulum, which has been reviewed by Couliano.30  

 I mentioned all those details and discussions in order to show that 
far from being the result of a sudden illumination, taking place beyond 
history, Couliano's proposal should be read in its immediate contexts, 
compounded of topics he wrote on in the same period, as well as other 
developments. So, for example, I do not know whether Couliano had the 
occasion to visit the exhibition on the Golem, organized by the Jewish 
Museum in New York, the biggest one ever on this subject, during the 
years 1988-1989, the preparation of which restarted my interest in the 
topic and my first publications that preceded my writing my book.31  In 
any case, one of the major artists that exhibited at this exhibition, Prof. 
Abraham Pinchas of  École des Beaux Arts in Paris, became one of the 
editors of Incognita.   

Thus, the serious research of views that ignore the paramount 
importance of history, or of the most obvious intellectual panorama of the 
author, cannot be itself ahistorical, and by attempting to do so, it misses 
interesting aspects of the topic under investigation. By inserting Jewish 
magical and mystical materials in the history of ars combinatoria, Couliano 
returned to an old passion that he did not fulfill during his short lifetime, 
the interest in Kabbalah32. As he put it in one of our conversations, he 
could not do it because in accordance to a more comprehensive type of 
order he believed in, it was not possible that two persons coming from the 
same geographical area, namely Moldavia, will deal with the same topic at 
the same time. When I heard it from him I was quite shocked since I am far 
from believing in such types of cosmic order, but the fact that Couliano did 
in such a theoretical mode, is part of the approach to the topic we 
discussed earlier: The belief that there is something more comprehensive 
that organizes and unites various forms of realities, namely an ontological 
order that is continuously recreated by a mind game.  

Interestingly enough, this magical approach was not very different 
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from the magical universe of the early Eliade.33 However, in the case of 
Eliade magic was attenuated in his later works, where myths play the main 
role. Couliano, however, continued the fascination with the image of the 
magician in the Renaissance, also in his later writings. Needless to say, 
again, in the case of Couliano, the importance of magic connected to the 
combinations of letters and the Golem combines his much earlier concern 
with magic in the Renaissance in a new way, which is original, belongs to 
Couliano's enterprise. Though the European Couliano was already 
concerned with some of the most important figures he mentions in the 
proposal, which he combined with the various Jewish materials, all of 
them are stones in a new edifice he formulated, which transcends the 
contents of the building blocks.   

  Though dealing in studies with the “wisdom of combinations of 
letters” as the Kabbalists refer to this type of activity, I am inclined to 
discern the various sorts of accommodation of this “art” to the need of 
various Kabbalistic schools, rather than seeing it as determining the 
course of Kabbalah. Since the various developments of Kabbalistic schools 
can be understood as the confluence of a variety of factors, the Kabbalists' 
use of ars combinatoria is embedded in a variety of larger, though often 
quite fluid, theosophical and philosophical systems. Without exaggerating, 
I would say that in the Kabbalistic texts there is a special term for ars 
combinatoria, namely Hokhmat Tzeruf ha-’Otiyyot, namely the science of the 
combination or permutation of letters, which chronologically and 
linguistically does not depend on Lull's term.34 There is no agreement 
between the various techniques used by various Jewish thinkers and 
Kabbalists included under this umbrella term. Also, Lull's system was too 
complex to be understood by his contemporaries, scholars at the 
University in Paris, and this is the reason he wrote, early in the 14th 
century, his shorter compendium entitled Ars Brevis.   

 

3. An Apotheosis of Ars Combinatoria. 

 
Let me frame Couliano's adoption of ars combinatoria in a larger 

historical context. This type of thought can be seen as an alternative, and 
sometimes a critique, of the Aristotelian type of logic, and by extension of 
the Greek type of thought. Some of them could have been known to 
Couliano.     

In one of his latter works, after enumerating the titles of the books 
that constitute Aristotle's Organon, the 13th century Jewish mystic 
Abraham Abulafia claims that he studied them in depth, but then he 
mentions the existence of a superior wisdom, “the path of the knowledge 
of the permutation of letters, which is more excellent than that (of 
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Aristotle), its essence being explained in the commentaries on Sefer 
Yetzirah.”35 The Kabbalistic way, which is tantamount to Abulafia's own 
ecstatic Kabbalah, is regarded as  being superior to Aristotelian logic, as 
the former is the science of the “inner (and) superior logic” while the 
latter is an “external and lower aspect” in comparison to the Kabbalistic 
logic.36  

The Hebrew phrase higayon penimi ‘elyon is, to my best knowledge, 
unique in Jewish literature as a whole. The only approximation is found in 
an anonymous treatise belonging too to Abulafia's school, entitled Ner 
’Elohim, where the ecstatic Kabbalist resorts to the term higayon ne‘elam – 
the occult logic -- to represent a form of inner type of recitation, which 
may be understood as found between the oral and the mental.37 An issue 
of paramount historical importance, which cannot be dealt with here, is 
the apparent similarity between Abulafia's view of logic as grounded in 
permutations, and theories of combination of letters, described as a 
'superior etymology' in some Arabic writings since 1000, and it could also 
contribute to the emergence of Lull's ars combinatoria.38  

In his La Dissemination, Derrida has combined Abulafia's view of 
Kabbalistic combinatory logic with Stéphane Mallarmé's definition of the 
role of poetry, when he writes, in an explicit reference to Kabbalah: “La 
science de la combinaison des lettres est la science de la logique intérieure 
supérieure, elle coopère à une explication orphique de la terre.”39 There 
can be no doubt that Abulafia's view reached Derrida through the French 
version of Scholem's Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. 40 Scholem translated 
a short passage of Abulafia's treatment of the topic and so it reached a 
larger audience, including Derrida. The French philosopher resorted to 
Abulafia's view, as part of his critique of the Greek thought and this seems 
to be a tradition in itself.41 

 Putting together Umberto Eco's discussions of combinations of 
letters in both his academic and literary works, together with Derrida, and 
my discussions mentioned above, it would be weird to assume that 
Couliano was not acquainted with this wave of interest, evident in some 
books written few years before his proposal. Or, to put it differently: The 
linguistic techniques of permuting letters as part of a higher vision of 
human activity was found in European culture, sometimes as a critique of  
Greek culture. The European critiques of the dominating intellectual 
approaches in the second part of the 20th century, written by authors 
Couliano was acquainted with, like Hans Peter Duerr and Paul K. 
Feyerabend,42  opened the way for different forms of filling the vacuum 
created by their critique. Couliano grafted the various theories of ars 
combinatoria on this alleged vacuum.      
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4. Some Concluding Remarks  

 
The discovery of such an alleged universal insight as Couliano 

deemed he discovered, namely the game of the mind, is interesting also 
from another point of view. Mircea Eliade too was convinced that he 
discovered the nature of the true archaic religion and an important part of 
his writings was a dissemination of his vision, or to put it in terms hinted 
at already by Coulianu, Eliade became a mystagogue.43 The danger 
involved is that because of one's image as possessing the ultimate truth, it 
is hard to change one's mind afterwards. Coulianu's untimely death did 
not allow such a transformation, though an attentive reader of his last 
studies will find such a beginning of a shift in his confidence. His proposal, 
“Memories of the Future”, would constitute the first large-scale exposition 
of his combinatory-cognitive approach. However, we must remember that 
what we have are mainly Prefaces and Introductions, fascinating 
manifestos no doubt, but sufficient to create the aura of a new revelation. 
In any case, someone who met some of his Ph. D. students would easily 
discern an unusual attachment to their admired teacher. However, it is 
evident in my opinion that there was a possibility that he could become a 
mystagogue.44 The admiration, and I do not exaggerate saying even 
veneration, of some of his graduate students whom I met, was evident 
even before the “new Couliano” was better known in print for his new 
theories.                                        

Speaking about the possible future, I must confess that, unlike Eliade 
and Couliano45, I believe in the irreversibility of time. However, I would 
like very much that Couliano would nevertheless be right, and time would 
go in more than one direction, and a meeting with him would somehow, 
somewhere, sometime, be possible again. It would be a great joy to speak 
with such a brilliant mind and admit to him that I was wrong, offering 
what he would call a “late repentance”. Though personally I met only the 
“American Couliano”, for the first time early in 1989, I was nevertheless 
seeing him in the light of the “European Couliano” I knew from reading 
some of his earlier writings. It took me some time to digest the contents of 
his conceptual shift in the material I perused, and when I was 
understanding them better -- I must confess that there are parts I still do 
not understand – it was too late to discuss with him about what he did 
actually intend. As it is known, some of his prefaces appeared in print after 
his death.   

I would say that though he attempted to forge a new understanding 
of what happens in reality by transcending the role played by historical 
conditions, Couliano's project nevertheless became a special part of a 
specific type of history: That of the perennial search of the human mind 
for a mathesis universalis,46 but done now with the more sophisticated tools 
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of cognitive studies en vogue in some universities in USA in his 
generation.47 
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*This is the last part of a series of lectures dealing with the history of Ars 
combinatoria, delivered at the Cantemir Institute at Oxford University, in 2011, by 
the invitation of Sorin Antohi.   
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Moshe Idel, Ceea ce ne uneste (Polirom, Iași, 2006), pp. 193-194. See also Andrei 
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