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Thomas Simpson

The last member of the English school whom I need mention here is Thomas
Simpson, who was born in Leicestershire on August 20, 1710, and died on May 14,
1761. His father was a weaver and he owed his education to his own efforts. His
mathematical interests were first aroused by the solar eclipse which took place in 1724,
and with the aid of a fortune-telling pedlar he mastered Cocker’s Arithmetic and the
elements of algebra. He then gave up his weaving and became an usher at a school,
and by constant and laborious efforts improved his mathematical education, so that
by 1735 he was able to solve several questions which had been recently proposed and
which involved the infinitesimal calculus. He next moved to London, and in 1743 was
appointed professor of mathematics at Woolwich, a post which he continued to occupy
till his death.

The works published by Simpson prove him to have been a man of extraordinary
natural genius and extreme industry. The most important of them are his Fluxions,
1737 and 1750, with numerous applications to physics and astronomy; his Laws of
Chance and his Essays, 1740; his theory of Annuities and Reversions (a branch of
mathematics that is due to James Dodson, died in 1757, who was a master at Christ’s
Hospital, London), with tables of the value of lives, 1742; his Dissertations, 1743, in
which the figure of the earth, the force of attraction at the surface of a nearly spherical
body, the theory of the tides, and the law of astronomical refraction are discussed; his
Algebra, 1745; his Geometry, 1747; his Trigonometry, 1748, in which he introduced
the current abbreviations for the trigonometrical functions; his Select Exercises, 1752,
containing the solutions of numerous problems and a theory of gunnery; and lastly, his
Miscellaneous Tracts, 1754.

The work last mentioned consists of eight memoirs, and these contain his best
known investigations. The first three papers are on various problems in astronomy; the
fourth is on the theory of mean observations; the fifth and sixth on problems in fluxions
and algebra; the seventh contains a general solution of the isoperimetrical problem,;
the eighth contains a discussion of the third and ninth sections of the Principia, and
their application to the lunar orbit. In this last memoir Simpson obtained a differential
equation for the motion of the apse of the lunar orbit similar to that arrived at by
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Clairaut, but instead of solving it by successive approximations, he deduced a general
solution by indeterminate coefficients. The result agrees with that given by Clairaut.
Simpson solved this problem in 1747, two years later than the publication of Clairaut’s
memoir, but the solution was discovered independently of Clairaut’s researches, of
which Simpson first heard in 1748.
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