
encyclopedia.com  

Ozanam, Jacques | Encyclopedia.com 
Complete Dictionary of Scientific Biography COPYRIGHT 2008 Charles Scribner's Sons 
7-9 minutes 

 

(b. Bouligneux, Bresse, France, 1640; d. Paris, France, 3 April 1717 [?]), mathematics. 

Ozanam came from a Jewish family that had converted to Catholicism. As the younger of two sons he was educated for the 
clergy, but chemistry and mechanics interested him more than theology. He was said to be generous, witty, and gallant; and 
probably he was too tolerant to have made a good churchman of his day. Except for a tutor who may have helped him slightly, 
Ozanam taught himself mathematics. 

Four years after Ozanam had begun studying for the church, his father died; he then devoted himself to mastering mathematics, 
with considerable success. He taught mathematics at Lyons without charge until the state of his finances led him to charge a 
fee. A lucky circumstance took him to Paris, where his teaching brought him a substantial income. Being young and 
handsome, his gallantry as well as his penchant for gambling drained his resources; Ozanam sought a way out by marrying a 
modest, virtuous young woman without means. Although his financial problems remained unsolved, the marriage was happy 
and fruitful; there were twelve children, most of whom died young. After his marriage Ozanam’s conduct was exemplary; 
always of a mild and cheerful disposition, he became sincerely pious and shunned disputes about theology. He was wont to say 
that it was the business of the Sorbonne doctors to discuss, of the pope to decide, and of a mathematician to go straight to 
heaven in a perpendicular line. 

Following the death of his wife in 1701, misfortune quickly befell Ozanam. In the same year the War of the Spanish 
Succession broke out; and many of his students, being foreign, had to leave Paris. From then on, the income from his 
professional activities became small and uncertain. The last years of his life were melancholy, relieved only by the dubious 
satisfaction of being admitted as an élève of the Academy of Sciences. Ozanam never regained his customary health and 
spirits, and died of apoplexy, probably on 3 April 1717, although there is some reason to believe that it may have been between 
1 April and 6 April 1718. 

By almost any criterion Ozanam cannot be regarded as a first-rate mathematician, even of his own time. But he had a flair for 
writing and during his career wrote a number of books, some of which were very popular, passing through many editions. 
According to Montucla: 

He promoted mathematics by his treatise on lines of the second order; and had he pursued the same branch of research, he 
would have acquired a more solid reputation than by the publication of his Course, Récréations, or Dictionnaire 
mathématique; but having to look to the support of himself and family, he wisely consulted the taste of his purchasers rather 
than his own [Histoire des mathématiques, II, 168]. 

In short, his contributions consisted of popular treatises and reference works on “useful and practical mathematics,” and an 
extremely popular work on mathematical recreations; the latter had by far the more lasting impact. Ozanam’s Récréations may 
be regarded as the forerunner of modern books on mathematical recreations. He drew heavily on the works of Bachet de 
Méziriac, Mydorge, Leurechon, and Daniel Schwenter; his own contributions were somewhat less significant, for he was not a 
particularly creative mathematician. The work was later augmented and revised by Montucla and, still later, was translated into 
English by Hutton (1803). 

Ozanam is not to be confounded with a contemporary geometer, Sébastien Leclerc (1637–1714), who upon occasion used the 
pseudonym Ozonam. 
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