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Mathematics.
One of three prominent sons of a distinguished mercantile family that emigrated from Holland in the eighteenth century,
Gompertz appeared destined for a financial career. Denied matriculation at the universities because he was Jewish, he joined
the Society of Mathematicians of Spitalfields in 1797 and educated himself by reading the masters, especially Newton, Colin
Maclaurin, and William Emerson. He found in various learned societies the intellectual stimulation that led to many
publications and a wide spectrum of accomplishments. Papers to the Royal Astronomical Society on the differential sextant
and the aberration of light belie Gompertz’s own statement that he was not a practicing astronomer. The Royal Society, of
which he was elected a fellow in 1819; the London Mathematical Society, of which he was a charter member; the Society of
Actuaries; and the Royal Statistical Society were only a few of the learned and philanthropic organizations to which he gave of
his talent and energy.
In 1810 Gompertz married Sir Moses Montefiore’s daughter Abigail and joined the stock exchange. In 1820, in a paper to the
Royal Society, he applied the method of fluxions to the investigation of various life contingencies. In 1824 he was appointed
actuary and head clerk of the newly founded Alliance Assurance Company. A year later he published what is now called
Gompertz’s law of mortality, which states “…the average exhaustion of man’s power to avoid death to be such that at the end
of equal infinitely small intervals of time he lost equal portions of his remaining power to oppose destruction which he had at
the commencement of these intervals”. His rigid adherence to Newton’s fluxional notation prevented wide recognition of this
accomplishment, but he must be rated as a pioneer in actuarial science and one of the great amateur scholars of his day.
Augustus De Morgan called Gompertz “the link between the old and new” when he mourned “the passing of the last of the
learned Newtonians.”
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