
The Life of Johann Bernoulli

by Cheryl Wagner Smith
MATH 4010—History of Mathematics

page 1 

javascript:enlarge('Bernoulli_Johann.jpeg')


The Life of Johann Bernoulli

By Cheryl Wagner Smith

Prelude

The 1600’s were an exciting time in the development of mathematics and science.  

In the early 1600’s John Napier (1550-1617) and Henry Briggs (1561-1631) developed 

logarithms and produced tables that made calculations on very large or very small numbers 

strikingly easier.  (9, p. 156-157)   Christiaan Huygens (1629-1695) developed a new method of 

grinding and polishing telescope lenses and used them to discover the rings of Saturn.  He also 

created a reliable clock using a pendulum and an escapement wheel.  (17, p. 504 and 510)  Pierre 

de Fermat pioneered number theory and analytical geometry.  (17, p. 499)  Blaise Pascal (1623-

1662) added to geometry and created a crude computing machine.  (17, p. 56)  Galileo Galilei 

studied the stars and the kinematics of falling bodies.  (6, p. 95)  Rene Descartes (1596-1650) 

unified algebra and geometry.  (6, p. 96)  This century saw the development or significant 

improvement of the barometer, the air pump, the sextant, the compound microscope, the 

thermometer and the telescope.  (17, p. 498 and 528).  

The Calculus of Leibnitz

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibnitz (1646-1716) published his “Novo Methodus pro Maximum et 

Minimus, itemque tangentibus, qua nec fractus, nec irrationales quantitates moratur, et singulare 

pro illius calculi genus” (“A New Method for Maxima and Minima, as well as Tangents, which 

is impeded neither by Fractions nor Irrational Quatities, and a Remarkable Type of Calculus for 

This”) in 1684 in the journal Acta Eruditorum.  (9, p. 187 & 188)   He arrived at his new 

mathematics by studying the works of Descartes and Pascal and by the personal influence of 

Huygens.  (6, p. 111)  His approach was more geometrical than the work of Newton and made 
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use of a “harmonic triangle” based on Pascal’s work and sequences.  Leibnitz also introduced the 

notation we use in calculus today, including “ ∫ ” which is an elongated “S” from the first letter 

of the Latin word “summa”, and “ d ” from the first letter of the Latin word “differentia.”  (4, p. 

524)

Ancestry

Johann’s grandparents were among those Calvinists who were forced to flee Antwerp, 

then under the control of Catholic Spain, in 1583 to avoid religious persecution.  (14; 7, p. 132; 

5, p. 415)  The family fled to Frankfurt, then to Basel, Switzerland where they settled down to 

become prosperous drug and spice merchants.  (7, p. 132; 13, p. 154)   By the time Johann was 

born, the family was quite wealthy and Johann’s father, having married into a Basel family, was 

a magistrate of the city.  (6, p. 119)  

Early Life

Johann Bernoulli (also called Jean or John) was born August 6, 1667 in Basel, 

Switzerland, the tenth child of Nicolaus and Margaretha Bernoulli.  (14)  Bernoulli’s father had 

hoped that his sons would follow him into the family business. (4, p. 546; 13, p. 154)  Despite 

this hope, his older brother Jakob (also called Jacques or James) (1654-1705), had followed his 

own path into physics and, ultimately mathematics, eventually becoming a professor of 

mathematics at the University of Basel.  Jakob Bernoulli, who was 30 years old at the publication 

of Leibnitz’s article, had been studying higher mathematics for several years and was well-

primed for new calculus of Leibnitz.  In 1687 Jakob accepted the mathematics chair at the 

University of Basel and started corresponding with Leibnitz. (6, p. 118)  In 1690 he contributed 

articles on calculus to the Acta Eruditorum. (5, p 416)   The Bernoulli equation, 

nyxQyxPy )()(' =+ , was discovered by Jakob and is named for him.  (10, p. 426)
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  Johann later wrote that his parents “…spared no trouble or expense to give me a proper 

education in both morals and religion.”  (14)  

Johann originally attended the University of Basel in 1683 (3, p. 225) to study medicine, 

but was also seduced by the siren call of mathematics.  It is clear that Leibnitz’s new 

mathematics captivated him from his youth.  In 1685 Johann began to study medicine at the 

University of Basel and calculus with his brother Jakob for about two years. (4, p. 546; 14) 

Johann completed his doctoral dissertation in 1694 on muscle contractions (13, p. 154), which 

was an application of mathematics to medicine. (14)  For a while the brothers cooperated to 

expand Leibnitz’s work with their own.  There is some debate whether Johann or Jakob that 

suggested the name “calculus integralis” to Leibnitz.  (6, p. 111 footnote; 4, p. 501; 5, p. 417) 

Newton vs. Leibnitz

Shortly after Leibnitz published his “Novo Methodus,” the debate of “who discovered 

calculus first” erupted between Leibnitz and Isaac Newton.  Although Newton made the initial 

discovery of calculus in about 1655-1666, Leibnitz published first in 1684.  (6, p. 106)   Despite 

the fact that Newton did not publishing until 1704, his work was known in England before that 

time.  Leibnitz was accused of plagiarizing Newton’s work because Leibnitz had read some of 

Newton’s material during his visits to England in the 1670’s.  The Bernoulli brothers countered 

that it was Newton who had done the plagiarizing because he published so long after Leibnitz. 

The current view is that calculus was discovered independently by the two men.  (4, p. 531; 9, p. 

188)  

Johann defended and promoted the ideas and cause of Leibnitz with near-fanatical zeal. 

(9, p. 191)  At least two sources refer to Johann as “Leibnitz’s Bulldog.” (9, p. 191; 5, p. 422) 

Johann maintained a correspondence with Leibnitz until Leibnitz’s death in 1716.
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Other Challenges

In 1691 Jakob proposed the problem of determining the shape of the catenary, which is 

the shape of a flexible cord hanging between two fixed points.  (16, p. 174)  Galileo had 

supposed this curve was the shape of a parabola and Jakob was apparently working from the idea 

that this was the true shape of the catenary.  “After a year’s unsuccessful effort, Jakob was 

chagrined to see the correct solution published by his young brother Johann.  For his part, the 

upstart Johann could hardly be considered a gracious winner…”  (9, p. 192)  Johann bragged that 

the problem that had taken a year of work from his brother Jakob cost Johann only a night’s 

sleep to solve.  (9, p. 192)  

Judging by his behavior and the controversies that swirled about him, we also know that 

Johann was proud, extremely competitive, and jealous of the honors given to others.  He was 

accused of stealing a proof from his brother Jakob and presenting it as his own.  (5, p. 417)  He 

probably also stole material from his son Daniel. (3, p. 228)  When Daniel won a prize from the 

French Academy of Science that Johann had also been competing for, Johann threw him out of 

the family home.  (5, p. 422)  Bell notes “The Bernoullis took their mathematics in deadly 

earnest.  Some of their letters about mathematics bristle with strong language that is usually 

reserved for horse thieves.”  (7, p. 134)  The rivalry between the brothers gradually increased 

over the years.  Even as early as 1692 and 1693, there was discord between them when they 

worked together on caustic curves, but did not publish the results jointly.  (14)

In 1691, Johann spent several months in Geneva lecturing on differential calculus. (3, p. 

225; 14)  From there he traveled to Paris where he met with the mathematical group surrounding 

Nicholas Malebranche (1638-1715) and where he met L’Hopital.
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Johann and L’Hopital

It is ironic that one of Johann’s most enduring contributions to mathematics is named for 

someone else—L’Hopital’s Rule.  In about 1690, the Marquis Guillame Francois L’Hopital 

(1661-1704) became interested in the new mathematics that was the talk of intellectual Europe. 

(4, p. 532)  To learn this new mathematics, he hired Johann, who was then in Paris, to tutor him. 

(4, p. 532)  Johann agreed.  After Johann left Paris, they continued their mathematical 

relationship by correspondence.  L’Hopital had not reached the end of his interest in calculus and 

asked Johann, for a considerable monthly fee, to send L’Hopital information on calculus, 

including any new discoveries on the part of Johann.  (4, p. 432)  Despite common opinion, 

L’Hopital was an excellent mathematician.  (14)  In a letter dated March 17, 1694, L’Hopital 

writes, “…I shall ask you to give me occasionally some hours of your time to work on what I 

shall ask you—and also to communicate to me your discoveries, with the request not to mention 

them to others. …for it would not please me if they were made public.”  (1, p. 258)  Johann 

apparently accepted this financially advantageous arrangement until around 1695.   The result of 

all this tutoring and correspondence was the first textbook on differential calculus, Analyse des  

infiniment petits pour l’intelligence des lignes courbes (Analysis of infinitely small quantities for 

the understanding of curves),  published by L’Hopital in 1696.  Although almost all of the 

material was directly from Johann, he was barely acknowledged in the introduction, along with 

his brother Jakob.  (14)  L’Hopital’s preface includes the statement, “And then I am obliged to 

the gentlemen Bernoulli for their many bright ideas; particularly to the younger Mr. Bernoulli 

who is now a professor in Groningen.”  (14)  

Among the pages lies the famous L’Hopital’s rule.  This rule calculates limits of 

quotients when both the numerator and denominator become 0 at the stated limit.  When this 
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occurs, the differential of the numerator and denominator is made separately, then compared 

again.  The rule can be applied as many times as necessary to achieve a result.

L’Hopital’s  proof uses the following diagram:

[Figure from A Source Book in Mathematics, 1200-1800, p. 315.]

If AMD is a curve with AP equal to x, PM equal to y, and AB equal to a, such that y equals a 

fraction for which the denominator and numerator each become zero when x equals a (when 

point P coincides with the point B).  The object is to find the value of BD.  Considering the 

curves ANB and COB which meet at point B, 
PO

PNABPM ×=  becomes zero when P and B 

coincide.  Let the line bd fall infinitely near line BD and cutting the curves ANB and COB at the 

points f and g, respectively.  Then the equation becomes bg
bfABbd ×= , which is equal to BD. 
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When AP coincides with Ab, then PN becomes bf and PO becomes bg.  Thus when x = a= Ab or 

AB we have the value of bd.  (18, p. 316)  L’Hopital concludes with two examples using the 

rule. 

Letters discovered in 1955 reveal that the examples used by L’Hopital in his textbook are 

either identical or nearly identical to those sent by Johann to L’Hopital.  (1, p. 259)  The first 

example was included in a letter from Johann to L’Hopital dated July 22, 1694.  The example is 

4 3

3 2432
axa

xaaxxay
−

−−= , for x = a.  Both the numerator and the denominator of the equation 

are equal to zero.  The differential of the numerator becomes 343

33

2

2
aax

aadx
xxa
dxxdxa −

−

−
.  The 

differential of the denominator becomes  4 24
3

xa
adx− .   By dividing these we find that ay

9
16= .  

Johann may have felt himself freed from this obligation of silence after the death of 

L’Hopital in 1704 and laid public claim to having been the author of L’Hopital’s rule.  However, 

due to the previous attempted theft of his brother’s ideas, the mathematical community of the 

time didn’t believe him.  (3, p. 225; 8, p. 125)

Additional Personal History, Challenges and Professional Successes  

Around 1694, Johann married Dorothea Falkner, whose father was an Alderman of Basel. 

(13, p. 228)   Due to his marriage and the position of his father-in-law, Johann had considerable 

social status in Basel as well as some honorary civic offices.   As a member of the school board, 

he helped reform the Gymnasium (high school).  (3, p. 228)  
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Also in 1694, Johann completed his doctoral dissertation entitled “De motu 

musculorum”, regarding muscle contractions.  However, the dissertation is really a mathematical 

paper on the subject and was written under the guidance of an Italian mathematician and 

physiologist, Giovanni Alfonso Borelli.  (2, p. 52)  There is no indication Johann ever practiced 

medicine.  

The next year Johann gained the chair of mathematics at the University of Groningen, 

Netherlands upon the recommendation of Christiaan Huygens.  (2, p. 53)  The animosity 

between the two brothers was such that Johann had no hope of gaining a position at the 

University of Basel.  (2, p. 53; 13, p. 226)   However, his life at Groningen was not easy.  His 

second child, who was born there in 1697, died at the age of only six weeks.  Johann himself 

suffered a severe illness and was falsely reported to have died.  (14)

At Groningen he also became embroiled in religious controversies.   In the first of these, 

he was accused of denying the Christian tenant of the resurrection of the body, based on his 

medical opinions.  In 1702, a second controversy arose when a student wrote a pamphlet 

accusing him of being a follower of Descartes, opposing the Calvinist faith, and “depriving 

believers of their comfort in Christ’s passion.”  (14)   Johann wrote a lengthy paper defending his 

reputation and repudiating the student.  Johann stated, “…I would not have minded so much if 

(the student) had not been one of the worst students, an utter ignoramus, not known, respected, or 

believed by any man of learning, and his is certainly not in a position to blacken an honest man’s 

name, let alone a professor know throughout the learned world…”  (14)

The Brachistochrone Problem

The Brachistochrone problem was named by Galileo in 1638 (13, p. 154) and is a 

combination of two Greek words:  “brachistos”, meaning short, and “chronikos” meaning 
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“time.”  At the time Galileo was under the incorrect impression that the solution to the problem 

was the arc of a circle. (15)

In June 1696, Johann proposed this mathematical challenge the periodical Acta 

Eruditorum, a German scientific journal Leibnitz helped found and edit.  In the spirit of the 

mathematical challenges a la Tartaglia versus Cardano, Johann notes “…it is known with 

certainty that there is scarcely anything which more greatly excites noble and ingeneous spirits to 

labors which lead to the increase of knowledge than to propose difficult and at the same time 

useful problems through the solution of which, by no other means, they may attain to fame and 

build for themselves eternal monuments among posterity.”  (9, p. 199)  The problem that was 

thrown out to the mathematical world was “…If two points A and B are given in a vertical plane, 

to assign to a mobile particle M the path AMB along which, descending under its own weight, it 

passes from the point A to the point B in the briefest time.”  (4, p. 547)    Johann cautions 

mathematicians against the obvious, and false, idea that the solution to this problem is a straight 

line.  Johann continues, “However the curve AMB, whose name I shall give if no one else has 

discovered it before the end of the year, is one well-known to geometers.”  (9, p. 199-200)  The 

contest was planned to end on January 1, 1670 when Johann would open the entries to discover 

their answers.  

Although Leibnitz solved this problem on the day he received it (2, p. 53; 3, p. 226), he 

requested that Johann extend the length of the contest to Easter of 1697 to allow more entries 

from foreign mathematicians, and Johann did so. At the time he extended the length of the 

contest, Johann stated “so few have appeared to solve our extraordinary problem, even among 

those who boast that through … their golden theorems, which they imagine known to no one, 

have been published by others long before.”  (9, p. 201)  This last comment was aimed, of 
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course, at Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727).   Just to make certain that Newton understood the 

challenge was aimed at him, Johann mailed him a copy.  

During his life, Sir Isaac Newton was involved in a wide variety of topics, of which 

calculus was only one.  In 1697, Newton, then aged 55, was actively involved in work on 

recoinage of the English currency and was working long hours at the Mint.  According to an 

account by Newton’s niece, Sir Isaac returned home at about 4 p.m. on January 29, 1670 after a 

long day’s work to find the letter from Bernoulli.  (4, p. 547; 9, p. 201)  Newton “did not sleep 

till he had solved it, which was by four in the morning.”  (9, p. 201)  In other words, Newton 

solved the problem in 12 hours.  An irascible Newton later noted, “I do not love to be …teased 

by foreigners about mathematical things.”  (15)

The answer to the problem is the inverted cycloid curve.  (A cycloid is the curve 

described by a point on the circumference of a circle as it rolls along a flat surface. (16, p. 280)) 

By Easter, Johann had received five correct solutions to the problem.  These were authored by 

himself, Jakob, Leibnitz, L’Hopital, and an unsigned submission with an English postmark.  (9, 

p. 202)  Dunham notes “There is a legend—probably of dubious authenticity but nonetheless of 

great charm—that Johann, partially chastened, partially in awe, put down the unsigned document 

and knowingly remarked, ‘I recognize the lion by his paw.’” (9, p. 202)  L’Hopital had received 

help from Johann via correspondence to solve the problem.  (13, p. 226)

All the solutions to the Brachistochrone problem had slightly different approaches. 

Johann used two principles to solve the problem.  The first was the velocity of a falling body, 

which is proportional to the square root of the distance fallen or ghv 2= , where v is the 

velocity, g is the acceleration due to gravity, and h is the distance the object has fallen.  The 

second was Snell’s law of optics.  Fermat had used this law “as an application of the principle 

page 11 



that the path traversed by the light ray must take the least time” (4, p. 547) or 
a

vK
sin

=  , where 

K is a constant, v is the index of refraction, and a is the angle of incidence.  (15)  Johann then 

approximated the curve by breaking it into infinitely small pieces and assuming that the light ray 

was passing through media of changing densities. (15)   To help explain his solution, Johann 

included the following figure.

The line FG is the boundary of the media which contains the point A.  The curve AHE 

demonstrates the changing density of the media.  Line HC gives the density at the line AC and 

the velocity at line M.  The line ABM is the path of the light ray to be determined.  For this 

drawing, the line AC is equal to x; the line CH is equal to t; the line CM is equal to y.  The 

differentials are:  dx is Cc; dy is mn; and dz is Mm.  “Then Mm is the total sine, mn the sine of 

the angle of refraction or the angle of inclination of the curve with respect to the vertical.”  (18, 

p. 394)  Since the ratio of mn to CH is a constant, it follows that adztdy :: = which gives  a dy= 
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t dz.  By squaring both sides, the result is 2222 ttdyttdxttdzaady +== .  By solving for dy, we 

get the general differential equation for ABM of  )(: ttaatdxdy −= .  At this point, Johann 

states, “In this way I have solved at one stroke two important problems—an optical and a 

mechanical one—and have achieved more than I have demanded from others:  I have shown that 

the two problems, taken from entirely separate fields of mathematics, have the same character.” 

(18, p. 394)  Johann now employs the velocity of a falling body defined by Galileo by stating 

that tt=ax, and therefore, axt = .  By substituting this value into the equation, we get 

xa
xdxdy
−

= .   At this point, Johann states that the Brachistochrone is the cycloid curve.  (18, 

p. 394)

Johann ended his essay on the Brachistochrone with this:  “Before I end I must voice 

once more the admiration I feel for the unexpected identity of Huygens’ tautochrone and my 

brachistochrone.  I consider it especially remarkable that this coincidence can take place only 

under the hypothesis of Galileo, so that we even obtain from this a proof of its correctness. 

Nature always tends to act in the simplest way, and so it here lets one curve serve two different 

functions, while under any other hypothesis we should need two curves…” (15)  

Jakob begins his solution with the statement that he only took up the problem at the 

request of Leibnitz and solved it within a few weeks.  (18, p. 396)   Jakob’s solution takes a more 

geometrical approach in which he noted that the time to travel a portion of the arc was 

proportional to the distance along the arc.  “Jakob reasoned that if the entire curve is that along 

which a point moves in the shortest time, then any infinitesimal segment of the curve will have 
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the same property.” (4, p. 549)  This solution was more generalized than Johann’s, but came to 

the same conclusion of a cycloid curve.  

Newton’s solution is a straightforward description.  “From the given point A let there be 

drawn an unlimited straight line APCZ parallel to the horizontal, and on it let there be described 

an arbitrary cycloid AQP meeting the straight line AB (assumed drawn and produced if 

necessary) in the point Q, and farther a second cycloid ADC whose base and height are to the 

base and height of the former as AB is to AQ respectively.  This last cycloid will pass through 

the point B, and it will be that curve along which a weight, by the force of its gravity, shall 

descend most swiftly from the point A to the point B.”  (15)

(Drawing from the MacTutor History of Mathematics site, Historical Topics, Brachistochrone, 

15)

At the end of his solution to the Brachistochrone, Jakob posed a problem specifically to 

his brother.  (18, p. 399)   He challenged Johann to find isoperimetric figures of a particular type. 

Johann replied to the challenge, but did not fully understand the complexity of the problem.  His 

incomplete solution to the problem resulted in savage criticism by Jakob and open warfare 

between the two brothers.  Among other criticisms, Jakob stated that Johann was his pupil and, 
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as such, could only “repeat what he has learned from his teacher.”  (3, p. 226)  Their furious 

exchange of letters on this subject was the beginning of the calculus of variations.  (3, p. 227)

Back to Basel

In 1705 Alderman Falkner wrote to say that he thought he might die soon and longed to 

see his daughter and grandchildren again.  Johann and family were en route to Basel when they 

learned of the death of Jakob from tuberculosis.  Jakob had held the mathematics chair at the 

University of Basel for 18 years.  (13, p. 227; 2, p. 53; 4, 546; 14)  While he was offered 

mathematics chairs at the universities of Utrecht and Leiden, Johann turned them down to accept 

the chair of mathematics at the University of Basel that Jakob had held so long.  (3, p. 227, 14) 

Overjoyed at the return of his daughter and grandchildren, Alderman Falkner lived another 3 

years.  (14)  Johann must have been pleased at the arm-wrestling that occurred between 

universities trying to win his placement for their mathematical chairs.  He later turned down a 

second offer from Utrecht and another from Groningen in 1717. (14)

In 1712 and 1713 the Newton-Leibnitz primacy debate heated up again.  In 1712 the 

Royal Society produced a report which stated that Newton had discovered calculus first (a fact 

that no one disputed) and that implied Leibnitz had plagiarized Newton’s work based on 

documents they assumed Leibnitz had seen.  We now know that Leibnitz did not plagiarize 

Newton’s work. (5, p. 414)    The Newton-Leibnitz battle was so intense and so divided along 

national lines that communication between English and European mathematicians and scientists 

nearly ceased.  (4, p. 531)

Johann, of course, was squarely on the side of Leibnitz.  Newton’s supporters tried to 

prove the superiority of his methods by posing complex analytical problems.  (3, p. 227; 14) 
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Newton had addressed the problem of the ballistic curve with the formula avR = , where R is 

resistance, a is a constant, and v is velocity.  Johann addressed this problem in a 1719 edition of 

the Acta Eruditorum when he solved the ballistics curve with the more general equation of 

navR = .  (3, p. 227)  Johann’s more complete solution demonstrated the superiority of 

Leibnitz’s methods.  (3, p. 227;14)

In 1714, Johann published his Theorie de la manoeuvre des vaisseaux.  Here he criticizes 

navigational theories proposed by a French naval officer and discussed a point of confusion in 

Cartesian mechanics between force and what we now call kinetic energy.   In later years, Johann 

continued to develop this idea.  (3, p. 227 and 228)

Around 1720 Johann took a private pupil, Leonhard Euler. (12, p. 468)  Leonhard’s own 

father had been a student of Jakob Bernoulli and had instructed his son in the basics of calculus. 

(5, p. 440)  Johann’s sons Nicolaus and Daniel became friends (and some times rivals) of Euler. 

(7, p. 143)  This relationship between Euler and the Bernoullis lasted the rest of Johann’s life. 

Bell reports that Johann’s grandson Jacob married a granddaughter of Euler.  (7, p. 137)

In 1727, 1730, and 1735, Johann won prizes with his papers on the transmission of 

motion, the motions of the planets in aphelion, and the cause of the inclination of the planetary 

orbits relative to the solar equator, respectively.  (13, p. 228)  Johann’s 1735 essay on mechanics 

indicate the beginnings of the principle of conservation of energy.  (2, p. 54)  Johann’s text on 

integral calculus was published in 1742.  In this same year, his complete works, Opera Johannis 

Bernoullii, was published in a 4 volume set.  (13, p. 154)

After the death of Newton in 1727, Johann was considered the leading mathematician in 

Europe.  (3, p. 277)  By the end of his life, Johann had been elected a fellow at the royal 

academies of Paris and Berlin, the Royal Society in London, the St. Petersburg Academy in 
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Russia, and the Institute of Bologna.  (3, p. 228; 14)  Despite his sometimes quarrelsome nature, 

he corresponded with almost every major intellectual of his time.  His scientific correspondence 

alone contains some 2,500 letters written to 110 scholars.  (13, p. 228)

Johann died January 1, 1748 in Basel, Switzerland at the age of 80.  (13, p. 154)  His 

accomplishments include co-discovery of the calculus of variations (along with his brother 

Jakob) as a result of his work on the brachistochrone problem, contributions to differential 

geometry, and the description of exponential calculus.  (5, p. 422)  He also provided the Marquis 

de L’Hopital with enough material for the first textbook of calculus (9, p. 191) and worked on 

the divergence of harmonic series.  (9, p. 196)  His sons Nicolaus (1695-1726), Daniel (1700-

1782), and Johann (1710-1790) all became mathematicians and held chairs at major European 

universities.  (5, p. 423)  Johann Bernoulli’s tombstone is inscribed with the phrase “Archimedes 

of his age.”  (14)
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Timeline of the Life of Johann Bernoulli

1667, 
August 6

Born in Basel, Switzerland

1685 Began to study medicine at University of Basel (3, p. 225)
1690 Wrote paper on fermentation process
1691 Spent most of the year in Geneva (3, p. 225)
1691, June Jakob posed the problem of the catenary and Johann solved it
1691, 
autumn

Traveled to Paris (2, p. 52)

1692 Began instructing L’Hopital (2, p. 52)
1693 Began correspondence with Leibnitz (2, p. 53)
1694, 
March

Agreement with L’Hopital

1694 Completed doctoral dissertation on muscle contractions (2, p. 52)
About 1694 Married Dorothea Falkner
1695 Son Nicholaus born in about February
1695 Chair of Mathematics at Groningen, Netherlands with the help of Christiaan 

Huygens (2, p. 53)
1696, June Proposed Brachistochrone Problem in Acta Eruditorum
1696 L’Hopital’s book is published
1697, May An error in a solution by Johann brought harsh criticism from Jakob and open 

warfare between the brothers (3, p. 227)
1700 Son Daniel born
1705 Mathematics chair at University of Basel after Jakob’s death.  May have been 

forced to take the position because of family reasons. (3, p. 227)
1710 Son Johann II born
1714 Published the book Theorie de la manoevre des vaisseaux (3, p. 227)
1718 Completed solution of isoperimetric problem (2, p. 53) laying the foundation of 

the calculus of variations.
1720 Began instructing Leonhard Euler at age 13.
1727 Prize-winning paper:  transmission of momentum (3, p. 228)
1730 Prize-winning paper:  motions of the planets in aphelion (3, p. 228)
1735 Prize-winning paper:  the cause of inclination of the planetary orbits relative to the 

solar equator (3, p. 228)
1735 Wrote essay on mechanics which is the beginnings of the principle of conservation 

of energy (2, p. 54)
1748, 
January 1

Died in Basel, Switzerland at age 80
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