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 The Art of Happiness  
If I were king, I would redress an abuse 
which cuts back one half of humankind. 

Émilie du Châtelet

I T SURELY RANKS AS ONE OF THE 
great backhanded compliments of all time.
   Voltaire, the famous philosopher of the 
Enlightenment—and Émilie du Châtelet’s 
longtime friend and lover—paid homage to 
her a month after her death as “a great man 
whose only defect was being a woman.”
   Gabrielle Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil 
was born in Paris in 1706, the only girl in a 
family of six children. Her father was a 
member of the lesser nobility within the 
court of King Henry XIV, and held a weekly 
salon at his home, attended by many well-
respected writers and scientists. 
   Girls and women had very little access to 
education in early 18th century France, but 
by being privy to these gatherings, Émilie 
was exposed to individuals of a high 
intellectual caliber from a very young age. 
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   Recognizing his daughter’s brilliance, 
Émilie’s father arranged private tutors for 
her, covering a wide range of subjects, 
including mathematics, science, literature, 
and languages, as well as physical activities 
like horseback riding and fencing. 
   (Having been raised in a convent, Émilie’s 
mother is alternately recorded as being highly 
supportive of her daughter’s education and 
horrified by it, with the truth probably lying 

somewhere between the two extremes.)
   By the time she was twelve years of age, 
Emilie was fluent in five languages, with a 
particular skill in physics and mathematics.
   At the age of 18, she was married to the 
Marquis Florent-Claude du Chastellet-
Lomont in an arranged marriage, as was the 
custom at the time among the nobility. 
She bore and raised three children—one of 
whom died in infancy—until finally, at the 
age of 26, she was able to resume her studies.



   Du Châtelet would likely have met 
Voltaire in her childhood at one of her 
father's salons, but it wasn’t until he 
returned from a three year-long exile in 
London that they began a relationship.
   In 1733, du Châtelet invited Voltaire to 
live with her and her unusually tolerant 
husband at his country estate in northeastern 
France. During this period, Voltaire was 
keenly interested in science and 
mathematics, and the two collaborated on 
papers and translations during the day, 
attending dances, plays, and the opera or 
hosting lively parties late into the night.
   Despite their passionate romance, 
Voltaire’s periodic impotence and regular 
absences and infidelities strained their 
relationship. In 1748, du Châtelet began a 
fateful affair with the poet Jean François de 
Saint-Lambert, spending three months with 
him at the Duke of Lorraine’s chateau 
before Voltaire forced her to return to Paris. 
Shortly after her return, she discovered she 
was pregnant at the then dangerous age 42.
   Confiding to a friend that she didn’t 
expect to survive the birth, du Châtelet 
devoted her remaining time to completing 
what she hoped would be her crowning life 
achievement, a French translation and 
commentary on Isaac Newton’s Principia, 
which described the basic laws of physics.
   She labored feverishly for the following 
nine months, sometimes plunging her hands 
into ice water to jolt herself awake at night. 
Around the first of September, du Châtelet 
finished her commentary. On September 4, 
she gave birth to a girl, but six days later, 
she caught a fever and died at the age of 43. 
(The baby died not long afterward.)
   Du Châtelet’s work was published post-
humously in 1759. More than a mere trans-
lator, she made a profound contribution to 
Newton’s work: the Law of Conservation of 
Total Energy (as opposed to momentum). 

   Shortly before her pregnancy, Du Châtelet 
completed another writing project she’d 
been working on sporadically for nearly a 
decade: a brief collection of reflections on 
happiness entitled The Art of Happiness.
   Addressed mainly to women, among more 
prosaic recommendations for achieving 
contentment (romance, virtue, study, good 
health) lies some more unorthodox advice: 
avoiding moderation, maintaining one’s 
harmless illusions, and indulging in high 
stakes gambling—the latter in order to stir 
the “twin passions of hope and fear”,  
essential to “keeping the soul enlivened.” 
   Gambling was a skill du Châtelet was well 
versed in. Despite being born into wealth, as 
a teenager she had to pay for things like 
books out of her own pocket. Being 
proficient in mathematics and probability, 
she devised various successful gambling 
strategies, which she subsequently applied 
to fleecing unsuspecting card players.
   Later in life, after losing an enormous sum 
to card cheats at the Queen’s Court at 
Fontainebleau, she devised an ingenious 
financing strategy, whereby she paid tax 
collectors a modest sum for the right to their 
future earnings, out of which she was able 
to later repay her gambling debts. (Thus was 
born what would become our modern system 
of financial derivatives, currently numbering 
in the hundreds of trillions of dollars.)
   Ignoring the mores of her time and social 
status, du Châtelet never let others prevent 
her from living her life as she saw fit, with 
great passion and abandon. Although over-
shadowed by Voltaire’s fame for over two 
centuries, she is now revered by many as an 
early and vocal proponent of feminism.  
   The Art of Happiness concludes with this 
timeless advice to women: “Let us be 
certain of what we want to be; let us choose 
for ourselves our path in life, and let us try 
to strew that path with flowers.” ◾


