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Johann Carl Friedrich Gauss was born on April 30, 1777, in Brunswick, Duchy of Brunswick, which is now present-day Germany.  He began elementary school at the young age of seven, and it was quickly clear that he was an extremely intelligent boy.  One day while in class, he and his friend were caught talking, so Herr Büttner, their teacher, gave them what he thought would be a difficult mathematical problem to occupy their time.  He asked Carl to add up all of the numbers from one to one hundred.  Before the teacher could sit down, Carl got up out of his seat and placed his work down on the teacher’s desk. Büttner believed Carl was defying his authority and wanted to make a spectacle of him in front of the class.  However, much to his surprise, Carl had written the correct answer (5050) on his slate and explained the pattern to the class.  He said that in pairs the numbers add together to get 101, and since there were fifty pairs, the answer was fifty times 101.

In 1792, Gauss entered Brunswick Collegium Carolinum where he independently discovered Bode’s Law, the binomial theorem, and the arithmetic- geometric mean, as well as the law of quadratic reciprocity and the prime number theorem.  Three years later, Gauss entered Göttingen University but left in 1798 without receiving his diploma.  However, by this time he had made one of his most influential contributions to both mathematics and the world of geometry.  Gauss had constructed a regular 17-gon figure with only the help of a ruler and a compass.  One year later, he left Göttingen without receiving a degree and returned to Brunswick where he received his degree in 1799.  In 1801, Gauss submitted a dissertation thanks to a stipend given by the Duke of Brunswick.  His dissertation centered on a discussion of the fundamental theorem of algebra in which he devoted much of his efforts to number theory.

Four years later, Gauss married Johanna Ostoff.  However, one year after losing his father in 1808, Gauss’s wife died after giving birth to their second son who died shortly after his mother.  Gauss was shattered and asked Johanna’s close friend Minna to console him.  Coincidentally, Gauss and Minna married one year later.

Gauss continued his study of mathematics and never let his personal tragedies affect his work.  He had a major interest in differential geometry and published many papers on the subject.  Gauss went on to center his remaining studies on natural mathematics, which included the theory of terrestrial magnetism and Kirchhoff’s laws.  In the early 1850s, his health began declining, and on February 23, 1855, Gauss died in his sleep.  However, his works and studies remain as some of the greatest contributions to mathematics.
