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Proving  
KAREN’S 

THEOREM

M y girlfriend and I just finished Walter Isaacson’s 
excellent biographies of Steve Jobs (“Steve Jobs,” 
Simon & Schuster, 2011) and Albert Einstein 

(“Einstein – His Life and Universe,” Simon & Schuster, 2007). 
Unlike me, Karen is quite spiritual and finds serendipity and 
wonder in so many things that I find readily explainable by 
logic and/or science. But, as she so often does, she made an 
observation that caused me to rethink my position on something.

Two years my senior, Isaacson, 
like me, grew up in New Orleans. 
Although he went to Newman, the 
premier Jewish high school and I 
to Jesuit, the premier Catholic high 
school, the Crescent City is so small, 
we must have crossed paths at some 
point.  

Einstein believed that there was 
a grand order to all the wonder of 
the universe and that very order was 
God. Karen observed that Steve Jobs 
was born the same year Einstein 
died, although less than two months 
before. She posits that the order of 
the universe requires or provides that 

one visionary/notable person arise 
when another falls. One need not 
believe in reincarnation, an afterlife, 
kismet or karma to ponder whether 
there is something to this.

As the son of a lawyer and science 
teacher, and as an amateur historian, I 
have always looked to logic, science, 
law and the historical record, not 
faith or speculation to determine the 
validity of a proposition.

Like Einstein, Karen revels in 
concepts and theories, but is neither 
fond of nor facile at proving them. 
Einstein left to his colleagues 
more astute at mathematics and 
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experiments to test and prove his theorems. It appears my 
fate is to so serve my muse. Thus, I set out empirically, albeit 
admittedly anecdotally, to test “Karen’s Theorem.”

History is replete with birth and death “coincidences.”  
Arguably the two most influential men of the 19th century, 
Abraham Lincoln and Charles Darwin, were born on the same 
day, February 12, 1809. And every school child knows that 
Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died on the same day, July 
4, 1826, precisely 50 years after July 4, 1776, the day the 
Declaration of Independence was approved.

Samuel Langhorne Clemens (Mark Twain) was born on the 
day of the appearance of Haley’s Comet in 1835 and died on 
the day of its next appearance in 1910. Strangely, the year 
prior to his death, he predicted the same saying, “I came in 
with Haley’s Comet in 1835. It is coming again next year, and 
I expect to go out with it.” And he did.

William Shakespeare is said to 
have been born and died on the same 
day of the year, April 23 (b. 1564, d. 
1616).  

Is it mere coincidence that the 
“discoverer” of America, Christopher 
Columbus, was born in 1451, the 
same year the man for which it was 
named, Amerigo Vespucci? Or is it a 
cruel twist of fate that the greatest of 
U.S. presidents, Abraham Lincoln, 
died in the same year the most 
lackluster one, the bloviating Warren 
G. Harding, was born (1865)?

Stephen Hawking was born on 
the 300th anniversary of Galileo’s 
death. And he holds the Lucasian 
Professorship of Mathematics at 
Cambridge University, a post once 
held by Sir Isaac Newton.  What are 
the odds?  

While interesting and perhaps 
purely coincidental, none of these are 
“replacements” of great personages. 
And none address directly the issue 
at hand, which is whether there is 
historical evidence to indicate that 
when one notable person departs this vale of tears, another 
takes his/her place. Does “The Stork” really have some 
handshake deal with “The Grim Reaper?”

The Oxford English Dictionary (2d ed., Vol. III, 1989, 
Clarendon Press, p. 450, Def. 4) defines “coincidence” as 
“a notable occurrence of events or circumstances having no 
apparent causal connection.” Thus the question is whether one 
can discern any significant pattern and/or frequency of birth/
death events where we may conclude a causal connection not 
apparent on its face.

Before delving into the evidence available of recorded 
human history, I examined some interesting mathematical 
analysis. Bruce Martin’s piece in the Skeptical Inquirer, 
Vol. 22.5, September/October 1998 titled “Coincidences: 
Remarkable or Random” states and proves that “In a random 
selection of 23 persons there is a fifty percent chance that at 

least two of them celebrate the same birthdate.”
There is probably something to this. It seems that personages 

as disparate as Vladimir Putin, Yo-Yo Ma, Oliver North, 
Elijah Mohammad, Louis Leakey and Andy Devine were born 
on October 7, the date of my birth. I never studied statistics, 
but logic suggests that Martin’s analysis applies similarly to 
Karen’s birth/death postulate.

Attempting to prove Karen’s Theorem lead me first to 
“Kelly’s Corollary” that great men are often born in the same 
year and many often die in the same year.  There are many 
curious examples - Columbus and Vespucci (b. 1451); Lincoln 
and Darwin (b. 1809); Jefferson and Adams (d. 1826), Madison 
and Burr (d. 1836), Dumas and Hugo (b. 1802), Mellon and 
Rockefeller (d. 1937), Locke and Spinoza (b. 1632), Rousseau 
and Voltaire (d. 1778), Degas and Rodin (d. 1917), Monet and 
Renoir (b. 1840) and the curious trifecta of Bach, Handel and 

Scarlatti (b. 1685).
Is it coincidence that William 

Shakespeare and Christopher 
Marlowe, the man some claim really 
authored works attributed to The 
Bard, were born in the same year 
– 1564?  Or that inventors Thomas 
Alva Edison and Alexander Graham 
Bell were both born in 1847?  And my 
favorite, the odd triumvirate of 1837 
baby boys – Sitting Bull, J.P. Morgan 
and Grover Cleveland. But if there is 
rhyme or reason to any of this, what, 
pray tell, is the significance of Helen 
Keller and Douglas MacArthur being 
born in the same year (1880)?

Returning to the Jobs/Einstein 
juxtaposition brings to mind an earlier 
and perhaps even more significant 
such birth/death “coincidence” – 
Galileo Galilei left this world the 
same year Isaac Newton (later 
“Sir”) entered it (1642). Or how 
about Mozart dying in the same year 
Samuel F.B. Morse was born (1791)?  
Coincidence or cosmic design?

One of the most fascinating and 
useful historical research tools I have ever encountered, 
pre-Internet, is Bernard Grun’s “The Timetables of History” 
(Simon & Schuster, 3rd ed. 2005). This 724-page tome 
handily lists most major events in recorded human history 
from approximately 4,500 BC to 2004 in seven areas of human 
endeavor: “History & Politics,” “Literature & Theatre,” 
“Religion, Philosophy and Learning,” “Visual Arts,” “Music,” 
“Science, Technology & Growth” and “Daily Life.”

The book includes, among many other things, births and 
deaths of hundreds of political and military figures, painters, 
sculptors, actors, poets, composers, musicians, philosophers, 
jurists, scientists, explorers, educations, historians, investors, 
industrialists, architects and religious leaders. Grun does not 
explain the criteria used for inclusion of persons’ births/deaths, 
but one may surmise that inclusion required some lasting 
contribution to mankind and/or some significant impact on a 

I love that  
Leonardo da Vinci, 

listed simply  
and uniquely as a  
“universal genius,”  
was born (1452)  
and died (1519)  
in years when  
no one else of  
note arrived or 

departed. 
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large number of people, especially over an extended period 
of time.

I love that Leonardo da Vinci, listed simply and uniquely as 
a “universal genius,” was born (1452) and died (1519) in years 
when no one else of note arrived or departed. He was, in all of 
recorded human history, truly sui generis. He took the place of 
no one and no one has ever taken his place.

The year 1500 is almost universally recognized as the 
beginning of “modern” history.  From the first recordation of 
human events, approximately 4,500 B.C., up to 1500, there 
are least 25 “coincidences” of the coming and going in the 
same year of notable men.  And yes, all such pairs were male.  
One may say that 25 incidences in more than 6,000 years (one 
every 240 years) are few and prove little, but perhaps that is 
all that was necessary…or then allowed.

After 1500, I expected to discover a substantial increase 
in birth/death pairings due to advances in recordation, 
preservation and sharing of information, longer life 
expectancy and improvements in transportation and scientific 
discoveries. Indeed, the first 100 years of “modern” times 
(1500-1600) saw a sharp rise of birth/death pairs of notables 
to 102 – in one century, over four times as many as in the 
preceding 6,000 years. The next hundred years (1700-1800) 
saw a slight increase to 111. Were these the cause or result of 
The Renaissance?  Astoundingly, in just the next half century 
(1800-1850), we see almost twice that number – 205!  And 
for the entire 19th century, we record a total of 341, almost 
three times as many as in the previous 6,300 years.  Progress, 
indeed.

Strangely, after 1920, Grun’s volume reports few births of 
notables. At first, I imagined the dearth of such births in the 
1920s attributable to the loss of almost an entire generation 
of young men in WWI as some cosmic punishment for that 
period of global insanity. But as the years flew by with scores 

of deaths of notables and few births, I had to conclude that this 
was no historical – cultural time warp/wasteland, but rather 
an undisclosed change in Grun’s editorial/research standard. 
From the 1920s on, Grun seems to record births at the date of 
death, making my analysis more cumbersome. 

In any event, I quickly realized that his work was of little 
use in proving Karen’s Theorem post-1920.  If complete and 
accurate, the last couple of notables born were Peter Sellers 
(1924) and Rocky Marciano (1925) and that just cannot be 
right.

Though I have neither the inclination nor the patience 
to conduct further study of either of these postulates, the 
abundant information on precise birth and death dates of 
notables readily available on the internet and the apparent ease 
of writing matching algorithms would suggest that someone 
should/will take up this research with dispatch.  If he were 
still with us, Steve Jobs would surely have an app for this.  
Einstein often concluded his papers with suggestions on how 
future experiments might test his theories and encouragement 
of others to do so.  So I suppose we are in good company.  

There is more here than meets the eye.  I am just not sure 
what.  Clearly, it will take a greater mind than mine to prove 
(or disprove) “Karen’s Theorem.” Karen and I look forward to 
commiserating with those noble and patient enough to carry 
this search for “truth” further.

P.S. This article was written in 2011.  Karen is no longer my 
girlfriend but is happily engaged to marry another.  I expect she 
will continue to inspire.
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