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  Part One


  1.


  You can see, if you travel a few versts east of the capital, a large building set off from the highway and partially obscured by trees. The style of the building is too eclectic for description, having mingled in it everything from Byzantine to modern institutional. Several wings seem to have been added at a later date than the original, with some effort, not entirely successful, to match the style and quality of stone. Like Chartres, though without so much splendor, it reveals the hands of several architects.


  There, in a sparsely furnished room, with a notable absence of windows, Comrade V. is sitting at a console. The console resembles an electric typewriter, a rather large office model. Like the walls, it is painted white.


  Turning to Comrade V. himself, you would see a man of middle age, his hair graying, the lines of his face revealing a deep preoccupation. Although he has been a resident here for several months—he is no longer certain exactly how long—he has had but one glimpse of the structure where he resides, and not a very helpful one at that. It was at night, and he was both blindfolded and under heavy sedation. For an instant, as they dragged him from the back of the van, the blindfold was tugged up along the bridge of his nose so that he could see a high, windowless wall. At that point an orderly noticed the slippage of the blindfold and quickly corrected it.


  Each afternoon, directly after lunch, he has an appointment with the doctor. On these occasions they discuss anything that happens to come into his mind, and especially the printout, his case history, in other words, himself. On occasion they discuss the doctor’s area of interest (psychiatry) or his own (mathematics). In truth, there is little common ground for men so disparate in taste and background. It is understood that they do not discuss the circumstances of his being here.


  At one point he made conjectures, all of which proved foolish. He was willing to grasp at any straw. The heading on his printout, for instance: INSTALLATION 101. Did it mean there were one hundred and one installations like this? More likely it was a binary number, and meant that there were five. Possibly it was only his own room number, which he had never seen. It was also possible that the number meant nothing at all. He had given up such speculations in despair.


  As he ponders these things, Comrade V. is brought back to the present moment by a click and a humming sound, like that of an electric typewriter switching on. It is now nine a.m. He blinks, trying to marshal his full attention. They woke him three times in the night, as always: first at eleven, then at four, and again at six. He awoke the last time by himself, half an hour ago.


  The console is now alive. In a moment a sheet will emerge containing his own case history. He braces himself, prepared for the printing to begin. You can see the muscles in his neck grow taut. He knows that he must read the printout rapidly, forcing his eyes to dart from line to line, for as soon as the printing is completed, an orderly will arrive to remove it. He is never given a chance for leisurely perusal. This procedure, he has been told, is part of “therapy.”


  If asked why he reads the printout at all, Comrade V. could not produce a convincing answer. He might say that without it the mornings would be too dull. At least with the printout he can read a synopsis of how he was bored yesterday. Or again: Who can resist a daily telling of his own life story, especially with exotic misinterpretations tossed in here and there? In truth, he is afraid that if the printout is left unattended, he may wake up to find his life metamorphosed into something unrecognizable. It is the fear that accounts for today’s eagerness and tension.


  Yesterday, for the first time, the printout contained a palpable distortion of fact. A date was printed incorrectly for the first time, and he is eager to see if the mistake will be repeated. If so, it may indicate the beginning of a trend.


  Unfortunately, he was unable to pinpoint the location of the date. It was all going by so fast, and he only caught it as an afterflash. Then he heard footsteps, the orderly hurrying to remove the printout. There was no time to confirm his observation, but he knows from experience that a first impression is usually the right one.


  He tells himself an erroneous date is of no consequence, probably a typist’s error. Nevertheless, it makes him uneasy. Comrade V. is a mathematician. That is one thing they have been unable to disturb. Numbers are his métier. His memory for numbers is excellent, and he seldom errs in computation. Numbers, moreover, are insusceptible to neuroses, even in this place. He crouches forward at the console, his eyes fixed on the precise spot where output will begin to appear, his hands gripping the sides of the apparatus. His figure has the strained stillness of a runner at the starting blocks. There is a metallic sound, like the return of a typewriter carriage, and printout begins.


  THE CASE HISTORY OF COMRADE V.


  Comrade V. is a professor of mathematics at the University of L—, where, for seven years, he has held the chair given in honor of Gottlob Frege. During this period, and before, he conducted classes in number theory and deductive systems. His publications in the area of mathematics have brought V. an international renown among specialists in his own field. He was referred to this institution by the Chief of Psychiatry, County Medical Center, County of L—.


  Comrade V. was born on November 2, 1923. His father was a peace officer in the R— district, and his mother a grade-school teacher. The father died on April 19, 1937, in the line of duty, while attempting to restore peace on the occasion of a barroom altercation. The mother lives as a retired schoolteacher in the province of M—, K— township.


  Young V. displayed early signs of becoming a prodigy in mathematics. The father is said to have amused himself and fellow officers by having the young son perform lengthy addition, subtraction, multiplication, and long-division operations in his head, with almost instant and unerring result. As early as the first grade, when told that “one plus two obviously makes three,” the young V. is said to have corrected his teacher, saying, “I do not think it is obvious. It may be susceptible of rather lengthy proof. In fact, I think it is. But it is not obvious.” This story is among those told of Comrade V. by his university students, and is undoubtedly unreliable in syntax, if true in spirit.


  Otherwise the childhood of Comrade V. was marked by a silent and sullen conflict with immediate figures of authority, a conflict that undoubtedly forecasts in form and parallels in meaning the difficulties that led him in later life to seek therapy. The relationship between boy and father developed along lines of serious misunderstanding and increasing lack of trust and communication. The Oedipal metaphor undoubtedly applies, although the full extent of its importance has yet to be determined. The normal Oedipal attachment was almost certainly heightened and prolonged by matters of temperament and circumstance.


  All evidence points strongly to temperamental and hereditary identification with the mother, beginning with her fine, dark physical features and continuing with a strong inference of imaginative, introverted, and masochistic matrices of personality development. The simple, direct, robust presence of the father seems almost entirely lacking in the boy. The patient’s claim of strong identification with male parent may be seen as a response growing out of the pressures of peer norms. Certainly, he must have desperately wished, at many points in his adolescence, to show more resemblance to the powerful, manly image that stared at him across the dinner table. Both photographs and personal accounts present strong evidence to the contrary, as concerns physical bearing. This is not to become overly dogmatic on the subject of hereditary physical and mental traits. A certain doggedness of mind, a methodical approach to certain goals, is a common trait between father and son which is not to be denied.


  Be that as it may, the prevailing pattern of V.’s adolescent development involved deepening conflict with the father, with the mother sitting on the sidelines, throwing her weight now one way, now the other. An increasingly sharp contrast appeared between the pedestrian duties of the father and the blossoming talents of the son. As time passed, the role identification of each for the other weakened. The father, however pleased he must pretend to be by the proliferation of prizes and scholarships won by the son, found it increasingly difficult to think of the prodigy under his roof as son, while at the same time the child was finding it virtually impossible to reach masculine adulthood with his primary role-model in the person of a policeman. Better to say, perhaps, an official of the constabulary, since by this time the father had received a promotion to chief of his precinct.


  The boy’s relationships with teachers closely followed those of his home experience. With female teachers, there existed a pattern of strong sympathy, tinged with hints of submerged sexual desire. There is a particular frequency of rapport with woman teachers who themselves seemingly seethed with unfulfilled urges and repressed desire. The men, on the other hand, frightened young V., and were frightened by him in turn.


  The boy’s ambivalence and misapprehension about the father began at an early age to translate itself into an emotional rejection of all legitimate authority. This resistance, rather than taking the form of conventional juvenile pranking, was manifest in symptoms of extreme withdrawal into the world of mathematics. Despite winning top marks, the young V. showed extreme listlessness in classes. When confronted with descriptions of his asocial behavior, he repeated monotonously, as if in a sort of incantation, “You have nothing to teach me, you have nothing to teach me.” The fact that on a certain objective level, the level of subject-matter content, this statement was more or less true, presented school authorities with a seemingly insoluble problem and reduced them to an exasperated passivity in the face of the boy’s quirks. This ability to stun his elders into silence established a precedent with most unfortunate implications for the boy’s long-run psychic development.


  Unfortunately, at some point in grade school, either the fourth or fifth grade as it is remembered, a bewildered male teacher undertook to bend the young man into submissiveness by means of peer group pressure. Even more unfortunately, the effort failed; in fact, young V. was able to turn the tables rather handily upon the outclassed instructor. The incident is mentioned because it is representative of many such events, which coalesced in this crucial period of development to lend false props to the boy’s system of introverted individualism and foster an élan untested by the fuller range of human experience.


  The incident occurred as follows. Noting that young V. took no part in organized athletics, the instructor brought forth a seldom-used school regulation and compelled the boy, whose medical examinations showed him physically normal and healthy, to conform to the letter of standing athletic requirements. The execution was placed in the hands of a robust fellow student, a playground leader not known for his coddling of the weak and uncoordinated. It had not occurred to the conspiring teacher that the thin frame of V. might contain the latent energies of athletic skill. And even if so, he was certain, the initial feeble and awkward efforts would reduce the upstart to such laughing-stockery that the purpose of the scheme would be well served. He dispatched the boys to the soccer field and waited at his desk for signs of the result. The boys returned from recess, but to the teacher’s surprise there was no feedback of any kind. Neither was there an increase in camaraderie, which might have been expected had the plan gone awry, nor was there any lessening of the listless hauteur with which the young man conducted himself within the classroom. At last, no longer able to maintain his patience, the teacher approached the student leader, who also happened to be captain of the soccer team, and asked him what kind of soccer player young V. had made. To the teacher’s surprise, the young man answered without inflection, “He is to be our goaltender. He suggested that I shorten the angle on my kick.”


  The pattern of this encounter is an important one, as it became characteristic of V.’s response to interpersonal challenge throughout his mature life. What had been offered V. was twofold: a chance to recognize his deficiencies as a companionable human being and a chance to discover interpersonal bases for relating to those around him. Instead of availing himself of these opportunities, the boy used his peculiar gifts to create artificial bridges from himself to others, at the same time maintaining the inviolability of his overdeveloped solitary world. This sort of misapplication of prodigious abilities has lately been shown to be one of the very great perils of gifted children, for while genius may for a time hold the world at bay, however great its gifts, it is finally inadequate as a total means of relating to one’s environment. The origins of many cases of political and cultural paranoia rest in just such instances of the misleading ability to use extraordinary talent as a crutch.


  An event that stands as a far greater psychic landmark illustrates the development of such a crutch and its growing ability to repress feeling and relationship. As noted above, Comrade V. lost his father at the age of fourteen. The importance of the timing, setting, and moral nature of this event will be discussed elsewhere. Our concern for now is with the boy’s immediate outward response to the ensuing formalities. At the funeral, the boy sat next to the mother, who wept softly throughout. She was flanked on the right by more distant relations, also weeping with greater or lesser conviction, while the son’s seat on the left was the aisle seat. Though he had wept profusely when the word of his father’s death was initially broken to him, the young V. was noticeably dry-eyed at the funeral, and was observed taking hasty glances over his shoulder at the other mourners. Since the father’s position in the constabulary involved cordial relations with much of the town, relations moreover that the dutiful manner of his death had done nothing to tarnish, the large basilica was well populated, if not full. In time the boy’s restless glancing about the building became so pronounced in effect as to elicit an admonishment from the mother. Outside, when the testimonials were done and the two of them were getting into a car to drive to the place of interment for the ashes, the mother asked the son what, if anything in particular, he had been observing inside the basilica. His reply: that the seating frequency of mourners from the front to the rear of the nave appeared to make up a bimodal distribution.


  This use of mathematics as a lightning rod for human emotion will be noted throughout V.’s case history. In the war, in love, requited and unrequited, in anger, in moments of reflection upon his own mortality, in short, in every phenomenon of his life involving strong feeling, the patient chose to interpret the events in mathematical terms. But, to leave this subject for the time being, what of the overtones of the adolescent’s loss of father?


  One can only imagine the thoughts that caromed around the head of this bewildered boy upon learning at age fourteen that he was to be henceforward without father. To begin with, on the night of his death the father had been called away from a peaceful family evening to quell a disturbance in the local bar. The manager had actually called in advance, foreseeing that an argument going on at one of the tables, along with excessive drinking that he had been unable to
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