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In John von Neumann’s death on February 8, 1957, the world of
mathematics lost a most original, penetrating, and versatile mind.
Science suffered the loss of a universal intellect and a unique inter-
preter of mathematics, who could bring the latest (and develop latent)
applications of its methods to bear on problems of physics, astron-
omy, biology, and the new technology. Many eminent voices have
already described and praised his contributions. It is my aim to add
here a brief account of his life and of his work from a background of
personal acquaintance and friendship extending over a period of 25

years.
* * *

John von Neumann (Johnny, as he was universally known in this
country), the eldest of three boys, was born on December 28, 1903,
in Budapest, Hungary, at that time part of the Austro-Hungarian
empire. His family was well-to-do; his father, Max von Neumann,
was a banker. As a small child, he was educated privately. In 1914,
at the outbreak of the First World War, he was ten years old and
entered the gymnasium.

Budapest, in the period of the two decades around the First World
War, proved to be an exceptionally fertile breeding ground for scien-
tific talent. It will be left to historians of science to discover and ex-
plain the conditions which catalyzed the emergence of so many bril-
liant individuals (—their names abound in the annals of mathe-
matics and physics of the present time). Johnny was probably the
most brilliant star in this constellation of scientists. When asked
about his own opinion on what contributed to this statistically un-
likely phenomenon, he would say that it was a coincidence of some
cultural factors which he could not make precise: an external pres-
sure on the whole society of this part of Central Europe, a subcon-
scious feeling of extreme insecurity in individuals, and the necessity
of producing the unusual or facing extinction. The First World War
had shattered the existing economic and social patterns. Budapest,
formerly the second capital of the Austro-Hungarian empire, was
now the principal town of a small country. It became obvious to
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many scientists that they would have to emigrate and find a living
elsewhere in less restricted and provincial surroundings.

According to Fellner,! who was a classmate of his, Johnny's unusual
abilities came to the attention of an early teacher (Laslo Ratz). He
expressed to Johnny's father the opinion that it would be nonsensical
to teach Johnny school mathematics in the conventional way, and
they agreed that he should be privately coached in mathematics.
Thus, under the guidance of Professor Kiirschak and the tutoring
of Fekete, then an assistant at the University of Budapest, he learned
about the problems of mathematics. When he passed his “matura” in
1921, he was already recognized a professional mathematician. His
first paper, a note with Fekete, was composed while he was not yet
18. During the next four years, Johnny was registered at the Uni-
versity of Budapest as a student of mathematics, but he spent most
of his time in Zurich at the Eidgendssische Technische Hochschule,
where he obtained an undergraduate degree of “Diplomingenieur in
Chemie,” and in Berlin. He would appear at the end of each semester
at the University of Budapest to pass his course examinations (with-
out having attended the courses, which was somewhat irregular).
He received his doctorate in mathematics in Budapest at about the
same time as his chemistry degree in Zurich. While in Zurich, he
spent much of his spare time working on mathematical problems,
writing for publication, and corresponding with mathematicians. He
had contacts with Weyl and Polya, both of whom were in Zurich.
At one time, Weyl left Zurich for a short period, and Johnny took
over his course for that period.

It should be noted that, on the whole, precocity in original mathe-
matical work was not uncommon in Europe. Compared to the United
States, there seems to be a difference of at least two or three years in
specialized education, due perhaps to a more intensive schooling sys-
tem during the gymnasium and college years. However, Johnny was
exceptional even among the youthful prodigies. His original work
began even in his student days, and in 1927, he became a Privat
Dozent at the University of Berlin. He held this position for three
years until 1929, and during that time, became well-known to the
mathematicians of the world through his publications in set theory,
algebra, and quantum theory. I remember that in 1927, when he
came to Lwéw (in Poland) to attend a congress of mathematicians,
his work in foundations of mathematics and set theory was already
famous. This was already mentioned to us, a group of students, as
an example of the work of a youthful genius.

! This information was communicated by Fellner in a letter recalling Johnny’s
early studies.
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In 1929, he transferred to the University of Hamburg, also as a
Privat-Dozent, and in 1930, he came to this country for the first
time as a visiting lecturer at Princeton University. I remember
Johnny telling me that even though the number of existing and pro-
spective vacancies in German universities was extremely small, most
of the two or three score Dozents counted on a professorship in the
near future. With his typically rational approach, Johnny computed
that the expected number of professorial appointments within three
years was three, the number of Dozents was 40! He also felt that the
coming political events would make intellectual work very difficult.

He accepted a visiting professorship at Princeton in 1930, lectur-
ing for part of the academic year and returning to Europe in the
summers. He became a permanent professor at the University in
1931 and held this position until 1933 when he was invited to join
the Institute for Advanced Study as a professor, the youngest mem-
ber of its permanent faculty.

Johnny married Marietta Kovesi in 1930. His daughter, Marina,
was born in Princeton in 1935. In the early years of the Institute, a
visitor from Europe found a wonderfully informal and yet intense
scientific atmosphere. The Institute professors had their offices at
Fine Hall (part of Princeton University), and in the Institute and
the University departments a galaxy of celebrities was included in
what quite possibly constituted one of the greatest concentrations of
brains in mathematics and physics at any time and place.

It was upon Johnny's invitation that I visited this country for the
first time at the end of 1935. Professor Veblen and his wife were
responsible for the pleasant social atmosphere, and I found that the
von Neumann’s (and Alexander’s) houses were the scenes of almost
constant gatherings. These were the years of the depression, but the
Institute managed to give to a considerable number of both native
and visiting mathematicians a relatively carefree existence.

Johnny’s first marriage terminated in divorce. In 1938, he re-
married during a summer visit to Budapest and brought back to
Princeton his second wife, Klara Dan. His home continued to be a
gathering place for scientists. His friends will remember the in-
exhaustible hospitality and the atmosphere of intelligence and wit one
found there. Klari von Neumann later became one of the first coders
of mathematical problems for electronic computing machines, an art
to which she brought some of its early skills.

With the beginning of the war in Europe, Johnny’s activities out-
side the Institute started to multiply. A list of his positions, organ-
izational memberships, etc., will be found at the end of this article.
This mere enumeration gives an idea of the enormous amount of work
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Johnny was performing for various scientific projects in and out of
the government.

In October, 1954, he was named by presidential appointment as a
member of the United States Atomic Energy Commission. He left
Princeton on a leave of absence and discontinued all commitments
with the exception of the chairmanship of the ICBM Committee.
Admiral Strauss, chairman of the Commission and a friend of Johnny's
for many years, suggested this nomination as soon as a vacancy oc-
curred. Of Johnny’s brief period of active service on the Commission,
he writes:

“During the period between the date of his confirmation and the late autumn, 1955,
Johnny functioned magnificently. He had the invaluable faculty of being able to take the
most difficult problem, separate it into its components, whereupon everything looked
brilliantly simple, and all of us wondered why we had not been able to see through to the
answer as clearly as it was possible for him to do. In this way, he enormously facilitated
the work of the Atomic Energy Commission.”

Johnny, whose health had always been excellent, began to look
very fatigued in 1954. In the summer of 1955, the first symptoms of a
fatal disease were discovered by x-ray examination. A prolonged and
cruel illness gradually put an end to all his activities. He died at
Walter Reed Hospital in Washington at the age of 53.

* ok %

Johnny's friends remember him in his characteristic poses: stand-
ing before a blackboard or discussing problems at home. Somehow,
his gesture, smile, and the expression of the eyes always reflected
the kind of thought or the nature of the problem under discussion.
He was of middle size, quite slim as a very young man, then increas-
ingly corpulent; moving about in small steps with considerable ran-
dom acceleration, but never with great speed. A smile flashed on his
face whenever a problem exhibited features of a logical or mathe-
matical paradox. Quite independently of his liking for abstract wit,
he had a strong appreciation (one might say almost a hunger) for
the more earthy type of comedy and humor.

He seemed to combine in his mind several abilities which, if not
contradictory, at least seem separately to require such powers of con-
centration and memory that one very rarely finds them together in
one intellect. These are: a feeling for the set-theoretical, formally
algebraic basis of mathematical thought, the knowledge and under-
standing of the substance of classical mathematics in analysis and
geometry, and a very acute perception of the potentialities of modern
mathematical methods for the formulation of existing and new prob-
lems of theoretical physics. All this is specifically demonstrated by






