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Letters

Fermat’s feat still mysterious

It was inevitable that SciENCE NEws would
address itself to the “breakthrough” achieve-
ment of Andrew Wiles in “proving” Fermat's
famous “last theorem” (“A curvy path leads to
Fermat'’s last theorem,” SN: 7/3/93, p.5). Wiles’
work has made headlines, been on television,
and startled both the academic and pop cul-
ture communities.

But wait a minute! His triumph comes after
300 years of labor by generations of mathema-
ticians, some of whom had computer technol-
ogy at their disposal, and the proof is admit-
tedly bulky, difficult, and hard to understand
(and, some would say, not yet completely
proved at all).

Fermat, working alone, noted that he had a
wonderful proof, a bit too much for the margin
of his notebook. I submit that Wiles may have
achieved a breakthrough, but that he, and we,
have not broken through the subtle barrier
that separates Fermat’s understanding from
our own.

AUGUST 28, 1993

What was that elegant proof? That’s the
achievement that deserves the headlines.

Stephan Chodorov

Kent, Conn.

Sidelights on RP research

A few background facts may be helpful in
evaluating the report on the effect of vitamin A
onretinitis pigmentosa (RP) progression (“Vi-
tamin slows advancing blindness from RP,”
SN: 6/19/93, p.390).

First, RP is a slowly progressing disease: It
takes decades to go from the first signs of field
loss to tunnel vision. That is why any treatment
having even a small effect can be helpful. It is
not certain, however, that there are no side
effects to the long-term intake of high-dose
vitamin A — 2.5 times the recommended di-
etary allowance for adults — and RP patients
considering taking the supplement should be
made aware of this.

Second, the Harvard researchers selected
RP patients in early stages of the disease. Since
several studies in our laboratory and else-
where have found that the average total field
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loss rate in RP is 15 to 17 percent per year once
visual-field changes become apparent, the data
suggest that many of the patients in this study
had not even started losing parts of their visual
fields. Berson'’s remark that electrical record-
ing “can detect changes that may take 10 to 15
years to confirm through visual-field tests”
implicitly acknowledges this: Both tests can
monitor loss of retinal function, but in different
stages of the disease.

Berson's use of the ERG (electroretinogram)
to measure degeneration limits the validity of
his group’s conclusions to patients with early
RP It is not known what the effect of vitamin A
or E, or both, would be on patients with more
advanced RP. The answer to that question, as
well as to the question of side effects, may be
available in India, where high-dose vitamin A
supplements have been given to RP patients
for over a generation.

Gislin Dagnelie

Lions Vision Research and
Rehabilitation Center
Johns Hopkins University
Baltimore, Md.
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