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‘Scientist & mentor

Deeply immersed in acquiring and creating knowledge,
Roddam Narasimha enjoyed the bliss of pursuing research with
meticulous attention to detail, and could masterfully communicate that
enjoyment to inspire young minds. sy K.R. SREENIVASAN

BY now, the news that Professor
Roddam Narasimha (RN) passed
away on December 14, at the age of
87, has spread in the nation at large.
He was active until nearly the end; he
is survived by wife, Dr Neelima
Narasimha, and daughter, Dr Maith-
reyi Narasimha.

Several obituaries of RN have
already appeared in diverse news
outlets, small and large, and one of
them has just been written by me and
Professor G.S. Bhat of the Indian In-
stitute of Science, another student of
RN, for Current Science. Even
earlier, Bhat and I had the good for-
tune of writing a longish article, con-
taining a perspective of RN’s
life-time work, also in Current Sci-
ence, under the larger heading of
“Living legends in Indian science”.
Our good fortune was that RN read
our account of his legacy, and we
have reasons to believe that it
pleased him. I had earlier written an
assessment of RN’s scientific work
for his 70th birthday meeting, and,

ten years earlier, authored a similar
preface for a book edited with S.M.
Deshpande, A. Prabhu and P.R.
Viswanath, all of whom are RN’s stu-
dents, following a celebratory meet-
ing on RN’s 60th birthday.

RN was an important part of my
intellectual life for more than 50
years. I am still distraught and can-
not bring myself to write a clear-
headed account of him; and I have
not yet had the time to study his
writings carefully. So I will make su-
perficial comments about his science

and personal qualities, and briefly
present two additional aspects. The
first is on how his personal journey as
a scientist began. RN wrote about
that experience, which I will share
with the hope that it will inspire
some young people. One shouldn’t
think that identical circumstances
prevail today or are relevant in spe-
cific detail, so the essential takeaway
is the spirit. I will next discuss RN’s
theory of Indic knowledge; he
neither took the view that everything
worth knowing was known to the an-
cients, nor that everything from the
past is worthless. This aspect of his
scholarly work, to which I can only
provide a sign post, is important for
the young people of India today, who
should shape their opinions on the
basis of serious study.

Given the perfunctory nature of
this article, I should warn the reader
that she has to read the articles cited
above for getting a fuller picture of
RN. Two autobiographical narrat-
ives published as interviews in
Bhavana will more or less complete
the picture. One of these days, it is
clear that a more insightful and com-
prehensive essay should be written
about RN.

WHAT MOTIVATEDRNTO
BECOME ASCIENTIST?

In 2003 I was appointed the Dir-
ector of the International Center for
Theoretical Physics in Trieste
(ICTP), Italy. Soon after that, I ed-
ited a book called One Hundred
Reasons to be a Scientist. This was a

collection of nearly 100 articles, two
or four pages in length, written by
eminent scientists on what got them
interested in science as young stu-
dents. Many of the writers were No-
bel Laureates and Fields Medalists.
They generously shared accounts of
the influences of their youth; some of
them spoke about parents, teachers,
accidental encounters, etc., but it
was clear that an external influence
and opportunity of some kind was
most often a principal motivator. I
commissioned the book because I
felt that it would inspire young
people from all over the world. The
book has been translated into several
languages around the world and I
gave away thousands of copies to
many scientists from developing
countries. You should google it and

enjoy reading it:
http://bose.res.in/~library/FILES/
ebooks/100reasons.pdf

RN’s early influences were writ-
ten under the title “How I became a
scientist”. It begins as follows:

“It actually started at home. My
father was among the early gradu-
ates in science in the small town he
came from, and went on to study
with the great Indian physicist
Meghanad Saha, who was then
teaching at Allahabad (more than a
thousand km from home). Return-
ing with a Master’s degree, father
taught at Central College in Ban-
galore, and, in his later years, wrote
extensively about science in Kan-
nada, the language of this part of
India. He taught me very little phys-
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ics or science directly, but his ex-
ample and attitude—scientifically
modern, socially liberal and cultur-
ally conservative—taught me some-
thing more basic, namely pride. My
mother did not go to school beyond
age ten, but she was an extremely
well read and cultivated person—
also proud. In the prayers she taught
us to recite before going to bed the
only things that we asked from God
were intelligence and knowledge.
“Atschool I was fortunate to have
some great teachers. One of them
managed to get the late C.V. Raman,
Nobel Laureate, to visit us. Raman
was then the biggest name in Indian
science, and he spoke with such wit
and verve about his work that he had
the audience in the palm of his
hand—both kids and teachers. Mr.
KVR, the teacher who arranged the
Raman visit, also taught me to value
writing—briefly and honestly. In
those numerous examinations we
used to have, there were often ques-
tions of the kind ‘How many planets
are there in the solar system?’ I
would just answer: 9, and would be
severely rebuked by my other teach-
ers for not naming the planets as
well. This I thought was unfair, for
the question had not asked for the
names. Mr. KVR stood by me on such
occasions, and so grew a bond
between us—never personally close,
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RODDAM NARASIMHA. Almost until the end of his life, he was busy with his
science, even co-authoring a paper in 2020 on the transmission of COVID-19.

but full of affection on one side and
regard on the other. But another
teacher became personally close, and
often took me and a few other stu-
dents out—for coffee, snacks and
long chats. He once casually presen-
ted two books to me. One was the
Lives of Great Scientists, and it
opened my eyes to the strange intel-
lectual world of (western) science
that I immediately found fascinat-
ing. The other book was a Kannada
trans-creation of Lewis Carroll’s
Alice in Wonderland, which I fell in
love with. How did Mr. BLA know so
unerringly what books would make
an extraordinary impression on me?

“By the time I was to enter uni-
versityin 1949, physics was one thing
that I was seriously thinking of do-
ing, but the vast (bloodless) political
and social revolution that was then
sweeping south India made this im-
possible. I eventually went to the
Government Engineering College at
Bangalore to study mechanical en-
gineering. But the most inspiring
event of those years was a visit I made
to the Indian Institute of Science
(11Sc) when they had an Open Day.
In the quadrangle of the Department
of Aeronautical Engineering (which
had just recently been started) stood
a lovely, World War II Spitfire,
loaned for the occasion by the Indian
Air Force. That was my first close

encounter with an aircraft, and it
opened another world for me. What
struck me at that time was how
smooth and graceful the exterior of
the Spitfire looked (in particular its
beautiful elliptic wings), but how
complicated it was if I looked at the
insides—which seemed like a jungle
of cables, pipes, ducts, valves and so
on. It seemed astonishing to me that
beneath those graceful curves and
surfaces (which I took to come from
mathematics) lay hidden a bewilder-
ingly complex technology—and I
marvelled at those extraordinary
people who had apparently mastered
both.
“So when I got my bachelor’s de-
gree I wanted to do aeronautics, but
this was very unfashionable at the
time. At my father’s suggestion I con-
sulted a family friend at the Institute
[of Science]. He brusquely told me
not to be a fool: the right thing to do
was to join the Indian Railway Ser-
vice or Burmah Shell (the equival-
ents those days of a fat software job in
today’s Bangalore). I went back de-
jected to my father with our friend’s
advice, but he only asked me very
simply, ‘So what do you want to do?’ I
said I was bent on aeronautics. He
just said, ‘Go ahead, then.” So a mat-
ter that I had thought might have to
be discussed over hours was settled
in two minutes, and I ended up at the
Indian Institute of Science—where I
have stayed in some capacity or the
other for most of the last fifty years.”
My main point here is that par-
ents (or influential relatives), teach-
ers and some exciting encounters
(C.V. Raman and Spitfire in this in-
stance) drive the interest of many
young students towards science (in-
terpreted broadly). This appears to
be true in the lives of all those who
became scientists or serious intellec-
tuals. Science is no doubt important
for the economy, defence, improved
standard of living, etc., but the
greatest reason for doing science is
that it provides a perspective on our
place in the universe as human be-
ings—indeed on what it is to be hu-
man. It helps us overcome our
otherwise preconceived notions and
provides a key to basic workings of
nature. But it should not be forgotten
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