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Alladi Ramakrishnan (1923-2008)

Alladi Ramakrishnan, a distinguished
scientist, who was the father of theoreti-
cal physics research in Madras and much
of South India, passed away on the 8
June 2008, while visiting with his son,
Krishnaswamy Alladi (himself an out-
standing number theorist) in Florida,
USA.

Alladi was born on 9 August 1923 at
Madras. His father was the famous law-
yer Sir Alladi Krishnaswamy Iyer, who,
as a member of the Constituent Assembly,
helped draft the Constitution of India. He
had his early education in P.S. High
School, Madras. He graduated from
Presidency College, Madras, with B Sc
(Hons) degree in physics under the Uni-
versity of Madras in 1943. Ramakrishnan
seemed destined, after he passed the law
degree with a gold medal, to follow his
illustrious father’s footsteps. But his fas-
cination with mathematical physics stood
in the way. After meeting the eminent
scientist Homi J. Bhabha, who was to
become the founder of the atomic energy
programme in India, Ramakrishnan joined
him at the newly started Tata Institute of
Fundamental Research in Bombay. Cos-
mic-ray physics was the centre of atten-
tion at the Institute at that time, and
Ramakrishnan became deeply involved
along with Bhabha, in formulating a the-
ory for the development of cosmic-ray
showers as a stochastic process. The im-
portant new concept of product densities
that he introduced, and the mathematical
formalism based on it, made possible the
eventual solution of the fluctuation prob-
lem of cosmic-ray cascades in all its
ramifications. Ramakrishnan moved to
Manchester from Bombay to work with
M. S. Bartlett, and his work there
strengthened his involvement with appli-
cations of stochastic theory, in particular,
applications of the regeneration point
method of Bellmann and Harris to a vari-
ety of physical problems. He was
awarded the PhD degree of the Univer-
sity of Manchester in 1951.

On returning from England, Rama-
krishnan joined the University of Madras
in March 1952 as a Reader in the Univer-
sity Department of Physics, which was
then in the process of being set up. G. N.
Ramachandran, who was with the Indian
Institute of Science, Bangalore at that time,
had been appointed as Professor and
Head of the new department, but could
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take up the position only by October
1952. Meanwhile, Ramakrishnan had be-
gun a course of lectures in ‘Methods of
mathematical physics’ which attracted a
large number of serious students, and he
soon had a band of bright young students
working with him. Thus began the flow-
ering of theoretical physics research in
Madras, which was soon to gain high
reputation all over the world. His visit to

Yukawa Hall, Japan and attendance at
the High Energy Physics Conference at
Rochester in 1956, followed by a one-
year stay as a visiting member at the In-
stitute of Advanced Study in Princeton
influenced Ramakrishnan greatly, result-
ing in the switching of his research inter-
ests to high energy physics. He came
back with a strong desire to create an in-
stitute at Madras on the lines of the
Princeton Institute.

Ramakrishnan was promoted as pro-
fessor in 1959, and posted to the newly
created Extension Centre of Madras Uni-
versity in Madurai (which was to become
the nucleus of the present Madurai
Kamaraj University). With the indul-
gence of the university, he was able to
make frequent visits to Madras, during
which he gave lectures (mostly at his
spacious ancestral home ‘Ekamra Nivas’)
to the Theoretical Seminar, an informal
group of research scholars and M Sc stu-
dents. They were challenged to identify
and work on research problems of cur-
rent interest in a variety of areas of nu-
clear physics and elementary particle
physics, and they rose to the challenge.
Many renowned physicists (including
Gell-Mann, Glaser, Abdus Salam and
Niels Bohr who were, or later became,
Nobel Laureates) visited, lectured to, and

inspired this group, impressed by Rama-
krishnan’s energetic pursuit of his vision
of a strong programme of research in
these broad areas. Their appreciation
played a key role in convincing the then
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and the
Tamil Nadu Education Minister, C.
Subramaniam of the merits of setting up
a new institute of Mathematical Sciences
(MatScience), which was started in Ma-
dras in 1962 with Ramakrishnan as the
Founder-Director. The institute was in-
augurated by S. Chandrasekhar. It has
since become the leading centre for res-
earch in a number of areas of theoretical
physics, mathematics and computer sci-
ence in South India, and stands as a
monument to the vision and determina-
tion of Alladi Ramakrishnan. However, it
must be said that certain facets of his
personality led to his becoming estranged
from a good section of the scientific
community in India over a period of time,
and this resulted in his not being given
due credit for his own outstanding research
contributions and for his role in the de-
velopment of strong research centres in
theoretical physics in South India.

Of the 150 or more of his research pa-
pers, those on the theory and applications
of stochastic processes were the most in-
fluential, bringing him recognition as a
brilliant scientist, though he also had
numerous publications in elementary par-
ticle theory, matrix theory, and the spe-
cial theory of relativity. His article on
probability and stochastic processes in
Handbuch der Physik (Springer Verlag,
1958, III) provided an insightful treat-
ment of these subjects, and stimulated
several applications in diverse fields of
physical, biological and other sciences.
He is the author of the book Elementary
Particles and Cosmic Rays (Pergamon
Press, 1962), and of L-matrix Theory or
the Grammar of Dirac Matrices (Tata
McGraw Hill, 1972) and Special Relativ-
ity (East-West Books, Madras). The lec-
tures delivered at MatScience were
published by Plenum Press as Symposia
on Theoretical Physics and Mathematics
in ten volumes, edited by Alladi Rama-
krishnan.

He guided about 30 research students
to their Ph D degrees, and influenced the
careers of a number of others. Several of
his students have become professors in
leading universities in India and abroad.
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He had an insatiable appetite for interna-
tional travel, and delivered invited lec-
tures at many universities and institutes
around the globe, besides participating in
numerous international conferences on a
wide spectrum of areas of mathematical
physics.

Ramakrishnan was elected Fellow of
the Indian Academy of Sciences, Banga-
lore in 1955. The Tamil Nadu Academy

of Sciences which started functioning in
1976, had him as one of its founder Fel-
lows, and he became its President in
1983. His zeal for attracting young stu-
dents to serious scientific pursuits never
waned, and he accomplished his aim
through fascinating lectures delivered in
colleges and schools. Ramakrishnan also
continued to revel, till the end, in discov-
ering new ways of understanding and

presenting the essence of even seemingly
familiar subjects like relativity.
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MEETINGS/SYMPOSIA/SEMINARS

International Symposium on Quality Assurance in Patho-
logy and Disease Diagnosis & Satellite Seminar on Descriptive
Gross and Microscopic Veterinary Pathology in Necropsy,
Biopsy and Certification Examination

Date: 10-12 November 2008
Place: Izatnagar, India

The major focus of the symposium would be to review and
evaluate the quality assurance strategies being followed in the
Veterinary Pathology with particular reference to disease dia-
gnosis. The symposium shall have separate sessions on Emerg-
ing and remerging diseases of animals, Exotic diseases of
animals, Sexually transmitted diseases, Diseases of zoonotic
importance, Toxicologic pathology, Neoplastic conditions.

Contact: Dr Rajendra Singh
Organizing Secretary, International Symposium
Centre for Animal Disease Research and Diagnosis
IVRI
Izatnagar 243 122, India
Tel: 0581-2302188
Fax: 0581-2302188
E-mail: rajendra_singh5747@rediffmail.com
Website: www.iavp.org

International Conference on Energy Engineering (ICEE —
2009)

Date: 7-9 January 2009
Place: Puducherry, India

Themes include: Newer developments in conventional energy
sources, alternate energy sources and their utilization, analyses
of energy systems, clean energy and bio-fuels, energy transfor-
mation and transmission, energy-consuming devices, energy
instrumentation and environmental impacts.

Contact: ICEE 2009 Conference Secretariat
Department of Mechanical Engineering
Pondicherry Engineering College
Puducherry 605 014, India
Tel: +91-413-2655281 Ext 254
E-mail: icee2009@gmail.com
Website: http://www.icee2009@pec.edu
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