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A Life Revisited

Ramachandra  Guha

The true test of a work of literature is its
longevity, whether it shall be read with profit
by future generations.  The novelist and
science writer, Arthur Koestler, liked to say
that he would gladly exchange a hundred
readers today for ten readers in ten years
time, or one reader a hundred years later.  By
this token Ronald Clark’s life of JBS Haldane
succeeds splendidly.  It is an absorbing study
of an engaging character, as fresh and vivid
now as it must have been when first published
thirty years ago.

But then the subject of this biography was no
ordinary scientist.  He was a great experi-
mentalist but also a high class mathematician,
arguably one of the half-dozen best biologists
of this century and unquestionably the most
versatile.  Nor were his interests restricted to
what we conventionally demarcate as
‘science’.  He was learned in the classics,
steeped in history and philosophy, a political
activist who wrote a weekly column for a
working – class newspaper.  His career was
suitably varied as well.  He took part in both
World Wars and was severely wounded in the
first, acquiring a reputation as ‘the bravest
and dirtiest officer in [the British] army’.  He

taught and researched for a decade apiece in
the three acknowledged centres of British
academe – Oxford, Cambridge, and the
University of London.  He was a wonderfully
accomplished writer, a master equally of the
scientific paper and the polemical pamphlet.
In his science, and more so in his politics, he
was greatly controversial. He revelled in being
contrary, a scion of the British upper classes
who became an admirer of Stalin and a
member of the Communist Party.  It can
safely be said that no other scientist of
comparable stature had a life half as colourful
as JBS Haldane’s.

Ronald Clark’s life does justice to the many
aspects of the man.  It is based on a massive
stack of documentary evidence, and draws
also on interviews conducted with Haldane’s
friends and co-workers.  The tone is affectio-
nate but not uncritical.  His lapses in judge-
ment are not glossed over, such as his
unconscionable delay in coming out against
Stalin’s pet biologist, Trofim Lysenko, whose
belief that acquired characteristics could be
inherited flew in the face of established
evidence in genetics, some of it provided by
Haldane himself.

Haldane once remarked that ‘the key to India
was snobbery.  The Hindu caste system is the
greatest glorification of snobbery that the
world has ever known’.  He was himself born
to arrogance, of both the social and intellectual
kind.  His father, J S Haldane, was a Scottish
aristocrat but also a pioneering physiologist
famous for his experiments on himself.  With
his father’s example before him JBS could not
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help becoming a scientist.  He started early;
when he was cut on his forehead at the age of
four, he wiped the blood onto his fingers and
asked, ‘is it oxyhaemoglobin or carboxy-
haemoglobin?’  The son likewise became a
courageous practitioner of self-experi-
mentation, administering chemicals to his
blood and locking himself up in chambers to
find out more about the limits to breathing.
This was his form of  tapas, intended to achieve
“knowledge not obtainable by other means”.
Haldane was restless as both scientist and
human being, moving on quickly from one
field of research, or one job, to another.  Clark
observes of his subject that “his roots were
short” – he found it easier than most men to
pull them up.  But even by his own standards
the decision to move to India in 1957 was
quite unprecedented.  He was now past sixty,
the age at which Englishmen retire to culti-
vate their gardens.  Why then did he choose
to move from the prosperous First World to
the poor and odorous Third World?  Haldane
sometimes said it was a political statement, a
reaction to the Anglo–French invasion of the
Suez Canal in 1956.   Nehru’s India, he claim-
ed, was more democratic and more tolerant
than the West.  At other times he gave a
facetious explanation: “One of my reasons
for settling in India was to avoid wearing
socks.  Sixty years in socks is enough”.  Clark’s
narrative suggests a third possibility, that the
biologist in Haldane was attracted by the
diversity of plant and animal life in the tropics.

Haldane’s years in India, needless to say,
were rich in colour and controversy.  He

became a vegetarian, wore the dhoti (and no
socks!), and acquired a decent knowledge of
Sanskrit.  He taught at the Indian Statistical
Institute in Calcutta, before quarrelling with
its Director, Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis.
With a group of devoted students he then
moved to Orissa to start a laboratory.  He
edited the authoritative Journal of Genetics,
and continued to publish scientific papers
himself.  Most striking though were a series
of semi-popular essays on the prospects for a
non-violent biology, a proposal in which his
old love of self-experimentation came together
with a newly acquired interest in Gandhi and
Indian philosophy.  He died in Bhubaneshwar
in November 1964, a verse from the Gita on
his lips.

The ‘Indian phase’ was chronologically the
last of Haldane’s life, but in terms of topical
interest it might be regarded as the first.  For
in his final move Haldane decisively reversed
the familiar trend, which is of Indian scien-
tists going to the West with scarcely a
backward glance at what they have left behind.
He was not a ‘non-resident Indian’, but a
‘resident non-Indian’, someone who chucked
up a secure position in England for an
uncertain life in this country.  For this reason
alone an enterprising Indian publisher should
reprint Clark’s book.  But of course there are
numerous other reasons why one should read
a life of JBS Haldane.
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Srinivasa Ramanujan: A
Mathematical Genius

S Natarajan

Truly great men and women in any field of
human activity are products of Nature – Life’s
longing to express itself. Ordinary mortals
like us may keep searching for the right
adjective in a dictionary but they transcend
all such glorifications. Srinivasa Ramanujan1

was one such in the field of mathematics.
Born in an orthodox Hindu family in 1887 in
the southern part of India, he showed unusual
aptitude for discovering properties of numbers
even during his school days. As he grew up,
his interest in mathematics grew expo-
nentially and his senior friends were amazed
at his ability to solve their problems easily.
By the time he was in college, he got so much
absorbed in mathematics that he neglected
study of other subjects and consequently failed
his examinations. But still, properties of prime
numbers, continued fractions, infinite series
and elliptic integrals continued to pour out of
his mind and filled longsized notebooks. The
story of his struggle to get a job, his letters to
G H Hardy in England containing his new
theorems, his subsequent visit to England

and collaborative work with Hardy leading to
his becoming a Fellow of the Royal Society
and of Trinity College and his return to India
due to ill health and his passing away in 1920
–  all within a short span of about ten years –
has now been told by many, notably by Robert
Kanigel[1] (reviewed in Resonance, Vol.1,
No.12, 1996).

Ramanujan had noted down his discoveries
made before going to England in three Not-
ebooks, but he did not stop to get them ready
for publication while in England.  Much of
the mathematical work of  Ramanujan done
in England had been published in various
journals and later (in 1927) in one volume
entitled Collected Papers of Srinivasa Rama-
nujan  edited by Hardy. To prove the results
contained in the Notebooks proved difficult
even for Hardy who is quoted to have said
[2,p.56] that it took him several weeks to
work out one chapter of Ramanujan’s
Notebooks – the one on Hypergeometric Series
– and get it ready for publication; if he were
to edit the entire Notebook, it would take the
whole of his lifetime and he would not be able
to do his own work. Hardy gave a series of
lectures on subjects suggested by Ramanujan’s
life and works at different places during the
years 1936–1940 and published them in book
form in 1940. Apart from these, very little
seems to have been done during 1920 –1960
in the matter of exposition and exploration of
Ramanujan’s mathematics. Maybe, the
developments in various branches of mathe-
matics – like set theory, measure theory and
probability theory, topology, Hilbert and
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Banach space theory had become highly
attractive and the best mathematical minds
turned away from the classical type of pure
mathematics that had inspired Ramanujan.

There has been a revival of interest in
Ramanujan’s life and works since 1960. In
1962, the 75th birth anniversary year, the
Government of India issued a postage stamp
in honour of Ramanujan. Making use of
this publicity, an ardent mathematics
teacher, P K Srinivasan at Chennai, with
unbounded optimism and enthusiasm,
undertook to collect and preserve letters
sent to and written by Ramanujan still
available with friends and relatives (espe-
cially his wife and brother) and also to
collect reminiscences about Ramanujan
from them. These were published in 1968;
in the meantime the biography by S R Ran-
ganathan [2] also appeared. During the
seventies, research work on topics related
to Ramanujan’s contributions progressed
well and so revived interest in his unedited
Notebooks. Bruce C Berndt at the University
of Illinois took upon himself the formidable
task of editing the Notebooks with proofs
and references during the eighties; this
work is now complete and has appeared in
five volumes under the title: Ramanujan’s
Notebooks.  In 1976,  G F Andrews discovered
another manuscript of about one hundred
pages in the estate of  G N Watson who must
have got it from Hardy. This is called the
Lost Notebook  and it will be edited and
published with proofs by G E Andrews and
Bruce C Berndt in the near future (cf.p.69 of

the book under review). The earlier Notebooks
as well as this Lost Notebook are available in
facsimile edition published by Narosa
Publishing Co. New Delhi.

The book under review gives a cross-section of
various developments in India and abroad
related to perpetuating the memory of
Ramanujan.  The role played by the renowned
astrophysicist S Chandrasekhar in the founding
of Ramanujan Institute of Mathematics in
Chennai (which became part of the University
of Madras later) and the stupendous efforts of
P K Srinivasan in establishing a fitting
Memorial for Ramanujan, which has so far
resulted only in establishing a museum in
Chennai are described in detail. Complete list
of all documents related to Ramanujan available
in the Wren Library of Trinity College (most of
which have been reproduced in Berndt and
Rankin’s book[3] )and in the National Archives,
New Delhi and Tamilnadu Archives, Chennai
are provided. A large part of the text is in italics
being quotations from other sources; that
probably cannot be helped. The author has
included his own reviews of the books [1], [2]
and [3] and of R P Agarwal’s two volumes on
Resonance of Ramanujan’s Mathematics which
have appeared elsewhere. This naturally
contributes to a lot of repetitive information.
All these add up to making the book a useful
collage rather than a beautiful vignette (cf.p.137).

There is a well written chapter giving glimpses
of Ramanujan’s mathematics at the level of
college students; the discussion on Hyper-
geometric Series (pp.111–119) could fit in well
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in this chapter. Ramanujan’s τ-function is
defined on page 71 and some of its properties
are mentioned. A conjecture of Ramanujan
on its order of growth defied proof for a very
long time. In 1974, P Deligne proved the
Weil conjectures regarding the congruence
zeta function for algebraic varieties over finite
fields proposed by A Weil in 1949, for which
Deligne was awarded the Fields medal in
1978. Ramanujan’s conjecture on the τ-
function followed as a corollary to the results
of Deligne.  It would therefore be misleading,
as has been done on p.72, to assert that Deligne
was awarded the Fields medal for proving
Ramanujan’s conjecture!

One unusual item in this book is a section
called ‘Notes’ at the end where a number of
mathematical terms are explained and
information about various societies, medals,
awards etc. are given.  One minor correction:
International Congress of Mathematicians
(ICM) is referred to as International Mathe-
matical Congress.The list of References is

adequate, though I would have liked to see
item 101: The Lost Notebook of Srinivasa
Ramanujan among the Principal References
with roman numbering. Proof reading of the
list of References (pp.209 – 217) seems to have
been done in a hurry; there are quite a few
typos here. One usual item that is missing is
an Index at the end. It is hoped that the
author gets one ready for the Second Edition
of this book.
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