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Contemplating Raman

“If I shut my eyes, I can
still see as in a dream the
great concert hall of Stock-
holm, decorated with flowers
and flags, filled with more
than 4000 thousand people,
the King and the Queen of
Sweden and the royal family
occupying thefirst seats...”

Lady (Lokasundari) Ra-
man

cial and proud day— not
just for the Ramans or the
scientific community in In-
dia— but for everyone in the
entire subcontinent. On De-
cember 10, 1930, when the
King shook his hand and pre-
sented  the

It was indeed a very spe-

Nobel

Medal,

Prize and @
Diploma, Sir
Chan-
drasekhara

Venkata Raman be-

came the first Asian
ever to win the pres-
tigious honour in Sci-
ence.

Minutes earlier, in
the presentation
speech, Dr H Pleijel,
Professor of Electro-
Technics, University of
Stockholm and Chair-
man of the Nobel Com-
mittee for Physics of the
Royal Swedish Academy
of Sciences had spoken
about Raman’s discovery
in glowing terms. “The Ra-
man effect has opened new
routes to our knowledge of
the structure of matter and
has already given most im-
portant results.”

Lady Raman’s recollec-
tion of the Nobel banquet at
Town Hall on the evening
following the prize-giv-
ing ceremony was also
crystal clear. “The Nobel
Laureates sat at the royal
table... In replying to the
toast, Sir Raman spoke of
the glories of ancient India.
He spoke of the great renun-
ciation of Buddha, the royal
ascetic and world teacher,
and of his message of non-vi-
olence and love which em-
braced all living creation.”

Edward Savage Crocker,
Charge d’affairs of the US in
Sweden to the US Secretary of
State in Washington, report-
ing on the 1930 Nobel ceremo-
ny in which two US citizens
had also been awarded, wrote
as follows— “The brief ad-
dresses made by Dr Carl
Lansteiner (winner of the
Prize for physiology) and Mr
Sinclair Lewis (literature) at
the banquet...were both sim-
ple in expression but ade-
quate. In this connection it
may be interesting to remark
that of the prize winners the
day was easily carried howev-
er by Sir Venkata Raman, the
Indian prize winner, who,
upon returning to his seat on
the platform after receiving
his prize from the hand of the
King was visibly moved by his
emotion and sat with the tears
streaming down his face.

“At the banquet that
evening his speech was a mas-

GIRIDHAR KHASNIS shares some
details of the life of C V Raman and
the credo he lived by— ‘Science, more
science and still more science’.

terpiece of eloguence, which
called forth tremendous ap-
plause from a banquet-wary
gathering not noted for their
responsiveness. Less appre-
ciative was, perhaps, the

British Minister, who sat one

place removed from me, who

was forced to listen with
equanimity to, Sir Venkata
Raman’s reference—
brief

DH graphic/Krishnakumar

though it was and in
passing only— to the con-
gratulatory telegram
which he had received
‘from his dearest friend
who was now in jail’.”

Raman would himself ex-
plain later: “When the Nobel
award was announced I saw
it as a personal triumph, an
achievement for me and my
collaborators— a recognition
for a very remarkable discov-
ery, for reaching the goal I
had pursued for 7 years.

“But when I sat in that
crowded hall and I saw the
sea of Western faces sur-
rounding me, and I, the only
Indian, in my turban and
closed coat, it dawned on me
that I was really representing
my people and my country. I
felt truly humble when I re-
ceived the Prize from King
Gustav; it was a moment of
great emotion but I could re-
strain myself.

“Then I turned round and
saw the British Union Jack
under which I had been sit-
ting and it was then that I re-
alised that my poor country,
India, did not even have a flag
of her own— and it was this
that triggered off my com-
plete breakdown.”

In a long and distin-
guished career, Sir Raman
published papers on a wide
variety of subjects. “My first
scientific paper was pub-
lished ... when I was just 18

years”, he once told a corre- -

spondent in US. “I am now
over 75-years-old and do not
recollect any time dur-
ing this long period
when I took my mind
off from my scientif-

ic interests.”

Many internation-
al awards, honours and
doctorates followed his sci-
entific achievements. He
was elected as the Fellow of

the Royal Society, London
in 1924 and knighted by
the British Government
in India in 1929. Curzon
Research Prize (1912),
Woodburn Research
Medal (1918), Matteucci
Medal— Societa Instal-
iana Della Scienza,
Rome (1928) and Hugh-
es Medal of Royal Soci-
ety, London (1930)
were some of the im-
portant honours
which preceded the
Nobel Prize. The
Franklin Medal in
1941 and Lenin
Prize, USSR in 1957
were - among the
many honours he
gathered
later. The
Presi-
dent of
India
decorat-
ed him
with Bharat Ratna, the high-
est award in the country in
1954.

The discovery of the Ra-
man Effect and the conse-
quent Nobel Prize for his
work “on the diffusion of
light and for the discovery of
the effect named after him”
were undoubtedly the bright-
est feathers in Raman’s cap.
One might recall that
amongst those who nominat-
ed him for the Prize were such
luminaries as Lord Ernest
Rutherford, Neils Bohr, Louis
de Broglie, Charles Fabry, and
Eugene Bloch.

Feted by luminaries

“The discovery of the Ra-
man Effect is a saga of a sin-
gle-minded man pursuing the
holy grail with a stamina and
persistence never before or
since seen in this country,”
said noted scientist, S Ra-
maseshan (who also hap-
pened to be Raman’s nephew).

Lord Rutherford observed
that “the Raman effect must
rank among the best three or
four discoveries in experi-
mental physics in the last
decade; it has proved and will
prove (to be) an instrument
of great power in the study of
the theory of solids.”

Albert Einstein showed
his admiration saying— “C V
Raman was the first to recog-
nise and demonstrate that
the energy of photon can un-
dergo partial transformation
within matter. I still recall
vividly the deep impression
that this discovery made on
all of us...”

Two instances are often
quoted to illustrate Raman’s
own supreme confidence
about his discovery winning
the coveted award. As early
as in 1925, he wrote to G D
Birla, the industrialist and
friend of Gandhi, about the
need for funds to acquire a
spectrograph: “If I have it, I
think I can get the Nobel
Prize for India,” he told Birla.
This was five years before he
actually won the Nobel Prize!

The second incident
which is even more astonish-
ing occurred in 1930 itself.
Raman bought two
steamship tickets to Stock-
holm (for himself and his
wife), as early as in July
though the prizes were to be
announced formally only in
November!

Inspiring role model

Looking back at his life,
one cannot but marvel how
Raman steadfastly pursued
his scientific goals overcom-
ing diverse challenges and
dreadful vagaries of life.
Who could have ever imag-
ined the second of the eight
children of a humble school
teacher, born in a small vil-
lage near Thiruchirapalli in
Tamil Nadu to scale the
peaks of scientific and intel-
lectual achievement?

What really motivated the
young man to abandon the
life of comfort offered by a
Government job and choose a
vocation of sweat, struggle
and uncertain future?

How does one comprehend
this genius who, armed only
with an intuitive power and a
set of most basic instru-
ments, astounded the scien-
tific community world over
by his path-breaking discov-
eries?

What was the secret of his
energy which could take on
all the trials and tribulations
and still make him enjoy the
pursuit of science “as an aes-
thetic and joyous experi-
ence”?

What could one say about
the stirring remark he made
(in 1953, when the Silver Ju-
bilee of the discovery of Ra-
man Effect was being cele-
brated) that it was the pover-
ty and the poor laboratories
that gave him the determina-
tion to do the very best he
could?

Today, as we bemoan the
decline of pure science, sci-
entific temper and research
among our students and aca-
demia, Raman’s life stands as
an outstanding and inspiring
model of someone who
courageously and single-
mindedly committed himself
to those very factors, till he
breathed his last (on Novem-
ber 21, 1970, at the age of 82).
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