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policy. As a member of the Scientific 
Advisory Council to former Prime Mini-
sters Rajiv Gandhi and Manmohan 
Singh, he was instrumental in establish-
ing a major parallel computing initiative 
in the country. He served a critical role 
as the longest-serving Member of the 
Space Commission. 
 Some of RN’s Indian distinctions  
include the Bhatnagar Award, the Gujar 
Mal Modi Award, the Ramanujan 
Award, the Aryabhata Award, the Padma 
Vibhushan, the National Science Chair, 
and many others. He was a Fellow of all 
the Academies in India, and Honorary 
Fellow of the Indian Institute of Science. 
His external recognitions included elec-
tions to the US National Academy of 
Sciences and of Engineering, the Royal 
Society of London, the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Science, and The World 
Academy of Sciences (TWAS). Among 
the visiting positions he held are the 
Clark B. Millikan Professor and Sherman 
Fairchild Distinguished Scholar, both at 
Caltech, and the Jawaharlal Nehru Pro-
fessor of Engineering at Cambridge Uni-
versity in England. For a fuller list of his 
accomplishments and honours, please 
visit the website: http://www.jncasr.ac.in/ 
roddam/ 
 RN was a highly cultured scholar and 
combined the best from the West and the 
East. He attempted a balance between 
‘building’ and ‘doing’ and brought to 
bear his unique perspective on every 

problem he touched. His awareness of 
the complexity of the country only  
enhanced his keen love for it. He firmly 
believed that Academies should not 
merely recommend action to the gov-
ernment, but also constructively do 
things themselves. Deeply immersed in 
acquiring and creating knowledge, he en-
joyed the bliss of pursuing research with 
meticulous attention to detail, and could 
masterfully communicate that enjoyment 
to inspire young minds. Rather than  
follow fashionable research trends, he 
taught his students to work on questions 
that excited them and pursue them in 
depth, emphasizing quality over quantity. 
He was progressive in his thinking on 
social issues and seemed free of preju-
dices connected with region, religion, 
gender and age. 
 The many honours and recognitions 
that came RN’s way made no difference 
to his personal qualities that endeared 
him to so many in the first place: easy 
accessibility to all – despite disparities of 
their stations in life (whether a novice 
student, a distinguished colleague, or a 
high-level official); his unswerving com-
mitment to completing responsibilities 
once accepted; the dignity with which he 
interacted with people of all walks of 
life; abiding interest in intellectual pur-
suits and love for truth, scientific tenor 
and erudition; unprejudiced and discip-
lined advice that he provided when it was 
sought; clarity of thought in spoken and 

written words; the personal example he 
naturally and effortlessly set, the genuine-
ness of curiosity he displayed, and the 
inspiration he provided to a number of 
younger colleagues. He mentored gene-
rations of students and supported their 
scientific activities long after they esta-
blished their independent careers. He was 
generous with his time and gently encour-
aged others in their pursuits.  
 These qualities made him an extraor-
dinary human being, winning a place in 
the hearts of many friends all over the 
world. All his former students and col-
leagues, and many others who came in 
contact with him, miss him and perceive 
the void that his demise has created; they 
will remember him and his legacy for a 
long time. 
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Hema Ramachandran (1962–2020) 
 
Professor Hema Ramachandran – Hema 
to all who knew her, passed away during 
the early hours of 24 November 2020, 
after a long illness. The light and matter 
physics (LAMP) group of the Raman Re-
search Institute (RRI) lost a fine scientist 
and one of its founding members.  
 After a Master’s degree in physics 
from IIT Bombay, Hema joined the train-
ing school of the Bhabha Atomic Re-
search Centre (BARC), Mumbai. She 
then worked in high pressure physics and 
uncovered a novel phenomenon, viz. a 
material becoming amorphous when sub-
jected to pressure. Her contributions and 
promise were recognized by an INSA 
Young Scientist Award. Hema moved to 
Bangalore after marriage and was posted 

at the BARC’s seismological station at 
Gauribidanur. This meant taking up a 
new area of science.  
 

 
 
 RRI had a close linkage with the 
BARC seismology group, which had 
provided support for a radio telescope 

facility at Gauribidanur. Hema used an 
office on the RRI campus when needed. 
In 1995, she was offered a faculty posi-
tion by the then director, Prof. N. Kumar, 
who was keen to start activity in the 
emerging area of light matter interac-
tions. Hema took up the challenge of en-
tering yet another field. In this venture, 
she had strong support from R. Sriniva-
san, an outstanding and versatile physi-
cist, just retired from the Inter University 
Centre in Indore, and Kumar himself. 
Looking back it now seems that she had 
found her true calling.  
 One of us (A.N.) had just finished a 
theoretical Ph.D. thesis at RRI and recol-
lects the experience of working hands-
on, doing experiments with Hema who 
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combined ambition and determination 
with personal warmth. One of the earliest 
experiments on imaging through a turbid 
medium resulted in a well-cited paper. 
The optics laboratory as it was then 
known attracted talented and motivated 
students and gained recognition for light 
scattering-related experiments. The end 
of 1999 brought a paradigm shift – 
Kumar laid out an ambitious path, 
opened up by the winners of the 1997 
Nobel Prize in Physics – trapping and 
cooling of alkali atoms,. Hema’s charac-
ter, thriving on challenges, Kumar’s in-
domitable spirit and the strong guiding 
light of Srinivasan helped a team of rela-
tive novices in the field to achieve Mag-
neto-Optically Trapped (MOT) cold Rb 
atoms in October 2001 – only the second 
group in the country to do so. 
 With new additions to the faculty, the 
research group expanded to include non-
linear optics. Later, talented younger 
physicists trained in cold atoms joined 
and started new activities. Hema contin-
ued her own journey, with experiments 
on light scattering, cold atoms and later 
on the brain computer interface. Those 
close to her know the enormous satisfac-
tion each and every new result gave her. 

Her talents and experience were put to 
use across the institute when she was 
made the head of all research facilities at 
RRI, a position she held for nearly half a 
decade.  
 The LAMP group of RRI is known  
today as a place not just for cold atom 
research but potentially, an important 
player in the new emerging area of quan-
tum and quantum enabled technologies. 
Hema grew into a significant enabling 
role in developing a community in these 
new areas at the national level. Serving 
on the relevant Programme Advisory 
Committee of the Department of Science 
and Technology (PAC of DST) meant 
reviewing proposals for funding, in this 
and related areas, and often interacting 
with the proposers. This led later to her 
serving on the more co-ordinated 
QUEST (quantum enabled science and 
technology) programme. She then joined 
a small group playing an advisory role to 
the larger, younger group drafting the 
ambitious Quantum Mission. The fund-
ing of this mission – 8000 crores over  
5 years announced in the budget for 2020, 
is widely known. Less visible is the 
spadework which went into producing a 
comprehensive proposal of this scale. 

Hema’s role in the process leading to the 
formulation of this mission was critical. 
This is particularly poignant considering 
that she attended meetings, made presen-
tations, and prepared documents, all to 
tight deadlines, while fighting what 
proved to be her final battle.  
 Hema had a fine sense of aesthetics 
and carried herself with grace and dignity. 
She was a strong feminist without  
ever being very obvious about it. In re-
cent years, even when besieged by ill-
ness, she maintained her endearing sense 
of wry humour in the face of life’s absurdi-
ties. The genuine affection her students 
have for her is a testimony to the camara-
derie she had with them. This extended 
to the technical staff who play such a vital 
role in experimental science – she cared 
for them and they looked up to her. 
 Hema is survived by her spouse, 
brother and parents.  
 

ANDAL NARAYANAN1,* 

RAJARAM NITYANANDA2 
 
1Raman Research Institute, 
Bengaluru 560 080, India 
2Azim Premji University, 
Bengaluru 562 125, India 
*e-mail: andal@rri.res.in 

 
 
 
 


