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It is an unusual and irresistible opportunity to be

invited by the Editor to jointly review these two

recent biographies. Srinivasa Ramanujan, who

was born in 1887 and died in 1920, is the most

luminous Indian mathematician in centuries. He

came upon the scene as suddenly as a meteor and

left as suddenly. Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar

– Chandra – is the finest and most accomplished

theoretical physicist from India, who has set

standards of achievement and style. To write this

review is therefore a privilege. It also provides the

occasion to look upon the Indian scientific scene,

past and present, and to reflect upon several social

and psychological issues that are raised by these

books.

Both biographies are written in an easy and non-
technical style for a wide readership.

The references to mathematics in the one, and

to physics in the other, are handled with a light

touch. Kanigel’s book is definitely journalistic

in style. It is very much concerned with social

conditions that prevailed in India and in England

during Ramanujan’s life time. Thanks to the

somewhat greater distance in time, from about

the last decade of the last century to about the

end of the first World War, it is easier to speak of

Ramanujan’s family and social conditions quite

objectively. Overall it reads like a fairy tale. In

contrast – and quite understandably – Wali is able

to paint a more personal and intimate portrait of

Chandra, thanks to direct contact with his subject

lasting many years. In this review I will look first

at Kanigel’s book, then at Wali’s, and finally turn to

some points of comparison and reflection.

It is appropriate to begin by recalling how Kanigel

came to write his book. During 1987, India and the

world celebrated Ramanujan’s birth centenary.

Many seminars and conferences were held –

mainly in India and the U.S.A.– to look back upon

his life, assess his work, and trace its impact on

mathematics over the decades. It was around this

time that Kanigel first heard of Ramanujan, when

he was approached with the proposition that he

write a biography of Ramanujan. The result is

this first full-scale life story of the mathematician.

It is quite astonishing that in such a short time

Kanigel has been able to research and put together

such a detailed, balanced and absorbing account

of Ramanujan’s life and work. This in spite of

the cultural gap he faced in the process. The title

chosen by Kanigel is also wonderfully evocative.

I will not describe here in any detail the events of

Ramanujan’s life. What is more interesting is to

see how Kanigel has treated his material, in the

process recalling only in broad outline some facts

from Ramanujan’s life. And then to say something

about the several important issues the author

raises.

Kanigel’s narrative breaks naturally into four

parts. It begins with the period of Ramanujan’s

childhood and early education; exposure to the

book by Carr entitled Synopsis of Elementary

Results in Pure and Applied Mathematics; his

experiences and disappointments at college;

difficulties in his attempts to secure recognition,

understanding, support and employment; till

the departure for England in March 1914 by

which time many around him had sensed his

extraordinary talents and come together to help

him. Next Kanigel turns to a brief life sketch of

the English mathematician G. H. Hardy, aptly

called the “discoverer” of Ramanujan, covering

his social background, education, personality

and achievements. The third part is in a way the

happiest part – the first two years of Ramanujan’s

stay in Cambridge – the fulfilment of all of Hardy’s

hopes, and the flowering of the collaboration

between the two. Last comes the tragic part –

tragic in a manner distinct from Ramanujan’s

early years – the onset of World War I; its impact

on Ramanujan; his illness, breakdown and

hospitalisation in the midst of recognition of

various kinds; his return to India in 1919; and

death in April 1920 while still at the height of his

creative powers. The conclusion of the narrative

takes up later events – Hardy’s and others’

assessments of Ramanujan’s work; publication

of the Collected Works; the finding of the “Lost

Notebooks” and the rediscovery or rebirth

of Ramanujan in recent times, thanks to the

devoted efforts of the U.S. mathematicians George

Andrews, Richard Askey and Bruce Berndt. Within

this broad framework each chapter covers a short

period of a few years, building up in rich detail the

atmosphere and events of that period.
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Kanigel’s account of Ramanujan’s early years

pays great attention to South Indian life and

customs characteristic of the time and the social

group to which he belonged. There are many

references to the river Cauvery and its bounties,

which remind one of passages from Hesse’s

Siddhartha; descriptions of the countryside; and

occupations of ordinary people. Family details – a

dominating mother completely overshadowing

a weak and ineffectual father, death of many of

Ramanujan’s siblings at very young ages – are

recalled. Ramanujan is outstanding in school,

and by age thirteen discovers for himself Euler’s

infinite series expressions for exponential and

trigonometric functions. His extreme sensitivity

to perceived humiliations also surfaces early

– indeed, incidents and behaviour attributable

to this aspect of his personality occur often later

in the book. The exposure in 1903 to Carr’s book

becomes a turning point in Ramanujan’s life.

One realises, however, that it both stimulated him

and limited his growth. Being a logically arranged

compendium of some 5000 formulae stated

without proof, Ramanujan was led to find proofs

for them, extend them and find new results, but

record everything in the same style completely

omitting derivations. This style, which became

his hallmark, was later to cause difficulties. On

the other hand, since the mathematics underlying

the book stopped at around 1850, Ramanujan

was denied access to all later European advances.

One cannot help feeling that there is a bittersweet

quality to the entire episode. Carr’s book became

Ramanujan’s entry point to mathematics, but also

left him “cabined, cribbed, confined”. ,

Total absorption in mathematics leads to neglect

of other subjects, failure in college, and loss of

scholarship. The celebrated “Notebooks” also

start in this period. After an arranged marriage

to Janaki in 1909, the need for employment and

steady income becomes acute. But all through

this troubled period, Ramanujan’s self-confidence

and belief in his powers remain supreme. Kanigel

describes Ramanujan’s travels up and down South

India, meeting so many people with letters of

introduction, seeking recognition and support.

Fortune finally smiles when Ramachandra Rao,

Collector of Nellore and Secretary of the Indian

Mathematical Society, recognises his genius and

begins supporting him so that he may devote all

his energies to mathematics. Soon a job at the

Madras Port Trust also materialises. In this part

of the narrative, Kanigel gives an account of the

origin of the Indian Mathematical Society set up

in 1906. And Ramanujan’s earliest papers start

appearing in the Society’s Journal. By about 1912,

there are many around Ramanujan wanting to

help, including the Englishmen Francis Spring,

Gilbert Walker, and the Madras University

Registrar Francis Dewsbury. But if one had to pick

just two, they would have to be Ramachandra

Rao and Narayana Iyer, Ramanujan’s superior

at the Port Trust. Recognition had come, but

not comprehension of his work, and with it

the realisation that contact with the West was

absolutely essential.

At this point Kanigel turns to England and a life

sketch of Hardy. In a biography of Ramanujan

this has an essential place, and what Kanigel has

presented is a special attraction of this book. In

social aspects, educational systems, and care

and opportunities for the gifted, South India and

England are total contrasts. Kanigel highlights

the Public School and University systems with

their centuries-old traditions, and speaks of both

their strengths and weaknesses objectively. We

are given an insightful account of Hardy’s social

and family milieu. Both parents were school

teachers, and though they came from modest

backgrounds they bred in Hardy and his sister

the desire always to excel. He inherited a softness

from the father and a sternness from the mother,

and grew up into a very private and reserved

person. The description of intellectual life in

Cambridge; Hardy’s crucial role as the leading

British mathematician of the era bringing back an

appreciation of the Continental values of purity

and rigour; and his extraordinary lecturing and

writing skills, all make fine reading. One also

sees the “other side” of the much vaunted Tripos

examinations, and what they had been reduced to

by this time.

Readers of this Journal would be interested in

the account Kanigel gives of the discovery of the
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