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Serendipitous Discoveries

You never know what nugget of information you will find when flipping through 
any publication in the Heritage Centre’s reading zone, that collection of writings 
IITMian. You may unearth a treasure that helps you connect dots. What you 
find may give you insights into significant traits of the institute. At the least, you 
will add to your collection of IIT Madras fun facts.

The inaugural stone of IIT Madras, on display at the Heritage Centre. It reminds the 
viewer that the institute was officially born on 31 July 1959. The stone is carved in marble 
and set in cement.

The Trajectory of a Stone

The other day, I was going through an issue of Campastimes, and I found in it a 
mention of IITM’s inaugural stone.

This stone greets me on a daily basis now, being placed strategically as it is at 
the entrance of the Heritage Centre. But even during my student days at the 
institute, I had encountered it repeatedly. It stood outdoors then, in the 1980s, 
outside the main entrance of HSB.

The stone had been unveiled by Minister Humayun Kabir at the inaugural cere-
mony of IIT Madras in 1959. A newspaper report about the event is somewhat 
non-specific about the venue: it simply says that it was held ‘in Guindy’. Accord-
ing to unverified information, the foundation stone had been laid somewhere 
between AC Tech, CLRI and Kotturpuram. I had wondered if anyone would 
ever be able to shed light on where particularly the tablet had been placed.

And now here was this article in Campastimes. It had been written by 
T.S. Ananthu, of the second batch of students of IIT Madras. In 1960, Ananthu 
came across an advertisement about admissions. Having never heard of the in-
stitute, he ‘was inclined to regard it as a hoax’! According to Ananthu, he replied 
to the advertisement ‘to satisfy his conscience’. He was taken aback when he 
received an interview card.
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Excerpt from T.S. Ananthu’s article titled ‘Those Good Old 
Days’, written in his third year. Source: Campastimes, 
Volume I, Issue 2, 15 September 1962

As you can see from the excerpt reproduced here, 
Ananthu’s article provides evidence, as specific as can be 
hoped for, about the original positioning of the inau-
gural stone. One feels happy with primary first-hand 
evidence. 
But the 1959–1960 location had been only the starting 
point of a trajectory. How long did the stone stand in 
the wilderness after Ananthu saw it there? When was it 
re-planted close to HSB? Do any alumni have the an-
swers? Do any of the books and reports at the Heritage 
Centre’s reading room hold the information?

Just Casual: The Institute and the Prize

On another occasion, I was going through the IIT 
Madras annual report of 1963–1964 for some informa-
tion. I was looking at the section relating to the Physics 
Department, specifically a table of ‘seminar topics’, when 
this caught my eye:

Lawrence Bragg had won the Nobel Prize in Physics 
when he was just 25 years old. He had developed X-ray 
crystallography. He had been the Director of the 
Cavendish Laboratory when the structure of DNA was 
discovered. And the not-quite-five-years-old institute 
had hosted him!

IITM has a reputation of being shy when talking of its 
own achievements. But you may feel that to mention a 
visit of a Nobel laureate with such reserve is carrying 
modesty to extremes.

Incidentally, if you search the Internet, you will find 
videos of a number of lectures given by Lawrence Bragg. 
Apparently he had delivered a number of talks on 
physics topics for young people at the Royal Institution. 
Films of these lectures were commissioned and subse-
quently shot on the premises of the Royal Institution.

At any rate, the note set me thinking of the associations 
IIT Madras has had with the Nobel Prize.

I have mentioned how Dr. C.V. Raman was associated 
with the institute even when its birth was being dis-
cussed (see ‘A Little Known Link’, Letter from the 
Heritage Centre, 8 November 2016). In 1966, 
Dr. C.V. Raman visited the campus. He was the chief 
guest at the third convocation of the institute.

I was reminded of our recent recording of Prof. G. 
Rangarajan’s oral history video, in which he mentions 
that he was once at a marketplace in Oxford. Standing 
next to him, buying vegetables, was Dorothy Hodgkin. 
She was the recipient of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 
1964 for determining the structure of vitamin B12.

Apart from Lawrence Bragg and C.V. Raman, there have 
been a number of Nobel laureate visitors to IIT Madras. 
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Above; Prof. R. Nagarajan presenting Dr. Brian Kobilka a copy of Campaschimes, 18 July 2024	             
Below; The author and Prof. R. Nagarajan in conversation with Dr. Brian Schmidt, 2 March 2023

Here is a casually drawn up list: Linus Pauling 
(Chemistry, 1954; Peace, 1962) visited in 1967; John 
Bardeen (Physics, 1956; Physics, 1972) in 1977; Richard 
Ernst (Chemistry, 1991) in 1993; Yuan T. Lee 
(Chemistry, 1986) in 2004; The 14th Dalai Lama (Peace, 
1989) in 2015; Kailash Satyarthi (Peace, 2014) in 2019; 
David J. Gross (Physics, 2004) in 2020; Didier P. Queloz 
(Physics, 2019) in 2022.

Happy to say, two Nobel Laureates have visited the 
Heritage Centre in the last few years: Brian Schmidt 
(Physics, 2011) in 2023 and Brian Kobilka (Chemistry, 
2012) in 2024.

On 13 February 2023, we went one step further, if that is the term to use, when we hosted Carl-Henrik 
Heldin at the Heritage Centre. He is the Chairman of the Nobel Foundation Board. Dr. Heldin paid close attention to 
my explanations as I showed him around.
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Kumaran Sathasivam

Your response to Letter from Heritage Centre is welcome. 
Please send mail to heritage@iitm.ac.in.

The Heritage Centre is located in the ground floor of the
Administration Building, IIT Madras. 

It is open on weekdays from 9.30 am to 7.00 pm
heritage.iitm.ac.in

But IITM–Nobel associations are not limited to visits by N. laureates. This I found out through a particularly grand 
serendipitous discovery. A few weeks back I was at the Materials Science Research Centre to meet 
Prof. M.S. Ramachandra Rao, who heads InCent-LGD, the lab-grown diamond centre of IIT Madras.

And the discovery is that Prof. Rao had been invited by the Nobel Committee for Physics to recommend the recipient 
of the Nobel Prize for Physics: not once, but twice—in 2009 and in 2021.

Letters from the Nobel Committee for Physics requesting Prof. M.S.R. Rao to recommend recipients. The confidentiality periods of the 
letters have expired.

Such then are the multiple connections that the institute has had with the Prize hitherto, including recommending 
recipients.


