
With training under the tutelage of Sir C.V. Raman on X-ray diffraction in liquids, Kalpathi

Ramakrishna Ramanathan joined the India Meteorology Department (IMD) in 1926. As the Director

of the Colaba and Alibag Magnetic Observatories and subsequently as the Director of the Kodaikanal

Solar Physics Observatory, he had a role in their later conversions to the Indian Institute of

Geomagnetism and the Indian Institute of Astrophysics. He was the first Director of Physical Research

Laboratory (PRL) (1948–1966) and was active as an Emeritus Professor (1966–84) till the end. His

tenure at IMD and PRL was a golden period in the history of India’s Atmospheric Science, when Prof.

Ramanathan led India to become a leader in atmospheric observations unraveling the general

circulation of the atmosphere. The election of Prof. Ramanathan as the President of the International

Union of Geodesy and Geophysics (IUGG, 1954–1957) was a recognition in that direction.

His contributions in the thermal structure and movements of upper air, as well as in the field of

atmospheric ozone are outstanding. He was the first to publish the diagram showing the distribution of

upper air temperatures over the world up to 25 km in summer and winter (1929), at a time when upper

air observations were handful across the world. As the Director of PRL, his major contributions to the

study of atmospheric ozone were: (i) the discovery of the quasi-biennial oscillations of total ozone in

the tropics, (ii) the dependence of ozone distribution on meteorological phenomena such as jet streams

and their location, tropopause discontinuities and inter-latitudinal air exchange, and (iii) its relationship

with the general circulation of the atmosphere, on the whole. These studies led to a large number of

theoretical investigations worldwide, on the behavior and transport of ozone in the upper atmosphere

and his international recognition as “Mr. Ozone”. He was also connected with studies of night airglow,

ionospheric and space physics and solar and galactic influences on the ionosphere. He established the

nocturnal and seasonal variations of the green and red lines of oxygen, and the effect of solar flares on

the green emissions. The contributions of Prof. Ramanathan and his students at PRL to ionospheric

physics over a period of nearly thirty years, have been outstanding.

An institution builder, Prof. Ramanathan sowed the seed at PRL in the group studying the upper

atmosphere, Ionosphere and Cosmic rays that eventually bloomed into the Indian Space Research

Organization (ISRO).

(This biosketch is largely based on inputs received from Prof. B.N. Goswami. We are grateful to Dr.

Anil Bhardwaj (Director, PRL) for permission to print the photograph from PRL records.)
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