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K. R. Parthasarathy’s life and personality were marked by seriousness, sincerity and a sense of purpose. These
qualities suffused all his professional activities: learning and reading, research, teaching, editing and committee
work. Over five decades of association with him, I had the good fortune of attending several of his courses,
seminars, talks and public lectures. In this article I share some of my reminiscences.

The first course I took from KRP (as he was commonly known) was a course on Measure Theory given to
masters students at IIT Delhi in 1973. Three weeks into the course I was struck by the realisation that he had
already covered more material than what had been done in most of my one semester courses earlier. Further, he
had managed to do so effortlessly. This was a hallmark of all his courses that I took subsequently.

Over the years I came to understand that KRP had a deep and thorough knowledge of his subject which he
upgraded constantly. He had a genuine desire to communicate it clearly. In his first lecture he would give several
examples of the objects that were going to be studied and make a case for the importance of the subject. He was
always well-prepared and never casual. He delivered his lectures with great enthusiasm, energy and passion. He
structured his course with great care. I remember his advice that one major theorem should be proved in each
lecture.

To give an idea of the place of teaching in KRP’s life I recall two conversations. Once he explained to
his students that there are four stages in a mathematician’s evolution. First, he should be able to understand
mathematics. Second, he should be able to explain it clearly to others. Third, he should be able to solve problems,
and finally the fourth, he should be able to create problems. The second stage was important in his thinking. On
another occasion someone reported that a certain mathematician was very sick and his diet had been restricted
to boiled rice and boiled banana. KRP looked sad and responded “Then you cannot lecture with energy.” That
was a very revealing reaction. He took teaching as a central purpose of his life.

Apart from his several masters courses, KRP regularly organised and lectured in research seminars. Whenever
he travelled to attend committee meetings he would volunteer to give a talk at the host institution and often say
that was more important than the meeting. This was especially valued in an era when travel funds for lectures
and meetings were scarce.

At most Indian universities professors keep a distance from students. Informal discussions and common-room
meetings are rare. KRP created both time and space for such meetings. He also invited students to his home.
Because of his stature, his knowledge, his passion and his wit he was often the main light of these meetings.
From these meetings a student gained a glimpse of the culture of mathematics. On one occasion early in my
association with him he said that Harish-Chandra’s work was so deep and difficult that if he decided to spend
all his life just trying to understand it, he would not be able to do it. His life was just too short for it. Such a
comment was an eye-opener for a young student. A few months later, in another context, he said Harish-Chandra
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is a problem solver whereas Gelfand is a creator of new fields (in mathematics). These conversations played a
very valuable role in our education.

Incidentally, KRP had an unreserved and unbounded admiration for A. N. Kolmogorov with whom he
worked soon after his PhD. The qualities he often mentioned were his greatness as a mathematician, his attempts
at teaching students at all levels including high schools, his support to mathematicians in difficult situations
including those from Jewish backgrounds facing discrimination from the State. KRP’s stay in the Soviet Union in
the early 1960’s had influenced and affected him in several ways. In 1974 when Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago
appeared he obtained a copy of the French edition at some effort and often talked of it. On the lighter side he
often regaled his students with an imitation of Nikita Khrushchev’s speech in Russian that he had heard on the
radio during the Cuban crisis.

KRP was fastidious about neatness in thinking, writing and talking. When a student would try to tell him
about some idea he had and excitedly began writing on the board, KRP would sternly admonish “Start from the
top left-hand corner of the board.” He also discouraged obsequious behaviour. In India it has been a common
practice for a speaker to begin a lecture by making a special reference to the senior persons present. For example,
“Professor X, Professor Y, Professor Z and dear friends...” I remember an occasion when a speaker began his
mathematics colloquium in this way. KRP sternly spoke from the first row “The first word in a mathematics talk
should be ‘Let’.”

I recall with special admiration an event from 2011 when KRP was 75 years old. Despite my long association
with KRP and with ISI my knowledge of statistics is somewhat meagre. Some work in matrix analysis that I did
around 2005 seems to be of interest in areas like machine learning, image processing, brain-computer interface
etc. The name “matrix information geometry” has been used to encompass some of these ideas. There are links
with the classical differential geometric ideas in statistics going with the Rao—Fisher metric. (This was almost
the first major work by C. R. Rao done in Calcutta of which KRP was a great admirer.) In 2011 one of my
students and I were invited to an international conference whose theme was to be matrix information geometry.
I requested KRP to explain to us the work of Rao and Fisher. As was his nature, he immediately agreed. Then he
gave us two beautiful lectures on the topic and at the end handed me a few pages of notes. These were written like
a very serious student’s assignment in bold neat hand. To think that he did so when he was 75, and in response
to a small request, is truly inspiring.

This characterised KRP’s several conference talks at meetings and at instructional conferences. The audience
was always treated to a well-prepared substantial talk , sonorously delivered with passion. Many people all over
India heard and enjoyed his lectures. If one person has to be thought of as a “national teacher" of mathematics,
it would be him.
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