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Roddam Narasimha: Epitome
of perfection and tolerance

looking for Narasimha. I

was nine months into my
graduate studies at Caltech,
some 9,000 miles from home,
when I realised how far my
studies had drifted from the
magic that first drew me into
engineering — years of expo-
sure to airplanes from my fat-
her who worked at HAL in
Bengaluru. Roddam Nara-
simha was visiting the de-
paritment of aerospace engi-
neering and I thought I might
seek hisadvice.

MY TAKE

AMRUTUR ANILKUMAR |
PROF, MECHANICAL AND
AEROSPACE ENGINEERING,
VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY, USA

I t was 1983 when I first went

Setting up the appoint-
ment wasan intimidating pro-
spect. My Brazilian friend La-
cerda said his mentor rated
Roddam the closest of anyone
to the pinnacle of fluid dyna-
mics. An Indian friend simply
said that RN truly looked the
part, a swashbuckling scien-
tist dressed as sharply as the
guy in Digjam suiting adverti-
sements back home.

When I finally met him, I
was disarmed to find someo-
ne else entirely — calm and
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unperturbed by the competi-
tive ways of the world, the
image of my history teacher
GK Nagarajan at National
High School, Bengaluru. Idis-
cussed moving to aerospace
with him and mentioned
something about the turbu-
lent world. He said Sarvam
Turbulence Mayam in Sansk-
rit (the world is full of
turbulence) and said he wo-
uld have a word with the di-
rector, Liepmann.

That was the first and last
time I discussed research
with professor Narasimha.
For the past 37 years we have
debated and discussedeveryt-
hing else: life, politics, reli-
gion, history, culture, tradi-

tion, the world and, yes, India.
We would talk on the phone
very often, and at his home, at
NALand NIAS;tomethe N in
these institutions meant Na-
rasimha. I liked every bit of
it; it softened my view of the
world, especially India.

It was in 2005 that I again
camefacetofacewithhimata
meeting in Chicago. He had
mellowed even more and 100-
ked very paternal. In2009 I ne-
eded him the most when my
mother suddenly passed
away. He spoke at her funeral
and handed me a copy of his
own English translations of
the Yogavasishta, an ancient
dialogue aboutaction ina mo-
rally complex and hugely im-

perfect world. From then on, I
started worrying about Rod-
dam incessantly.

I approached him on the
phone one day in 2012 and sug-
gested a seminar series in his
name at the new II'T Gandhi-
nagar. His initial reaction was
that such things were only do-
ne after one passes away.

I said, “heaven can wait!”,
andeventually he was convin-
ced. Isawhimnextinthehotel
lobby in Gandhinagar on the
morningof thefirstseminar. I
asked him over breakfast how
he was settling in, and he
launched into a tale about
trekking to Lothal the previo-
us day. While returning from
Lothal, he visited Sabarmati
Ashram, stringing together
the foundation blocks of anci-
ent India and the modern re-
public in a way I could tell dee-
ply satisfled him.

I have often wondered
what I learned from arguing
with RN ail these years. I belle-
ve itwas an appreciation of his-
tory and a strong belief that In-
dia will make it eventually. For
this, I am eternally grateful. It
is as if the two hands of wis-
dom, one of supreme perfec-
tion and the other of supreme
tolerance, had reached con-
summation in Narasimha.



