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BISHNUPADA MUKERJI was a well-known pharmacologist of India. He was a 
great organiser, an erudite scholar, a prolific writer and an eloquent speaker. His 
unfailing amiability and graciousness endeared him to all who came in contact with 
him. 

Mukerji was born on March 1, 1903 in an orthodox Brahmin family at 
Barrackpore, 24 Parganas, close to Calcutta. His father, Upendra Nath Mukerji, 
was an Administrative Assistant of the then Eastern Bengal Railway, and his 
grandfather was Vice-Principal of the Sanskrit College, Calcutta. His mother, 
Hemantakumari, was noted for her piety. They had five children; Bishnupada 
was the third. 

From his early days, Bishnupada showed great promise. He had his early 
education in the Shyambazar Vidyasagar School where he passed the Matriculation 
Examination of the Calcutta University in 191 9 with distinctions in Sanskrit, Bengali 
and Mathematics and was recipient of a Governnlent scholarship and a gold medal. 
He then joined the Intermediate in Science course of two years of the Calcutta 
University at the Scottish Church College, Calcutta, and passed the final 
examination, with distinctions in mathematics, physics and chemistry and won the 
Fyfe Scholarship of the College. 

With a good foundation in basic sciences, Mukerji opted for the Bachelor of 
Medicine course of six years at the Calcutta Medical College. He had a Government 
scholarship throughout this period and completed the course with Honours in 
Pharmacology, Obstetrics and Gynaecology in 1927, stood first in order of merit 
and won a number of gold and silver medals. 

At the Calcutta Medical College, he came in close touch with the pioneer 
pharmacologist of the country, Col. Sir Ram Nath Chopra, Professor of 
Pharmacology at the famous Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine, situated at the 
northwest corner of the Calcutta Medical College campus. During 1927-28, he 
worked as Resident House Surgeon at the Eden Hospital of the Department of 
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Obstetrics and Gynaecology of the Calcutta Medical College. Here he impressed his 
teacher, Professor Greenarmitage, Head of thc Department who had his assistance 
in his private practice. Soon after completion of his term as house surgeon, 
Mukerji joined the research team under R. N. Chopra in the Pharmacology 
Department of the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine as an Assistant under 
the Indigenous Drugs Inquiiy of the India Research Fund Association, now known 
as the Indian Council of Medical Research. This was the beginning of his research 
career as a pharmacologist. 

During 1930-31, he was deputed as Assistant Secretary to the Drugs Enquiry 
Committee of the Government of India, New Delhi. In this position, he had the 
opportunity to travel around and acquire first hand information about the drugs 
situation prevailing in different parts of the country. Practical knowledge of 
different aspects of drugs and pharmaceuticals and their related problerns, acquired 
by him at that early stage of his professional career, was well utilised by him 
during the rest of his active life in the development of the Pharmacopoeia of 
India, the Indian Pharmaceutical Codex and the newly started drug control 
system of the country. 

He resumed research at the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine in April 1931 
and continued to work on some well-reputed indigenous drugs of :he country e.g. 
species of Artemesia, Squills, Chenopodium, Ipecacuanha and Makaradhwaja. 
Two of his earliest papers with Chopra were on 'Value of the antimony test in the 
diagnosis of Kala-mar, Part 11-the Finger Prick Blood Test' published in April, 
1930, in the Indian Medical Gazette, 65, and 'Narcotine, its pharmacological 
action and therapeutic uses' published in July 1930, in the Indian Journal of 
Medical Research, 18. After these two, several papers followed with Chopra, 
mainly in these two journals. The most notable contribution during this period 
was a paper entitled 'Pharmacological action of an alkaloid obtained from 
RauwolJia serpentina Benth.' by R. N. Chopra, J. C. Gupta and B. Mukerji. This 
important paper published in 1933 initiated the inclusion of extracts and 
alkaloids of R. serpentina in modern therapy, especially in hypertension and in 
insanity, throughout the world. A decade later, J. C. Gupta and B. S. Kahali 
published their interesting paper on the highly potent character of Rauwolfa oleoresin 
fraction, which used to be discarded during isolation of the total alkaloids of 
R. serpentina. This important finding led to the isolation of the natural 
tranquilliser, reserpine, an alkaloid with rather weak ba~ic properties, by 
J. M. Mueller, E Schlittler and H. J, Bein at Basle, Switzerland in 1952. Another 
important paper of Choprz and Mukerji was "Pharmacological action of 
'thevetin' ", a glucoside occurring in Thevetia nerifolia (yellow oleander) in view 
of the cardiac activity of its active principle. 

Considerable amounts of the alkaloid, narcotine, were being obtained in those 
days at the U. P. Government Opium Factory, Ghazipur, as a useless byproduct. 
Work on pharmacological action of narcotine was carried out by Mukerji with the 
object of finding a suitable use for the product. His work with Chopra on 
'Pharmacological action and antimalarial properties of anhydrocotarnine- 
resorcinol hydrochloride (a derivative of narcotine)' was published in 1933. 

In 1933, he was awarded a fellowship by the Rockefeller Foundation. For three 
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years it enabled him to carry out pharmacological researches in a number of 
countries, though for most of the period he worked in the laboratory of Professor 
Edmunds, Chief of the Department of Pharmacology, Michigan University, Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. He obtained his D.Sc. degree from this University in 1936 on 
the basis of his dissertation, 'The effect of certain therapeutic agents on thiocyanate 
metabolism in cyanide poisoning.' Subsequently, he worked in China and it 
resulted in the paper on 'Effect of pressor principle of the anterior lobe of the 
pituitary body on the liver-fat after the feeding of choline chloride' published 
in the Chinese Journal of Physiology in 1935. 

On his return to India early in 1937, Dr Mukerji was appointed Pharmacologist 
at the newly started Biochemical Standardisation Laboratory of the Government 
of India at the Calcutta Medical College campus with Col. Chopra as its Director. 
The laboratory was charged with the important and responsible function of control 
and maintenance of standards in drugs and pharmaceuticals for use in the country. 
In 1941, after retirement of Col. Chopra, Dr Mukerji took charge of the Laboratory 
as Officiating Director. After independence in 1947, this Laboratory was named 
Central Drugs Laboratory and Dr Mukerji was appointed as its first Director. 
He also held charge of the Pharmacognosy Laboratory of the Government of India 
at the campus of the Indian Museum in Calcutta. 

He ably managed the affairs of the Central Drugs Laboratory and developed 
it enormously starting from practically a scratch, in spite of all the difficulties he 
had to face at the formative stage, while he had his office room at the All-India 
Institute of Hygiene and Public Health, across the street to the Calcutta Medical 
College campus. As the Laboratory was situated in those days at the Calcutta 
Medical College campus and as he was continuing his researches during the period 
and was also vigorously working as the General Secretary of the Indian Science 
Congress Association, it was quite a strenuous job for him to manage with all 
these. He did the spade work for having the building at Kyd Street for the Central 
Drugs Laboratory. He also did the spade work for having the Science Congress 
building, which was built by Dr U. P. Basu, F.N.I., his successor as the General 
Secretary of the Indian Science Congress Association. The building stands on 
Dilkhusa Street, presently known as Bires Chandra Guha Street. 

During this period, he was actively engaged in his researches, mostly on 
standardisation of drugs. Mention may be made in this connection about his work 
on dextrorotatory hydrocupreidine derivatives, effect of anterior piluitary extracts 
on smooth muscles under influence of some amines related to ephedrine, effect of 
sodium nitrate and methylene blue on thiocyanate formation in cyanide poisoning, 
method of determination of prothrombin time, medicinal value of Alstonia 
sc?zolaris and CaesaIpinia bonducella, antimony content and toxicity of Urea 
stibamine, assay of Indian ergot, physiologically active fractions of Indian hemp, 
assay of individual sclerotium of ergot, cantharidin content of M. macilenta 
beetles, protein hydrolysa tes, assay of insulin, quality of peptone for bacteriological 
work, snake venom as a therapeutic agent, unsaponifiable matter in shark-liver 
c il, prolongation of insulin effect by combining with casein hydrolysate, assay of 
globin-insulin preparatiocs, biological standardisation of liver extracts by pigeon 
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method, assay of histamine content of tissue extracts using antihistaminic drugs, 
microbiological assay of vitamin B,,. 

About the middle of July 1951, he took over charge of the newly started Central 
Drug Research Institute at Lucknow as its first permanent Director. This 
Institute is one of the National Laboratories under the Council of Scientific and 
Industrial Research. The famous Chattar Manzil Palace of Lucknow was fitted 
up as the Research Institute. This was quite a difficult task, but Dr Mukerji 
proved himself well up to the mark and immediately after his joining there he took 
up this task in all earnestness and pursued the programme of development of the 
Institute vigorously so that within seven months of his joining there, he could 
organise an Interi~ational Symposium on the very interesting subject of "The 
recent progress in Hormone Research and the use of Hormones in Therapeutics" 
in February, 1952 This was practically the first symposium of its kind in this 
country and is one of the best so far held from the standpoint of general standard, 
objective approach, rrnlistic presentation of the related information/problems, 
and seriousness of purpose in scanning all the various aspects of the particular 
area. It was indeed a great feat on his part and for this he had to work hard 
during the few months available to him. At the time of the symposium, the large 
number of delegates, who g~thered from different parts of the country and from 
abroad, were highly satisfied to see a well-organised, multidisciplined, and 
progressive biomedical research Institute running smoothly as if the Institute were 
established a long time ago. 

During the valuable twelve years he was at the helm of this Institute, most of his 
time was occupied in planning and management of research and further development 
of the Institute. This helped enormously the rapid growth and expansion of the 
Institute along right lines. However, he was still keenly interested in continuing 
his research activities. Among his research contributions during the period, 
mention may be made of pharmacological action of alkaloids of Cissampelos 
pareira, a method of isoletion of dendritic cell from human and guinea-pig skin, 
evidence against corticotropin-like action of melanophore hormone on adrenal 
cortex of mice, studies on experimental a.therosclerosis, studies on experimental 
diabetes, studies on experimental tuberculosis, studies on 1 eucoderma including 
treatment, experimental peptic ulceration, action of makaradhwaja (Ayurvedic 
mercuric sulphide preparation). 

With his keen sense about capabilities and prospective qualities of growing young 
scientists, he soon collected around him at the Institute a large band of very 
promising young scientists. As a result of the serious and well-disciplined activity 
of this band of research workers, the Institute soon became well rtcognised in the 
country and abroad as a progressive centre for biomedical research. By the time 
he retired from the Institute in 1963, all its different divisions had grown 
enormously and were throbbing with activity. 

Particular mention may be made of his keen interest in looking after proper 
growth of the scientists working at the Institute and this special consideration 
towards them enabled him not only to have from them maximum help and 
cooperation for furtherance of the cause of development of the Institute but also 
to see them become competent for higher responsibilities. It is significant to note 
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in this connection that both the succeeding Directors of the Institute since his 
retirement and the first two Directors of the Industrial Toxicology Research Centre 
at Lucknow under the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research, as also the 
first Director of the Cholera Research Centre at Calcutta, undel the Indian 
Council of Medical Research earlier worked in his team at the Institute for very long 
periods. 

After his retirement from the Institute, he joined the Chittaranjan National 
Cancer Research Centre in under the Ministry of Health, Government of India 
Calcutta as its first wholetime Director in April 1963 and worked for five years upto 
1968. Even during these last five years of his service life, he maintained his 
vigorous organisational activity and brought about immense improvement and 
expansion of this Centre and opened a Cancer Chemotherapy Field Research Centre 
at Chandernagore. 

Shortly after completion of his term at the Chittaranjan National Cancer 
Research Centre towards the end of 1968, Dr Mukerji was in difficult; with regard 
to his health for a considerable of long period. In April, 1970, under a University 
Fellowship Programme, he started on a trip round the world as a Visiting Lecturer 
and attended a number of international conferences. On his return in 1971, he 
became associated with the Department of Biochemistry of the University of 
Calcutta as Honorary Visiting Scientist. Later, he was on a temporary assignment 
as a Consultant on Reproductive Biology at the Calcutta Office of the Ford 
Foundation. The writer fondly remembers his impressions regarding Dr Mukerji 
at work at his office during the last phase of his active career. He strictly maintained 
his regularity and sense of responsibility in discharging his duties, his objective 
app~oach and seriousness of purpose admirably well even during this period. 

B. Mukerji will be remembered as a great organiser amongst the scientists of the 
country keeping in view the prevailing environmental conditions and the resources 
available to him. In this respect, his efforts were equally successful in development 
of drug testing laboratories of high standard, institutes for researches on drugs and 
diseases, scientific societies, etc. In the first instance, he gave a practical shape to 
the newly started Biochemical Standardisation Laboratory in Calcutta under the 
Ministry of Health, Government of India and ultimately developed it into the Central 
Drugs Laboratory of the present day as its first Director. Today, it is an 
organisation of great national importance. 

The most important evidence of his organisational activity is provided by the 
development of the newly started Central Drug Research Institute at Lucknow as 
its first permanent Director. It grew up, during his time, into a very big research 
institute and in a short time became well known throughout the world as a great 
centre for researches on drugs and diseases. As its first wholetime Director, with 
his valuable organisational experience in development of multidisciplined institute 
for biomedical research, he developed the Chittaranjan National Cancer Research 
Centre during the five years he was there. 
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The Indian Science Congress Association became a veiy important organisation 
after independence of the country in 1947. As the General Secretary of this 
Association during the five-year term, 1947-52, he worked not only hard but also 
efficiently for conducting the activities of this Association in the right direction 
and meeting the challenges the situation demanded. He was very eager to construct 
a building for this Association and through his initiative and efforts and later 
through his successor as the General Secretary, Dr U. P. Basu, it was possible to have 
the building where the Association is at present functioning smoothly. He was 
a founder member of a number of scientific societies. Mention may be made 
about his efforts for the establishment of the Indian Brain Research Association, 
Indian Association for the Biological Sciences and the Indian Biophysical Society. 

Mukerji's chief contribution is with regard to the developinent of the Indian 
Pharmacopoeia. He also worked hard for the publication of the Indian 
Pharmaceutical Codex. In fact, he had initiation in this field at a very tender age 
in 1930, i.e., within three years of his graduation in medicine, when he was deputed 
as Assistant Secretary to the Drugs Enquiry Committee. Since then, he was all the 
time very intimately associated with developments in this area resulting in 
development of huge drugs and pharmaceuticals industry in the country. 

Of particular mention is his high standard of knowledge in chemistry. It may 
be recalled that in his early college days he was highly accomplished in physics, 
chemistry and mathematics. His proficiency at the initial stage in the natural 
sciences in addition to his spcialisation in medicine was of immense help to him in 
organising and conducting the activities of the mu1 tidisciplinary biomedical 
research  institute^. His keen interest ill chemistry may be evident from the fact 
that though a medical man he was a Fellow of the Indian Chemical Society and 
a Foundation Fellow of the Institution of Chemists (India). He was President 
of the latter body for the two years, 1972-73. His H. K. Sen Memorial Lecture of 
this body for 1963 on 'Indian Drug Industry-past, present and future' is a valuable 
document in this field based on his long experiences in research, standardisation 
and control of drugs, development of ihe Indian Pharmacopoeia and his intimate 
contacts with the developing drug industry of the country at the different stages, 
vis-a-vis his knowledge about up-to-date developments in this area in the world 
acquired through his contacts, visits and critical studies. 

He was elected a Fellow of the Indian National Science Academy in 1943, and was 
a member of the Council of this body during 1947-65, 1967-68 and 1974-75. He 
served this Academy as a Vice-president in 1954-55 and 1962 and as the Foreign 
Secretary in 1957-60 and 1967-68. He was the President of the Physiology 
Section of the Indian Science Congress in 1945, its Acting General Secretary in 
1946-47, its General Secretary during 1947-52 and the General President of the 
Congress in 1960-61. He was a member/fellow of a very large number of 
scientific societies in India and abroad. He was the President of the Asiatic 
Society in 1 972-75, the Indian Pharmaceutical Association in 1959-60, the Indian 
Pharmaceutical Congress Association in 1 960-61, the Physiological Society of 
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India, the Institution of Chemists (India) in 1971-72, the Indian Science News 
Association in 1972. Amongst his membership of foreign scientific societies, 
mention may be made of American Society of Pharmacology and Experimental 
Therapeutics, American Pharmaceutical Association, Sigma Xi, American 
Association for Advancement of Science, New York Academy of Sciences, 
American Society of Pharmacognosy, British Pharmacological Society, 
Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain, Deutsche Pharmakologische 
Gesellschaft, La Societc Helvetique des Sciences Naturelles, etc., and an Honorary 
Member of the Egyptian Pharmaceutical Association. 

He was awarded a large number of medals and prizes. Mention in this respect 
may be made of the following : Grifith Memorial Prize for 1938, Nilmony 
Brahmachari Medal for 1938, Asutosh Mookerjee Medal for 1940 and Coates Medal 
for 1941 of the University of Calcutta ; Indian Science Colzgress Medal for 1951 and 
Barclay Medal for 1954 of the Asiatic Society; Squibb International Award for 
1962; H. K. Sen Memorial Medal for 1963 of the Institution of Chemists (1nd.ia); 
Acharya P.  C. Ray Medal for 1975 of the Indian Pharmaceutical Association; 
Shree Dhanwantari Prize for 1976 of the Indian National Science Academy. His 
services towards development of scientific research in the biomedical field was duly 
recognised by the President of India by the award of Padrna Shri to him in 1962. 

FAMILY LIFE AND LAST DAYS 
On November 18, 1933, just a few days prior to his departure for U.S.A. for higher 
studies and research, he married Susama, daughter of Benoy Krishna Banerjee, 
Principal, D.A.V. Art College, Lahore, and Lakshimoni. He had a very peaceful 
and happy family life. Dr Mukerji was highly sociable by nature and in this 
respect Mrs Mukerji was always by his side. She was of immense help to him, and 
a great source of inspiration in his varied activities. For twelve years at the 
Central Drug Research Institute, Lucknow, they were residing at the Institute 
campus and this environment was very much helpful to them for developing 
friendly personal relations with practically all the members of the staff. In later 
years, when the writer had opportunities to visit the Institute and stay at the 
attached Guest House, on numerous occasions he heard from old members of the 
staff, even of the very junior categories, how they loved and held in high esteem 
Dr and Mrs Mukerji. 

Amongst their two sons and one daughter, the eldest son, Mr Debangshu Mukerji 
is working with the Metal Box Co. Ltd ., Calcutta and the other son, Dr Sudhangshu 
Mukerji is a scientist working at the Indian Drugs and Pharmaceuticals Ltd., 
Hrishikesh. Their daughter, Miss Sucheta Mukerji, is a scholar in English, at 
present working at Loreto College, Calcutta. 

Throughout his life, Dr Mukerji was very methodical and regular in his habits, very 
prompt in attending to his letters and correspondence. He used to rise up early 
in the morning and worked throughout the day without recess. A good part of the 
day he used to read and write. His total number of publications may be well around 
four hundred including the review articles and special informative scientific articles. 
Only the more important ones are listed under 'Bibliography'. He was very 
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regular in attending meetings and liked to take active part at such meetings. As 
he wa, intimately connected with numerous organisations and was a member of a 
large number of Committees, Commissions, Delegations, etc. attendance at such 
meetings was a regular part of his daily programme throughout his active life 
extending up to his last day. He never felt tired even after return from his rather 
frequent trips to foreign countries . 

During his last few years, he was not keeping well. Though he was not negligent 
to his health and was taking all possible measures for recovery, he was carrying out 
his usual duties more or less normally up to practically the last day without giving 
any chance to any of his numerous friends and colleagues to know that he was not 
keeping well. 

The end came on July 30, 1979 with his wife, two sons and his daughter by his 
bedside along with a host of his friends, admirers and relations. His passing away 
was deeply mourned by a very large number of individuals and oraganisations 
throughout the country and abroad. 
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