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PRAPHULLA CHANDRA GUHA 

(1894-1962) 

Elected F.N.I. 1935 

PRAPHULLA CHANDRA GUHA was born on February 15, 1894, at Routhbhog in the 
Bikrampur section of the Dacca district, now a part of Bangladesh. He was the 
youngest child of Shri Govinda Chandra Guha and Brajalakshmi Guha. His mother 
whom the present author had the opportunity to know, was a pious lady and had a 
dominating influence on the life of Guha. His elder brother, Shri Suresh Chandra 
Guha, was a man of generous qualities from whom the young brother received 
considerable help of several kinds to remember all his life. He held his elder brother 
in high esteem. He received his early education in his village High School and 
passed the Matriculation examination (Calcutta University) in 1911 with High 
credit. Guha had a uniformly creditable academic career and secured scholarships, 
prizes and medals at all stages. He had his college education at the Dacca College 
(Calcutta University) from where he passed the B.Sc. (Hons) Degree examination 
in Chemistry in 1915 and the M.Sc. Degree in 1917, with the highest distinction. 

Professor Guha was married to Srimati Nalinibala, daughter of Late Rajendra La1 
Ghosh and Charushila Ghosh. Much of the success of Guha as a scientist, teacher 
and researcher, was in a large measure due to the help which he received from his 
wife. She nurtured the energetic and rather impulsive and temperamental Professor 
and the host of students who worked with him, with a great deal of affection and 
kindness. She was a true mother to most of us who were associated with Professor 
Guha at the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore. 

Initially, Guha had his research training under the guidance of Dr Watson, 
who was well known for his researches in dye-stuff-chemistry. After Professor 
Watson's departure from India, he got in touch with Acharya P. C Ray. This 
was the turning point in his career, as Sir P. C. Ray took great personal interest in 
shaping the career of this briglit, young scientist. A quotation from Professor P. C. 
Ray is of interest : 
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"In 1 9 1 6, another young mdn of wonderful energy, pluck and perser vance joined 
my laboratory. This was PraphuNa Chandra Guha. He had just passed the B.Sc., 
from the Dacca College with Honours in Chemistry. Under ordinary circumstances 
he would have worked d e r  Professor Watson but as the latter h d  gone home on 
furlough, Guha found himself nearly stranded. In despair, he wrote to me almost in 
piteous terms saying that his futlrre career was about to be cut short abruptly and 
expressing an ardent desire to work under he .  I welcomed him to my laboratory 
and thus began a happy and fruitfulpartnership. Guha was indefatigable in his labours 
and had a happy instinctive insight into the mechanism of reactions. I had now taken 
up the sulphur derivatives of mercury nitrite and he proved to me to be a God-send. 
In collaboration with him, Ipublished two papers, but he was not long in striking out 
apath of his own. He has made substantial contributions on the chemistry of sulphur 
compound and has pointed out the rmtenability of the formulae of some of these as 
proposed by such veteran predecessors in tlte field as Freud, Arndt and Busch and has 
earned their congratulations. In due course, he came out with flying colours in his 
academic career also. He secured tJzeJirst place in his M.Sc. and three years later 
Itis Doctorate and was also awarded the Premchand Roychand Scholarship." 

Association with the illustrious scientist, reformer and social worker, Professor 
P. C .  Ray, proved to be of great benefit in shaping the character and destiny of 
Guha. Opportunities and honours came to him in quick succession. He received 
the Palit Scholarship, secured the Doctor of Science (D.Sc.) degree from the Calcutta 
University in 1923 and was also awarded the prestigious Premchand Roychand 
Scholarship in the same year. 

Subsequently, Guha joined the University of Dacca as a Lecturer and then became 
the Reader in Chemistry in the same Department. His interest in those days was in 
organo-sulphur compounds. 

At the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore 

When Professor J. L. Simonsen retired from the Chair of Organic Chemistry in 
the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, Professor Guha was selected to the Chair. 
He served the Organic Chemistry Department of the Indian Institute of Science, 
Bangalore, with great distinction for about 24 years (1928-52). He inspired a 
generation of students, many of whom have distinguished themselves. The influence 
of Professor Guha as teacher and guide, was vastly responsible for their success. 

In the Indian Institute of Science, Professor Guha did pioneering work on the 
synthesis of mono and sesquiter-penoids and bridged bi-cyclic compounds. His 
investigations also covered stereochemistry, geometrical isomerism, sterichindrance, 
steric-effects in aromatic substitution and heterocyclic compounds. He initiated work 
on synthetic drugs, established preparative synthesis for well-known anti-malarials, 
sulpha drugs, local anaesthetics and many other useful products. He also made 



of a-pinene, structure of rosin acids and other related products. Many derivatives 
were prepared from menthone and methods were established for the synthesis of 
paryl-glutaconic acids. He also studied the mechanism of addition of diazo 
compounds to conjugated double bonds with interesting results. Physico-chemical 
properties, such as parachors of certain bi-cyclic systems, were studies by him and 
he had drawn conclusions regarding their structure and stereochemistry. 

Professor Guha would be particularly remembered for his work on Indian essential 
oils. He also took a keen interest in the study of other natural products, such as 
oils and fats, carbohydrates, colouring matters, etc. 

During the War, Professor Guha took deep interest in the synthesis of important 
organic chemicals, many of which were synthesised and produced on substantial 
scale using indigenous devices. Some of the results directly helped the war effort of 
the Government. 

Professor Guha's activities as a researcher actually covered almost a11 facets of 
organic chemistry. His papers, numbering about 300 have appeared in the leading 
national and international journals. 

As a person, Professor Guha was generous and hospitable to a fault. He would 
suddenly invite a large group of his students for lunch and dinner without the 
slightest notice and would leave the rest to Srimati Guha, who always rose to the 
occasion to accommodate the impulsive Professor. He took great interest in 
gardening and maintained one of the finest collections of Dahlias in Bangalore, 
not a meail feat, as the citizens of Bangalore are well-known for their enthusiasm 
for floriculture. 

He had a large family, with 13 children-6 boys and 7 girls. He and his wife 
brought them up with great care. All the children did well in life and their pro- 
fessional career. Two of them were ace pilots of the Indian Air Force and sacrified 
their lives while in active service. 

After retirement in the year 1952, Professor Guha shifted to Calcutta and settled 
down in the Ballygunge area where he built a house. The later years of his life 
were not very comfortable. 

He was sick for a long time, developed high blood pressure, diabetes and suffered 
paralytic strokes which practically immobilised him. The death of his two pilot 
sons had a stunning effect on him. He died on November 6,1962 and was mourned 
by a wide circle of friends and a large number of students and admirers. 

In his professional life Professor Guha received many honours. He was elected 
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also a Foundation Fellow of the Indian Chemical Society, was a member of its 
Council for many years and also its Vice-President. He was elected a Fellow of 
the National Institute of Sciences of India (now the Indian National Science 
Academy) in 1935. He was associated with many other academic and professional 
bodies. A man of his enthusiasm and dynamism is hard to come by. 

In writing this memoir, the author has received considerable help from the children 
and the students of Professor Guha, which is deeply appreciated. 
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