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A few excerpts:

String Theory at TIFR...

Rajesh Gopakumar: Soon TIFR had a large string 
theory faculty?

SpentaSpenta Wadia: Oh I see! You want to know how the 
string theorists got hired at TIFR?

Shiraz Minwalla: Yes, like Ashoke.

RG: And there was a growing international visibility... 
you mentioned the 1989 conference. Can you say a 
little bit about that?

SW:SW: Yes. I knew I had to bring Sumit Das back because 
I knew him well and had a very high opinion of him. 
SumitSumit was the first person I wanted to attract back. 
TIFR hired Avinash also... for all the work he had done 
in perturbative QCD. Then after some time we also 
hired Gautam because he was excellent and I knew 
that we needed a critical size to begin with. I had 
some difficulty with the induction of Gautam because 
he was my student. I knew from my Chicago days that 
hiringhiring your own students is not something you do. But 
our circumstances were very different.

Constructing Science 
and Institutions

A discussion with Spenta Wadia 
(Avinash Dhar, Rajesh Gopakumar, 

Shiraz Minwalla)

I visited Sumit in Fermilab. Both Sumit and Ashoke 
were post-docs there. I met Ashoke and spoke to him 
at length about coming to TIFR. By then he had 
already done some very beautiful work. I still remem-
ber - he was sitting in his office and his desk was 
almost empty. At that time there was the general 
impression that getting a job at the Tata Institute was 
difficult.difficult. He said, ‘Now I will have to work harder.’ 
This was the first conversation I had with Ashoke Sen. 
I really urged him and I told Sumit as well to urge him 
to join TIFR. Sumit knew him very well – they were 
college friends. So it started like that. Then at the 
Institute [IAS], I overlapped with Sandip Trivedi who 
was a postdoc at that time. Atish Dabholkar was a 
postdocpostdoc at nearby Rutgers University. I urged both of 
them to come back [to India and TIFR]. I also met 
Shubha Tole with Sandip and encouraged her too to 
return to India after her post-doc.

This is how it was and I think we got really lucky. It 
was our good luck that people were working on string 
theory and related problems, and were interested in 
coming back. Then the next hire was Shiraz. He was 
in Harvard then. And I was in correspondence with 
Harvard. Shobo had asked me to do this. The corre-
spondence was basically with Andy Strominger. They 
didn’tdidn’t want to let him go. Then there was the issue of 
a joint appointment, and while Harvard was agreeable 
we had to get it approved at TIFR. We managed that.

I knew more or less that once this guy is here he will 
not go back. I had that intuitive feeling somehow, just 
by talking to him. True, right?

SM: Yes true.

SW: Salam played a key role in the early years. When 
we wrote our string theory paper, he invited me to 
give talks at the ICTP summer school in 1985. The 
other lecturers included David Gross, Curt Callan, and 
Lars Brink. After 1985, I went to ICTP almost every 
summer for many years.

WhatWhat was great about being associated with ICTP 
was that Salam was very encouraging and would also 
facilitate my travel from ICTP to other places. So 
when I was invited to give a talk at the Berkeley meet-
ing on High Energy physics and I didn’t have any 
source of money for travel, ICTP gave me the travel 
money. I still remember that when I went to the 
conferenceconference they asked me for my registration fee but 
fortunately for me Salam was coming that way. I told 
him about the registration fees. He said to them, ‘this 

is daylight robbery’. He had a presence, with his coat 
and his hat. I thought that was amazing!

SM: They waived the fees?

SW: Yes of course. Read more

I think he [Virendra Singh] played a very important 
role. The buck stopped with him. It is important to 
mention that he played a crucial role.

SM:SM: Was it just intellectual appreciation? Or was it 
that string theory has its roots in S-matrix theory, did 
that play a role?

SW:SW: I think both. He was the smartest guy and he 
knew what was going on. I remember in one of the 
Puri meetings we had invited John Schwarz, and 
Virendra Singh as the Director of Tata Institute gave 
the opening remarks. After the talk, John said, ‘it’s 
amazing. I don’t know of any other director who can 
give this type of a talk.’ So he was very good. I think it 
isis important to record that if he hadn’t agreed and 
appreciated we could not have built the string theory 
group… he also had enormous confidence in me. 

Now let me talk a bit about Strings 2001. String 
theory in India before and after that event is different. 
It gave enormous visibility to the string theory effort 
in India. That was an amazing meeting. Mainly Atish, 
Sunil and I organized it, and it was a truly backbreak-
ing experience. David Gross strongly suggested, ‘get 
Stephen Hawking’. So we wrote to Hawking and he 
agreed to come. agreed to come. Read more

The idea of an international level campus in 
India…How ICTS happened?

After Strings 2001 in Mumbai, we organized a talk by 
Ed Witten in the Indian Academy of Sciences in 
Bangalore. I accompanied Chiara and Ed to Bangalore. 
They were staying in the Academy guesthouse. Any 
special attention given to them was met with a 
response ‘don’t worry about all that...we are very 
simple people’. I asked him if he wanted to visit the 
templestemples in Belur and Halebid. Ed said no, he wanted to 
visit the ̀temples of modern India’. He would like to 
visit the Infosys campus. Shibulal very kindly arranged 
this visit. We went to the Infosys campus and met 
Nandan Nilekani. This visit to the Infosys campus was 
a stunning experience for me. Have you ever been to 
the Infosys campus in Bangalore? This was of course 
in 2001.in 2001.

SM: When it was more surprising.

SW: Yes. This visit made the point that it was possible 
to imagine that we too can create an international 
level campus in India? 

Between January and May I sent a proposal to Mr 
Narayana Murthy for setting up a new type of 
institute in India. I did not hear from him. In 2004 I 
mentioned to David Gross, about not getting a reply 
from Narayana Murthy. He told me, ‘You don’t get 
this kind of money from private companies. This 
institute has to be funded by the government.’ I still 
havehave his comments and edits on the proposal to 
Murthy. Then we had two full days of discussions in 
Santa Barbara where he told me how to go about it. 
His understanding of these matters is just amazing: 

ICTS NEWS  |  VOLUME III |  ISSUE 1  2017                                                                                                                                                                                                          8

https://www.icts.res.in/constructing-science-and-institutions#read-more1
https://www.icts.res.in/constructing-science-and-institutions#read-more2
https://www.icts.res.in/constructing-science-and-institutions#read-more1
https://www.icts.res.in/constructing-science-and-institutions#read-more2




PROGRAMS

www.icts.res.in

about nature somehow becomes useful. Today we 
use General Relativity for the GPS! This is the amazing 
thing about science and the logical structures we 
create to understand the world around us. 
Read more

The meeting ‘String Theory: Past and Present’ was 
held from January 11-13, 2017, to celebrate Spenta 
Wadia’s contributions to theoretical physics and the 
building of scientific institutions in India and around 
the world. 

ThirtyThirty seven academic talks were presented at this 
meeting on topics ranging from gravitational 
scattering amplitudes, string perturbation theory, 
the conformal bootstrap and quantum field theory, 
black hole physics and the recent SYK model, string 
cosmology, non-equilibrium dynamics and hydrody-
namics, random matrix models, glacier physics and 
theoretical biology. theoretical biology. 

A special session devoted to talks by Prof. Wadia’s 
ex-students had six of the most diverse talks in the 
conference. Avinash Dhar presented a summary of 
Prof. Wadia’s most important contributions to theo-
retical physics.

A celebratory banquet was also held at which speak-
ers recounted Spenta’s contributions to the develop-
ment of science around the world, including in ICTP 
Trieste, Korea, Japan, Israel and Greece. These 
speeches were followed by several personal reminis-
cences about Spenta, including snapshots of Spenta 
as a father from his children Neha and Varun.

String Theory: Past and 
Present

January 11-13, 2017

ORGANIZERS
Bulbul Chakraborty, Anupam Kundu and 
Albion Lawrence
DATES   
26 December 2016-7 January 2017 
VENUE   
Madhava Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, BengaluruMadhava Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru

ORGANIZERS
Chandrakant Aribam, Somnath Jha, Narasimha 
Kumar and Sujatha R
DATES   
12-22 December, 2016 
VENUE   
Madhava Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, BengaluruMadhava Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru

Modern Finance and 
Macroeconomics: A 
Multidisciplinary 

Approach

FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEMS 
OF QUANTUM PHYSICS

GROUP THEORY AND 
COMPUTATIONAL METHODS

THEORETICAL AND 
COMPUTATIONAL ASPECTS OF 

THE BIRCH AND 
SWINNERTON-DYER 

CONJECTURE

ICTP-ICTS WINTER SCHOOL 
ON QUANTITATIVE SYSTEMS 

BIOLOGY

ORGANIZERS  
Antonio Celani, Stefano Di Talia and Carl-
Philipp Heisenberg
DATES 
05 December 2016 to 16 December 2016
VENUE   
ICTP, Trieste, Italy

ORGANIZERS  
Angelo Bassi, Sougato Bose, Saikat Ghosh, 
Tejinder Singh, Urbasi Sinha and Hendrik 
Ulbricht
DATES   
21 November-10 December, 2016
VENUEVENUE   
Ramanujan Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru

US-INDIA ADVANCED 
STUDIES INSTITUTE: 

CLASSICAL AND QUANTUM 
INFORMATION

ORGANIZERS  
Manoj Kumar and NSN Sastry
DATES   
5-14 November, 2016
VENUE   
Ramanujan Lecture Hall, ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru

DISCUSSION MEETINGS

INDIAN STATISTICAL 
PHYSICS COMMUNITY 

MEETING 2017

ORGANIZERS
Ranjini Bandyopadhyay, Abhishek Dhar, 
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