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This refers to the Project Report, “History
of Science Museums and Planetariums in India”
by Jayanta Sthanapati published in IJHS.

It may noted that a Physics Museum was
established in the Physics Department of Banaras
Hindu University as early as 1942 by Professor
Balebail Dasannacharya, Head, Department of
Physics, to coincide with the Silver Jubilee
celebrations of the University. The museum was
inaugurated by Sir C V Raman on 20th January
1942. There is no published account of this in a
journal. However, I have a pamphlet prepared by
Professor B Dasannacharya after the inauguration.
Cover page of the same is shown in Appendix I.

I shall summarise the salient features of
this pamphlet about the museum. However, a brief
account of Dasannacharya and his research career
between 1920 and 1929, in Munich (~4years),
London (~2years) and Chicago (~2years), is
relevant to highlight the background which
induced him to start the museum at BHU.

As a D. Phil. student in Munich he had an
opportunity to visit the world’s best physics
museum there, displayed in 35 rooms. London also
had a science museum with a small section
devoted to physics and located in the Children’s
section. Chicago seems to have developed a
physics museum some years after he returned to
India. In his own words, “America is the first

country to introduce the idea of museums for
physics for schools and universities. In University
of Chicago, Professor H B Lemon ....... has shown
the development of physics from inertia to cosmic
rays in about 240 experiments ...... (which) work
without fail or fake ....(on) pressing a button or
pulling a string or two.” This was in late 1930s. “

BHU was inaugurated in 1916 and for the
first decade and a half Physics was a teaching
department with little research. Dr B
Dasannacharya joined BHU in 1930/31. He
decided to change this state by taking two specific
steps, namely, a) starting research activity starting
at the masters level (several papers were published
by M.Sc. students) and b) creating a physics
museum to add to the educational content of class
room teaching , as soon as space would become
available. When this happened it took some years
to create the museum which, as mentioned before,
was opened in 1942. It was much inspired by the
Chicago model of involving the head and the hand
in imparting knowledge. ‘Mens et Manus’
meaning ‘mind and hand’ is the motto of the well-
known Massachusetts Institute of Technology and
it emphasises the necessity of a coordinated use
of the mind and hand. This is where museums play
their role in education.

To quote from the pamphlet,
“This museum must be able to present the subject
by means of apparatus arranged rationally to bring
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out the development of the science, but above all,
it must contain short bits of information to act as
guiding posts, in correlation of apparatus.”........”In
the Physics Museum which you (C V Raman) are
asked to open, Sir, thought has been given to all
these considerations.... .”

“For example, in the section on optics we first
present a dissectible model of the eye. Then the
idea of a straight ray of light is introduced by saying
that two pins define a ray & a third pin enables the
course of the ray to be followed. You actually see
two pins in front of a mirror & you see their images
in line with a third pin. What is seen is shown and
what the reality is, is indicated. In the same way,
image formation in curved surfaces, refracting
surfaces, blocks, prisms, lenses, are presented. In
neighbouring shelves some instruments based on
them are shown. On an open table are given a lamp,
lens & screen of mosquito curtain cloth so that
image formation, by convergence of rays can
actually be tried by the visitor by himself. This is
the method. Who has got eyes to see, can see, and
who has not?”

“The first almirah is named Length, Mass & Time.
These names are indicative of their contents. We
have the next almirah for general physics,
containing levers, springs, friction & their
applications, hydrostatics & pneumatics. The next
almirah is devoted to acoustics, the next to heat,
light, electricity, magnetism, discharge of electricity
in gasses, positive rays, electromagnetic waves, x-
rays, crystals & the periodic system of elements.
In addition to these we have a number of apparatus
for all sections of physics which could be partly or
completely handled and manipulated by the visitor”

The museum was inaugurated on 20th

January 1942 by Sir Raman. His speech, as
reported in the pamphlet, is reproduced in the
Appendix II for its historical value. The last
paragraph therein commends this ‘museum and
exhibition’ for its ‘ tremendous educative value ‘.
Sir Raman, declaring the museum open,
concludes,

“Dr Dasannacharya is a pioneer in this line and he
has, by creating his museum, done a distinct and
valuable service to physics. I am quite convinced
of it. “

Following the inauguration in 1942 many
items were added over the years. Some of the

exhibits which I still remember, because they
impressed me most as a college student, were a)
cut-opened locks to show principle of lever, b)
demonstration of Lissajous figures, c) display of
the periodic table by their minerals, d) a scale
model of Jaipur’s Raja Jaisingh’s Jantar Mantar
in Varanasi, d) demonstration of Newton’s third
law of motion using cycle wheel mounted with a
electric toy-engine, e) a nearly 2 feet long single
crystal of Quartz, f) a carved replica of the sky on
a large earthen pitcher, representing the celestial
sphere, (a poor man’s planetarium) g)
demonstration of resonant and forced vibrations
through multiple pendulums, h) an engine from
an aeroplane which had unfortunately suffered an
accident near Banaras and so on.

Alas! sometime after the retirement of
Professor Dasannacharya in 1956 the museum,
finding little appreciation, witnessed what all
physical objects witness sooner or later —
destruction: it was dismantled by the department
to accommodate offices of the faculty!

En passant, it may also be mentioned that
there was also a natural science museum at BHU
at the same time and a mention of this is made in
the pamphlet.

*******
Appendix 1

Inauguration of the Museum at Department of Physics,
BHU
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Appendix 2

Pamphlet (a portion only) containing Sir C V Raman speech at the inauguration
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