
Prafulla Chandra Ray  

Prafulla Chandra Ray, a pioneering figure in the history of Indian science, was born on August 

2, 1861, in Raruli-Katipara, a village in the Khulna district of present-day Bangladesh. He is 

celebrated as a distinguished chemist, educator, and industrialist whose contributions spanned 

several disciplines, including organic chemistry, industrial chemistry, and scientific education 

in India. Prafulla Chandra Ray's life and work exemplify a relentless pursuit of scientific 

knowledge, a commitment to industrial development, and a profound impact on the 

advancement of chemistry in India during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  
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Early Life and Education 

Prafulla Chandra Ray was born into a Brahmo Samaj family, a reformist Hindu movement 

advocating for social reform and modern education. His early education was influenced by the 

progressive ideals of the Brahmo Samaj, emphasizing the importance of both traditional Indian 

knowledge and Western scientific education. Ray's academic journey began at the Hare School 

and later continued at the prestigious Presidency College in Calcutta (now Kolkata), where he 

excelled in chemistry under the mentorship of renowned chemist Alexander Pedler. 

Journey into Chemistry 

Ray's fascination with chemistry deepened during his time at Presidency College, where he 

demonstrated exceptional talent and enthusiasm for scientific inquiry. He completed his 

Bachelor of Science (B.Sc.) degree in 1882 and subsequently earned a Master of Science 

(M.Sc.) degree in 1884, specializing in organic chemistry. His academic achievements laid the 

foundation for a career dedicated to advancing chemical research and industrial applications in 

India. 

Contributions to Chemistry 

Research and Publications 

Prafulla Chandra Ray's research contributions were diverse and impactful. His early research 

focused on organic synthesis, particularly the chemistry of mercurous nitrite and its derivatives. 



Ray's pioneering work in organic chemistry included the synthesis of several organic 

compounds, such as nitrosoamines and nitrosohydroxylamines, which expanded the 

understanding of chemical reactions and molecular structures. 

Bengal Chemical and Pharmaceutical Works 

In 1892, Prafulla Chandra Ray founded the Bengal Chemical and Pharmaceutical Works 

(BCPW) in Calcutta, marking a pivotal moment in the history of Indian industry and scientific 

enterprise. BCPW was one of the first indigenous pharmaceutical companies in India, aimed 

at producing affordable medicines and chemicals using locally available resources. Ray's vision 

was to combine scientific research with industrial production, promoting self-reliance and 

economic development in British-ruled India. 

Chemical Education and Institutional Development 

Prafulla Chandra Ray's commitment to scientific education led to the establishment of the 

University College of Science in Calcutta (now the University of Calcutta) in 1916. He played 

a crucial role in shaping the curriculum and fostering a research-oriented environment that 

encouraged young scholars to pursue careers in chemistry and related fields. Ray's efforts in 

chemical education laid the groundwork for future generations of Indian scientists, fostering a 

culture of scientific inquiry and innovation. 

Recognition and Awards 

Prafulla Chandra Ray's contributions to chemistry and industrial development earned him 

widespread recognition both in India and internationally. He was elected as a Fellow of the 

Royal Society of London in 1920, becoming the first Indian to achieve this honor. Ray received 

numerous accolades for his scientific achievements, including the Kaiser-i-Hind Gold Medal 

(1912) and the Griffith Memorial Prize of the University of Calcutta (1933). His legacy 

continues to be celebrated through academic institutions, awards, and scholarships named in 

his honor. 

Social and Cultural Impact 

Beyond his scientific accomplishments, Prafulla Chandra Ray was a visionary leader who 

advocated for social reform and cultural revival in India. He actively promoted the use of 

indigenous languages in scientific discourse and advocated for the recognition of traditional 

Indian knowledge systems alongside modern science. Ray's advocacy for scientific temper and 

educational reform resonated with the broader Indian nationalist movement, which sought to 

empower India through self-reliance and technological advancement. 

Personal Life and Legacy 

Prafulla Chandra Ray's personal life reflected his dedication to his scientific pursuits and social 

ideals. He was known for his integrity, humility, and deep-rooted commitment to the welfare 

of society. Ray's legacy as a pioneering chemist, industrialist, and educator continues to inspire 

generations of scientists in India and beyond. His contributions to organic chemistry, industrial 

development, and scientific education laid the foundation for India's emergence as a global hub 

of scientific research and innovation. 



Conclusion 

In conclusion, Prafulla Chandra Ray's life and work exemplify the transformative impact of 

scientific inquiry, industrial entrepreneurship, and educational reform in colonial India. As a 

visionary chemist and founder of the Bengal Chemical and Pharmaceutical Works, Ray 

pioneered efforts to integrate scientific research with industrial production, promoting 

economic self-sufficiency and technological innovation. His commitment to chemical 

education and institutional development established a legacy that continues to shape India's 

scientific landscape. Prafulla Chandra Ray's contributions transcend disciplinary boundaries, 

symbolizing the enduring legacy of Indian science and the indomitable spirit of scientific 

discovery. 

 


