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In the diary of Jim Ede’s travels around the United States in October-November 
1931, Ede wrote, ‘in Pittsburg [sic] […] Ratan Devi, the singer of Punjabi songs in 
America […] has promised to sing to me’.1 Ratan Devi was the stage name of Alice 
Ethel Richardson, a musician born in Padiham, Lancashire in 1890, who spent her 
early years as a singer of English folk songs in circles around the Arts and Crafts 
Movement. After following her then lover, the anti-colonial activist and art historian 
Ananda Coomaraswamy, to Kashmir in 1911, she received classical training from 
Ustad Abdul Rahim of Kapurthala, before proceeding to give recitals in Britain and 
the US under the stage name Ratan Devi.2 A typical performance began with Ratan 
Devi ‘singing a few European folk-songs with the piano accompaniment’, before 
‘squatting down in Indian fashion, […] [taking] up the tambura in her lap’, and 
singing ‘Behāg, Kāndra, Malkaus – […] [with] exquisite feeling’.3 
 
Both Richardson and Ede were members of a transversal modernist network that 
spanned the British Empire and metropole during the early twentieth century. Louise 
Blakeney Williams has described how this network included practitioners in India 
interested in cosmopolitan nationalism along with Britons protesting against 
industrial capitalism. As Coomaraswamy wrote in 1906, Asians should ‘be grateful 
to all that is best in our own traditions and at the same time not be unwilling to learn 
what others can teach us’, and in 1909, art critic and educator E. B. Havell decried 
‘the extremes of immense wealth and the most abject poverty […] of European cities 
and their utter moral, spiritual and intellectual depravity’. Those protesting against 
industrial capitalism were variably supportive of anti-colonial cultural projects in 
India. 4 Ede participated in this network during his tenure as Assistant Keeper at the 
Tate Gallery from 1922–36; for instance, he hosted gatherings of various Indian 
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modernists at his home with Helen Ede in Hampstead.5 Ede’s earliest recorded 
encounter with Richardson is his attendance of one of her concerts in c. June 1931, 
following which he and Helen hosted her at their home in Hampstead on 11 August 
1931. Then, Ede attended her aforementioned performance in Pittsburgh in October–
November 1931; subsequently, he asked Helen Sutherland (a close friend of Helen 
and Jim Ede) to arrange a concert for Richardson in 1932. The final record is of Ede 
attending another of Richardson’s performances in late 1933–early 1934.6  Ede noted 
his impressions following the Pittsburgh performance:  
 

It was a delight beyond measure to hear Ratan Devi singing again – her long low 
room lit by firelight and the swaying of her body to that infinitely searching 
eastern music, a thing I shall never forget. […] And in musical beauty how close is 
our own, ‘My Lovely Celia’, to some of these and how clearly different the 
background. England of the Elizabethans, the Golden Age, ease and contentment, 
English fields dew covered, and India with all its ancient mystic lore, its ages of 
civilisation, its sorrow, its heat at nighttime, scent laden. Ratan Devi can move 
from one to the other with a delicious impersonality – the music just falls from 
her. 7    

 
Ede’s response articulates the trans-local, universalist aesthetic ideal, able to 
challenge the ‘depravity’ of imperial, industrial modernity, which underpinned the 
global modernist network described above. At the same time, it exposes some of its 
limitations, including the erasure of historical English and Indian cultures as they 
were appropriated to provide heavily romanticised ideals to which global modernists 
might aspire. (Though Ede’s refusal to conflate English and Indian cultures shows 
some resistance to reducing cultures removed from his immediate context.) Ede’s 
account also provides a vivid description of Richardson’s atmospheric deployment of 
sound, choreography and mise-en-scène; yet his notion that Richardson was able to 
‘move from one [culture] to the other with a delicious impersonality’ omits the 
historical realities dictating physical and cultural global mobility. What enabled 
Richardson to adopt and discard identities so freely? Would this have been afforded 
her Indian counterparts in the social and political contexts of her day? The Ede-
Richardson connection captures some of the contradictions that beset a cultural 
movement challenging industrial capitalism in the age of late empire. 
 
Thanks to Beth Darbyshire and Inga Fraser for invaluable assistance with researching 
this piece. 
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