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ON THE CENTENARY OF ANNIE BESANT’S BIRTH DAY, A COMMEMORATIVE BOOK WAS 
PUBLISHED. IT IS A VERY RARE BOOK. FORTUNATELY IT WAS LOCATED WITH HELP 
FROM INTERNET. HERE IS AN ACCOUNT OF BESANT BY RUKMINI DEVI, WHO WAS 
RESPONSIBLE FOR REVIVAL OF INDIAN DANCE AND TODAY YOU WILL FIND SCHOOLS 
IN EVERY PART OF THE WORLD – READ AND ENJOY

THE ARTISTIC SIDE OF ANNIE BESANT - BY RUKMINI DEVI

When I first saw Mrs. Besant I was twelve years old, and my first impression was that a great Rishi like
Vasishta or Agastya, of whom I had heard so much from my father, had come. I was sitting in a pony 
cart with my sister as I saw this Rishi in a car and for the whole day we were discussing the grand 
majestic of this person. Later my father gave us the name and description of this individual. The 
greatest artist is one who is an embodiment of beauty and to me Annie Besant became this 
embodiment. My own artistic nature was deeply satisfied just to watch her. On another day, I saw her 
standing on the platform of the headquarters hall of the Theosophical Society giving a lecture. I did not 
understand a word. Generally I preferred to watch the elephants on the walls rather than hear people 
speak. But some unknown beauty in her voice turned my eyes from the elephants, and I gazed upon her
so intently that through this gazing I saw visions of the future. I was so lost that I was almost dragged 
away from the place, for the lecture had been long over, and they were removing the carpets from the 
floor.

At the age of sixteen, when I came to her to receive her approval and her blessing on my marriage, I 
understood a little English. I gave up school, and the first advice she gave me was to become an expert 
housekeeper and a cook. I took this up seriously. Every Sunday I invited her to a meal which I prepared
myself, and for which I beautified my home with flowers and kolam. She was very pleased, and was 
eager to see what changes I would make each time she came. She wanted to see all the beautiful 
wedding presents, and told me to keep true to the most beautiful and simple traditions of Indian life. 
She said "I do not like Westernised Indian Women.”She told me to wear only beautiful colours, never 
white without any border, nor black and brown. If I work for Art today, it is due to the understanding 
education that she gave. I was much with her, and used to watch the great joy she experienced 
whenever she saw anything beautiful, a coolie woman with a bright coloured sari, a little brass cooking 
vessel, or a piece of embroidery, tier great pleasures infected me with the desire to watch everyday 
things and I remember one occasion when we three, she, Dr. Arundale and I, were walking together, 
and we all stopped, and for at least half an hour studied the men who were dragging water for the 
coconut trees. I saw then the graceful dark forms of the Indian working man.

Mrs. Besant did not generally like ball-room dancing or jazz. In those days no one thought of an Indian 
woman dancing I had just seen Anna Pavlova, and I was full of inspiration. It was in 1925 and we were 
all travelling together, I remarked that I would like to dance. Everyone around me was shocked and 
said “What an idea"! She smiled and said, “I think it will be a beautiful thing to see Rukmini dancing.” 
In 1928, before I even studied dancing, I was asked to produce a variety entertainment (which 
description I intensely dislike) for the 1st of October, her birthday. She brought many of her friends, 
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and Sir C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar was sitting next to her. I produced Tennyson's Queen Guinivere as well
as a little Temple scene of Kwan-Yin, the Chinese World-mother.

She was so pleased that she requested me to produce it in town and to give the money I earned equally 
to a maternity hospital for the poor and for the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. She 
asked me if I would object to her taking part also! She offered to recite the poem while the action of the
sketch was going on. This was done for three successive nights, and each night she recited as she alone 
could with her magnificent voice and gestures. Immediately afterwards she sat in the wing, and 
watched with intent pleasure the Chinese sketch. She was so inspired by this that she called me into her
room and made me wear a beautiful Chinese necklace of hers which I wore invariably for the part of 
Kwan-Yin which I took. When the three days were over she said to Dr. Arundale and me “I have not 
recited this poem since I was 19, and I had no time to look into Tennyson's book. We both remarked 
that we noticed nothing but the beauty of her rendering. She smiled and said, “Well I just improvised 
some verses at the moment. We were greatly surprised, and we tried to find out if there was one among 
the many scholars who were present who noticed this change. Dr. Arundale himself, who had specially 
studied Tennyson, noticed no change. Such was her mastery over language, prose and poetry. My art 
movement began on her birthday. On my programme was printed the names of actors and Mrs. Annie 
Besant’s recitation. My first earning went to the animals and the poor whom she loved and whom I 
love.

Mrs. Besant will always remain my inspiration in Art. Great sculptors, poets and painters have been 
inspired by someone who is an embodiment of Art. For me, my inspirer has been, and continues to be 
my mother Annie Besant; while others were sceptical and were shocked at the idea of my dancing, she 
was pleased, and saw a future for me through it. In 1931, very near the end of her days, I gave a 
programme of dancing. She could not come, and many who came spoke in horror. She sent for me and 
said that it was such a disappointment for her not to have been able to come down, and would I dance 
for her in her room! I did; and this inspired me never to think anything of public opinion. She used to 
say that the revival of Indian Art is one of the great things of the future, and that she felt sorry she could
neither sing nor paint! But she used to play the piano and C. W. Leadbeater, who had heard her, said to 
me, “If she was not a great statesman and orator, she could still be one of the greatest singers, actresses 
or pianists in the world”, for, he said, “her knowledge of music is great, her voice is beautiful, and her 
touch on the piano was equal to any of the greatest pianists of the day.”

The most important attribute of an artist is intuition. This she had in everything in life. What surprised 
many of us was her taste in Indian music. Though she did not know it technically she was able to 
contact the spirit of It. It is impossible to enumerate the number of ways in which she encouraged Art 
and artists. In 1916, when the two sisters Eleanor and Kathleen Elder were filling Adyar with Greek 
dance, I remember the occasion when she sent for them, and they returned with their arms filled with 
silver gifts. She was so grateful to them for bringing beauty into the lives of so many.
In 1921, when Mrs. Besant founded the 1921 Club at the Gokhale Hall, she opened an Art Section and 
regularly attended its meetings. She was always the gracious hostess to many world famous artists like 
Rabindranath Tagore, who nearly always stayed in Adyar, and to Sarojini Naidu, Harindranath Chatto-
padhyaya, Leopold Stokowski and others. Her Kamala lectures in 1924 at the Calcutta University 
contained a great masterpiece of exposition of Indian Art and History. She was greatly interested in the 



birth of the Bengal school of painting, and encouraged exhibitions of Indian paintings everywhere, and 
gave support to all who worked for this cause. Her tribute in this cause went chiefly to J. H. Cousins. In
this way was Dr. Besant a mother of many Art movements in India, and the birth of Kalakshetra itself 
owes its origin to her.

To Annie Besant Art and Religion were one. To a great yogi who has the vision of the highest, beauty 
and wisdom are one. What she said herself is pure essence of Art. To a humble follower and child of 
hers, she herself is the yogi or sage who combined both, and through whom Beauty itself becomes 
Religion, and Religion Beauty.
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