
Dame Ethel Smyth – Her Life 

As a skilled composer and tireless suffragist, Dame Ethel Smyth (1185-1944) fought for 

recognition and equality in Victorian England. Born into a well-to-do military family, she 

nearly came to blows with her father when she announced she was going to study music 

in Leipzig. But the world, it seemed, wasn’t ready for a strong, uncompromising female 

composer. In fact, England wasn’t ready for powerful women at all. Unrepentant for 

breaking the window of a misogynistic Member of Parliament, she conducted her fellow 

Suffragettes with a toothbrush through her prison bars; they were chanting The March of 

the Women, the suffragist anthem she had composed. From breaking glass windows, she 

went on to break glass ceilings with her opera Der Wald – the only woman- composed 

opera ever performed at the Met. She maintained this dubious distinction until 2016. 

Audiences and her contemporaries loved her, giving her 15 minutes of ovation. But, 

because she was a woman, critics maligned her as a “novelty.”  

On May 11, 2018, The Cecilia Chorus of New York will be performing the overdue New 
York premiere and North American co-premiere of Smyth’s last work, The Prison (1930), 
at Carnegie Hall. This performance of The Prison (Blachly edition) by The Cecilia Chorus 
of New York is the second phase of a joint initiative; the Johnstown Symphony (PA) 
performed The Prison on April 7. 

The Prison explores the escape from our own metaphorical prison of the mind, of lies 
that we tell ourselves about ourselves, in pursuit of the truth which will set us free for 
immortality.  

By the time England finally recognized her as the treasure she was, she was 75 and 
deaf. She could no longer hear her own music or her cheering crowds. But she never 
compromised who she was as a person. She continued to enjoy “unladylike” activities 
like golf, biking, horse riding, foxhunting, and mountaineering. She left a string of lovers 
across the United States and Europe, all but one of them women, including suffragist 
leader Emmeline Pankhurst, Princess Eugenie and Virginia Woolf. She lived her life by 
the Suffragist Movement’s motto: Deeds, not words. 

A place setting for Dame Ethel Smyth, featuring a grand piano with a raised lid on a 
tweed runner made to resemble a man’s tailored suit (Dame Ethel’s favorite, if 
controversial sartorial choice), is one of the 39 tributes to important women from history 
in Judy Chicago’s art installation The Dinner Party, now on permanent display at the 

Brooklyn Museum. 

http://ceciliachorusny.org/

