
Dame Ethel Smyth – Her Music 
 
“The Prison (1930), the ‘choral symphony’ by the remarkable, long underappreciated British 
composer Dame Ethel Smyth, is a masterpiece that the world needs to hear now.” 
 
So thought two American conductors as they envisioned presenting this work to U.S. audiences for 
the first time, nearly ninety years after it was written – and, coincidentally, within a month of each 
other. The Johnstown Symphony Orchestra and Music Director James Blachly scheduled their 
“North American premiere” for April 7, 2018, in the Pasquerilla Performing Arts Center in 
Johnstown. The Cecilia Chorus of New York and Music Director Mark Shapiro scheduled their 
“North American premiere” for May 11, 2018, in Carnegie Hall. When the two colleagues learned of 
each other’s plans, they determined to join forces for a collaborative U.S. “co-premiere.” 
 
Smyth (1858-1944) was a larger-than-life figure, remembered for her radical feminism (which 
landed her in prison when she smashed a politician’s windows), her refusal to accept personal or 
professional limitations imposed on her by the male cultural elite, and her bold passions for other 
women including Virginia Woolf and suffragist leader Emmeline Pankhurst. It was her music that 
seduced Blachly and Shapiro. 
 
Blachly: “Smyth’s final large-scale composition is a masterpiece of orchestration. It shares her 
unique compositional voice with a freedom of expression, which in itself is a realization of the 
desire expressed in the text: to free oneself from the prison of existence. Throughout, there is the 
desire to take the personal and make it universal.” 
 
Shapiro: “The journey this composer traveled from her first large-scale work for chorus and 
orchestra to her last is amazing. Her distinctive, authentic musical persona is audible in every note 
she wrote throughout her career. She was no caricature, nor was her music some kind of stunt. 
She was a true composer.” 
 
Blachly first fell for her music when he conducted excerpts of the fully orchestrated Prison in 2016. 
“When I first heard the work in rehearsal, it was like a genie being let out of a bottle: music that had 
never been heard with orchestra in the United States, finally soaring through the air.” It was then 
he began to undertake a years-long project of creating modern, performance-ready parts from the 
composer’s hand-written manuscript, parts that he has given back to the English publisher and that 
will be used in both performances this spring, and in a recording Blachly has planned for the fall. 
 
Shapiro first conducted Smyth’s Mass in D in 1992, and then in 2013, Shapiro and The Cecilia 
Chorus of New York gave that work its New York premiere at Carnegie Hall. In 2016, Shapiro’s 
chamber chorus Cantori New York presented the U.S. premiere of The Prison in a chamber 
version for piano and trumpet. Now he will conduct the full orchestration in Carnegie Hall. 
 
Blachly and Shapiro are grateful to be working together. “Rather than competing for a U.S. 
premiere, we realized that what we want more than anything is for her music to be performed and 
appreciated, and we both believe that her time is now. The world is finally ready for this piece–and 
we will finally get to hear it on this continent.”   
 
Shapiro: “Critics have casually trivialized Smyth as a mouthy battle-axe, but what an alert ear she 
had, and how keenly did she observe, absorb, learn. She was powerfully attuned to the music of 
her time; there are even echoes of Mahler in her sound. Her text setting is extraordinary; the words 
leap off the page. Harry Brewster, on whose poem The Prison is based, writes of “the crust of self”: 
this is the prison Smyth wants us to escape, so that we may find our own singular truth, the one 
that will set us free, for as the text says, ‘We are full of immortality.’” 


