
Ahead of Her Time: Dame Ethel Smyth, Pioneer of Intersectional Feminism 
 
Many women in 2018 have never heard of Dame Ethel Smyth, but her story is more relevant today 
than ever and deserves to be featured in contemporary intersectional feminist discourse. On May 
11, 2018, at Carnegie Hall, The Cecilia Chorus of New York will perform the North American 
premiere of her final piece, a “choral symphony” entitled The Prison, in a unique collaborative “co-
premiere” with the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra, which will present it on April 7 at the 
Pasquerilla Performing Arts Center in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. Dame Ethel Smyth was a 
historical figure who transcended societal norms regarding gender and sexuality. Our concert 
introduces the last important work of this multi-dimensional powerhouse to the North American 
public. 
 
Long before ‘intersectionality’ was a buzzword, Dame Ethel Smyth (1858-1944) was a living 
example. At a time when women composers were relegated to after-dinner parlor performances, 
Smyth, born into a well-to-do British military family, became—against her father’s severly enforced 
wishes—a well-established figure in the Leipzig music scene, earning the respect of Mendelssohn 
and Brahms. She became the first ever female composer to have an opera staged at The 
Metropolitan Opera in March 1903—a distinction she held until 2016—and her influence extended 
beyond just her music career. Smyth was a leader in the British women’s suffrage movement; she 
notoriously conducted (with a toothbrush) a chorus singing her chant, The March of the Women, 
from her jail cell window following the famous window-smashing campaigns of 1911. She was also 
an unapologetic lesbian, having had passionate romances with Emmeline Pankhurst, Edith Craig, 
and Christabel Marshall. At age 71, she met and fell in love with Virginia Woolf; though Woolf did 
not return her romantic feelings, the two went on to become great friends. Smyth wrote a plethora 
of books, essays, letters, and diary entries throughout her life, detailing her personal and 
professional evolution as well as the influential women she encountered, from Woolf to Queen 
Victoria. 
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