
The Prison – A Unique Collaborative Co-Premiere 
 
Great minds think alike. So do impassioned conductors. 

In Spring 2018, James Blachly, Music Director of the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra in 

Pennsylvania, and Mark Shapiro, Music Director of The Cecilia Chorus of New York, will both lead 

“North American premiere” performances of The Prison, the last major work by the remarkable, 

underappreciated British composer Dame Ethel Smyth. 

Shapiro has a long history with Smyth’s music. He conducted her first large-scale work, her Mass 

in D (1892), in 1992, and then led The Cecilia Chorus of New York at Carnegie Hall in the work’s 

long overdue New York 2013 premiere. Attending this performance was a Smyth expert, the 

musicologist Liz Wood. As a token of appreciation, Wood gave Shapiro a vocal score to The 

Prison. Shapiro read through it, was hooked, and began incubating a long-term plan to bring The 

Prison to the United States. Phase One was a 2016 chamber performance by the chamber chorus 

Cantori New York, with piano and trumpet. Phase Two would be a full-scale performance with 

orchestra, in 2018. 

Meanwhile, James Blachly, Music Director of the Experiential Orchestra in New York and 

Johnstown Symphony in Pennsylvania, became aware of The Prison, and began preparing 

updated performance materials for his own 2018 concert with the Johnstown Symphony. He had 

previously performed excerpts with full orchestra in 2016, and felt “called” to perform the entire 

work with orchestra as soon as he could arrange it. It was then he began to undertake a two-year-

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. 

Unaware of one another’s plans, both organizations then announced their North American 

premiere performances–which take place just one month apart. 

Both conductors were at first disconcerted by the coincidence. "My stomach sank," Blachly says. 

"I've known Mark and his work for years, and I knew how dedicated he was to Dame Ethel. But I 

thought that after his premiere of the piano version of the work, he was done with it. For my part, 

something about the power of this piece when I first conducted excerpts of it, and knowing that it 

had never been heard with orchestra in the United States, made me dedicate the following two 

years to help shepherd the work to a public performance and ultimately to greater recognition." 

Shapiro: “After only a moment’s reflection, I realized how thrilled I was that James, whose musical 

leadership I have long admired, had zeroed in on The Prison. What matters to me is that this music 

be widely heard and understood. Smyth’s musical journey from her Mass, which she wrote at 33, 

through The Prison, which, four decades later, was to be her last major work at age 72, was 

amazing. Her singular voice remained steady throughout her career, as, all the while keenly 

attentive to the music of her time, she observed, learned, and grew. Loved by her audiences, but 

given short shrift by critics because of her sex, Smyth overcame daunting obstacles. Now is the 

right moment to present The Prison.” 

Blachly and Shapiro met over coffee, and instead of setting up their organizations in competition, 

decided to collaborate on a “co-premiere” of The Prison, sharing resources, exchanging singers, 

and jointly promoting the two concerts taking place within five weeks of each other. "There's 

enough conflict in the world," they decided. 

 



Dame Ethel Smyth’s The Prison will be presented by: 

 

The Johnstown Symphony Orchestra 
James Blachly, Music Director 
April 7, 2018, at 7:30 p.m. 
Pasquerilla Performing Arts Center, Johnstown, PA 

 and by 

The Cecilia Chorus of New York 
Mark Shapiro, Music Director 
May 11, 2018, at 8 p.m. 
Carnegie Hall, New York City 


