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2 The March of  theWomen

Ethel Smyth (/sma:ɪθ/) studied music and pursued it as a career despite the disapproval of her father, moving to Leipzig in 1877 to study 
with Heinrich von Herzogenberg. By the time she returned to England around 1890, she was composing large scale works, including her 
opera, Der Wald.  England was even more repressive to women as professional musicians than Europe and America, so Smyth found it 
easier to get her work performed further from home. Der Wald was the first opera composed by a woman to be performed at the 
Metropolitan Opera in New York City, and remained the only one for the next 113 years. Still, we can see evidence that Britain recognized 
her significance as a composer as early as in 1910, when Durham University awarded her an honorary doctorate.That is also the year 
Smyth met suffragette leader Emmeline Pankhurst (who was brought back to the world's attention when she was played by Meryl Streep 
in 2015). Songs of the Sunrise was written for the suffragettes; and "The March of the Women" is its final movement,  premiered by the 
London Symphony Orchestra in 1911. The first two decades of the twentieth century were devastating to the entire Western world, and 
Smyth's connections to Germany meant the upheaval touched her personally. She worked as a radiologist  during World War I, and 
gradually came to realize she was losing her hearing; so she turned her attention to writing. Equally successful as an author as she was as a 
composer, Smyth produced evocative work in a pithy and original voice, using her popularity and charisma to advocate for women's 
rights. In 1922, Smyth was the first woman composer to be honored as a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire. Many of 
her works remain unpublished. 
--AN


