The first woman to have an opera
performed at the Metropolitan Opera
House in NYC.
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Ethel Smyth, 1858-1944, England

The first woman to have an opera performed at the Metropolitan Opera House
in NYC

Ethel Smyth was an internationally-recognized composer, a writer
and a feminist who is one of the most original figures in British
music history. She was one of the most accomplished female
composers in a male-dominated industry and was one of the main
representatives of the suffrage movement. She wrote six operas
and was the first woman to have an opera performed at the
Metropolitan Opera House in New York City.

Ethel Smyth was born to a wealthy British family and was the
daughter of a Major-General. Though she started her musical
training relatively late at the age of seventeen, her heart was set on
music. Her father was against her pursuing a career in music,
however in 1877 she entered the Leipzig Conservatory as a



composition student. As she later studied in Germany with Heinrich
Herzogenberg, she was able to meet many prominent composers
such as Brahms, Clara Schumann, Grieg, Dvorak and Tchaikovsky.

Smyth composed many important large-scale works, including six
operas (her second one, Der Wald, was the first opera by a woman
to be performed at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York) and
her breathtaking Mass in D, which has been compared to
Beethoven’s Missa solemnis. Her third opera, The Wreckers, is
considered by many to be her masterpiece. She was hailed as a
first-rate composer, and her music was strikingly original and bold,
full of drama and colorful orchestration.

In 1910 she paused her musical career to participate actively in the
women’s suffrage movement. She composed the “March of the
Women” which became the anthem of the Women’s Social and
Political Union. At one point she was arrested, and it is said that
while she was in prison she could be found conducting through her
window with a toothbrush, leading her fellow prisoners in singing
her “March of the Women.”

Ethel Smyth not only fought for women’s suffrage but she
challenged stereotypes by writing “masculine” music, battling critics
who called her a “woman composer” and wearing tweed suits. She
adored dogs, especially sheepdogs, and Tchaikovsky said that her
habit of always being accompanied by one of her beloved dogs was
one of her many “originalities and eccentricies.” During WWI she
began a second career as a writer, writing ten books which were
mostly autobiographical. Near the end of her life she became deaf,
but that didn’t stop her from composing her last two operas.

Listen to the Overture from her famous opera, The Wreckers. This
opera was first performed in Germany in 1906. It is about piracy,
betrayal and love and the music is full of powerful orchestral writing
and memorable melodies.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WNrWfCWfGW8&list=PLKSdXm0-3z5sGGmpAn0PVPsoKVXMHDRtZ&index=14

