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ABSTRACT 
 

The composer Ethel Smyth (1858-1944) claimed that sex discrimination had prevented 
her from succeeding as a composer, and she cast much of the blame on the press.  This 
study examines the critical reception of Smyth’s Mass and first four operas in England and 
Germany, with a focus on their premieres.  It evaluates Smyth’s claims, and places the 
works more broadly in context, tracing the processes by which they gained performance, 
and the circumstances of the productions. Rich and multiple interpretations are made 
possible by reading from different perspectives, allowing the complexity of critical 
commentary and the subtle intersection of concerns with gender, nationalism and style to 
be revealed.  Despite the pervasiveness of gender bias in the reviews, there is much more 
to the critical reception of Smyth’s music than the way in which it represents her in relation 
to patriarchal stereotypes of femininity.   

Performances researched include the Mass’s premiere in 1893 and its revival in 1924, 
and the early productions of Fantasio, Der Wald, The Wreckers and The Boatswain’s Mate.  
These operas were composed with hopes of performance both in England and Germany, 
and therefore provide the best case studies for an examination of press reception in these 
two countries, notwithstanding the fact that the first was performed only in Germany and 
the fourth only in England.  The reviews are interpreted in light of the different contexts 
that affected critics’ perceptions: local circumstances, contemporary politics and knowledge 
about the composer.  Chapter 1 explores the significance of Smyth’s biography and 
autobiography and Chapter 2 traces each work from composition to performance, 
examining the challenges Smyth faced and her responses to them.  Smyth’s connections 
with royalty and aristocracy, both in England and Germany, were of great assistance to her, 
and this has hitherto been insufficiently acknowledged.  Smyth’s music elicited a diverse 
range of praise and criticism from critics, and the last three chapters focus on issues of 
gender, discussion of the libretti and music of the operas, and national preoccupations.   

The complex question of gender in the Smyth criticism includes the problem of the 
woman composer, definitions of femininity and masculinity and the effect of Smyth’s 
feminism and persona on reception of her music.  Critical writings rarely included detailed 
technical discussion of the music, but libretto and comedy, text-setting and orchestration 
all received attention.  The division of Smyth’s career between England and Germany led 
to her being seen as foreign in both countries, and the performance of her music 
contributed to nationalist debates about the selection of repertoire.  The division between 
English and German critics is most marked in their attribution of influence on Smyth’s 
operas.  German critics distinguished various styles and genres in Smyth’s music and were 
perceptive in recognising the underlying eclecticism of her mature voice.  Smyth’s 
countrymen knew she had studied in Germany and persisted in hearing this influence in 
her scores, although some allowed that she was contributing to the formation of an 
English voice.   
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Introduction 

Dame Ethel Mary Smyth Mus. Doc. (1858-1944) was prominent in English musical 

life early in the twentieth century.  She was known for her Mass and operas, for her 

popular writings, for her feminist activism in the battle for the vote and her efforts to 

promote women in musical life.  Like many of her peers—opera composers who struggled 

to gain performances in an England dominated by the taste for foreign music—Smyth’s 

music fell into obscurity.  A lost generation perhaps. 

But Smyth believed her music was neglected for a reason not shared by her male 

colleagues.  She was a woman.  Smyth claimed that sex discrimination had prevented her 

from succeeding as a composer, and she cast much of the blame on the press.  Female 

composers have long struggled against sexist critics who denied their music a hearing.  

Smyth’s claim should not simply be accepted at face value, however, for it may obscure the 

fact that critics did not only concentrate on sex when reviewing her music. 

This dissertation is the first broadly-based study of the critical reception of Smyth’s 

music and examines responses to her Mass and early operas by German and English 

critics.  It evaluates Smyth’s claims, reveals how the composer and her music were seen by 

her contemporaries and illuminates patterns of patronage and the contexts of performance 

during her career. 

Smyth was a significant figure during her lifetime—she was the most successful British 

opera composer until Britten—but does not feature prominently in the music history of 

her period.  Although some authors list her among the earlier generation of composers of 

the English Musical Renaissance,1 she is usually treated as the token woman composer.  In 

less serious sources—particularly in the years after her death—she is remembered as an 

eccentric, mannish figure, who marched with the suffragettes and fought for her music and 

beliefs.  More recently, scholars have found in Smyth a candidate for feminist reclamation, 

and have begun to re-evaluate her significance.  Despite a growing list of performances and 

recordings the fate of her music during her lifetime remains poorly understood.  

                                                
1 Sophie Fuller points out that Smyth is the only woman included in these lists, despite her many 
female contemporaries.  [Sophie Fuller, “Women Composers during the British Musical 
Renaissance, 1880–1918”, diss., London University, 1998, p.9] 
I follow Howes in describing the generation as the English Musical Renaissance, and have used 
“English” and “England” to define the limitations of this study, as Smyth’s career largely took place 
within these boundaries. 
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The reviews of Smyth’s Mass and operas, written in response to premieres in England 

and Germany, reveal a complex picture barely hinted at by existing scholarship, which 

typically quote one or two inflammatory and sexist extracts from reviews to support 

general claims of sex discrimination.  There are many such passages in the reviews, and 

they cry out for quotation, but hidden in the dossier behind them is extensive commentary: 

measured critique of the music and libretti, evaluation of Smyth’s place in the development 

of English opera, and attributions of stylistic influence and national allegiance.  Smyth’s 

critics heard her music in relation to current musical and social conditions and their 

reviews reveal complex constructions of her musical and national allegiances, based on 

each critic’s own aesthetic and political bias. 

 

Smyth’s large-scale works were composed and premiered between 1890 and 1931 and 

include several orchestral works, the Mass in D, the Concerto for Horn and Violin and her 

last major work, the cantata The Prison.  Her six operas, however, remain the most 

significant part of her oeuvre.2  Smyth’s ongoing commitment to the composition of 

substantial works employing large forces caused critics to consider her apart from most 

other women composers of her time.  Her interest in opera made her doubly an exception: 

not only was it rare for women to venture into this genre, but English composers from the 

nineteenth through to the mid-twentieth century had an ambivalent relationship with the 

opera house.  Opera as a genre was accorded high status by the musically cultured of the 

fin-de-siècle, but foreign composers—whether Italian, German or French—held sway in 

London. 

Smyth’s Mass in D was premiered by the Royal Choral Society in 1893 but fell into 

obscurity until it was revived in 1924.  After the Mass the young composer embarked on 

opera composition, a passion that was to consume her for the next thirty years.  Her 

operatic style changed dramatically over the course of her long career, although her 

individual compositional voice is present throughout.  The first two operas, Fantasio (1892–

94) and Der Wald (1899–1901), 3 reflected both Smyth’s training and the musical world she 

inhabited during her years in Leipzig, drawing on German idioms influenced by both 

                                                
2 See Jory Bennett’s comprehensive listing.  Jory Bennett, “List of Works”, The Memoirs of Ethel 
Smyth, abridged and introduced by Ronald Crichton (New York: Viking, 1987), pp. 373–81. 
3 Dates given in brackets are dates of composition as established by Jory Bennett.   
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Wagner and Brahms.  The Wreckers (1902–04)4 shows Smyth’s growing independence from 

her student influences, although she never lost the Germanic fingerprint in her use of 

counterpoint and approach to vocal writing.  The turning towards her homeland which 

began with the subject matter of The Wreckers is fulfilled in Smyth’s next operatic essay, The 

Boatswain’s Mate (1913–14), which was certainly her most-performed opera, and perhaps 

her most popular.  With this work, even more than its predecessors, Smyth was seen to be 

making a significant contribution to the development of a national opera, even as World 

War I re-fuelled the debate over musical nationalism. 

In England, as in Europe, World War I marked a divide between the old world and the 

new.  The question of opera was no longer central to music’s development, as mixed media 

stageworks began to focus on dance, and to use smaller musical forces.  The success of the 

Ballets Russes in London brought musical theatre to a public drawn from a broader cross-

section of class and artistic allegiance, an audience no longer dominated by the cream of 

society who had frequented Covent Garden in the Edwardian era.5  

In keeping with the changed English musical scene, Smyth’s last two operas were 

complete departures from the previous four.  Fête Galante (1921–22), subtitled “A Dance-

Dream”, revealed that in spite of her increasing age Smyth was still very aware of 

developments in contemporary music.  In this short work, she experimented with the ideas 

of modernism and neoclassicism.  The libretto is adapted from a short story by Maurice 

Baring, which features characters from the Commedia dell’Arte tradition.  Its light scoring 

and use of dances from the Baroque suite echo the neoclassical works which were bringing 

the Ballets Russes such success.  Smyth’s last opera, Entente Cordiale (1923–24), shows her 

returning to her military roots, for it is somewhat akin to wartime troop entertainments: it 

is a farce, which deals humorously (if somewhat heavily) with the linguistic confusions 

faced by English soldiers in France.  These two short operas were Smyth’s last foray into 

                                                
4 Although The Wreckers was written as Les naufrageurs and first performed in German as Strandrecht, 
for the sake of consistency it is referred to as The Wreckers throughout this study. 
5 See Lynn Garafola’s fascinating survey of the Ballets Russes in London: Ch. 11 “London: Lords, 
Ladies, and Literati” of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1989), pp.300–29. 
An anonymous writer for The Musical Times noted in 1912 that “ ‘The Covent Garden Syndicate 
justly claims that it manages the only opera house in Europe that pays its way without a subsidy; 
but it is able to achieve this mainly because it is a fashionable social gathering and entertainment, at 
which many people think more of meeting their friends and of displaying their diamonds than of 
the quality of the music and its artistic performance.’ ”  [“Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 
February 1912), p.83] 
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the genre, and each stretches the boundaries of opera as it had been known and defined 

before the Great War.   

In addition to the profound musical changes that occurred in England during the 

second and third decades of the twentieth century, Smyth’s public status developed and 

was transformed.  Her very public involvement in the militant fight for female suffrage in 

1911–12, followed by the premiere of her most popular opera, with its feminist message, 

further increased her profile.  In 1919 she published the first volumes of her memoirs, 

Impressions that Remained, which was enormously successful, and in 1921 she was created 

Dame of the British Empire.  Smyth began to be accorded the status of a national treasure, 

but was no longer seen as relevant to current musical developments.  William McNaught 

illustrated this attitude in an appreciation of her career published several months after her 

death: 

She was of an age to form her language in a world striving to nourish itself 
with second-hand Wagner, dilute Brahms, and the romantic cliché.  The 
result was that she fell into an idiom that dated itself in the ears of the next 
generation6 

Despite this, it was in the 1920s that Smyth finally broke into the provincial festival 

circuit with her non-operatic works and suites from her operas.  The critical response to 

the revival of her Mass in 1924 gives an indication of this change in attitude, and marks off 

her pre-war career from what followed—her two late operas, the Concerto, and her cantata 

“The Prison”.   

Fantasio, Der Wald and The Wreckers were all premiered in Germany; The Boatswain’s 

Mate was booked to be premiered in Frankfurt in 1915, while The Wreckers was to be 

performed in Munich in the same year.  Both these projected performances were cancelled 

with the outbreak of war, to the composer’s great and lasting disappointment.  Smyth had 

divided her operatic career between England and Germany until this time, but after the 

armistice she focused her energies on English performances of her music, and on her 

writing career.  The Boatswain’s Mate is the last opera that Smyth wrote with an eye on the 

German market as well as the English. 

So it is on the years during which Smyth established herself as a composer of large-

scale works that this study will focus.  Her first four operas were composed with hopes of 

performance both in England and Germany, and therefore provide the best case studies 

                                                
6 W. McNaught, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 85 (July 1944), p.211. 
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for an examination of press reception in these two countries, notwithstanding the fact that 

the first was performed only in Germany and the fourth only in England.7  The two 

performances of the Mass frame the development of the press’s view of her; from their 

perception of her in 1893 as an unknown woman composer trespassing on male territory, 

to their at once tolerant and critical assessment of her in 1924 as a national character, “our 

greatest woman composer”.  The 1893 reviews of the Mass establish basic patterns and 

issues in the criticism, and fulfil many of today’s reader’s expectations of extreme sex bias.  

These expectations are nonetheless confounded by the later criticism of the operas.   

I have focussed on national premieres of the works in question, but have also included 

important revivals, such as Fantasio at Karlsruhe in 1901 and The Wreckers at Covent 

Garden in 1910; The Boatswain’s Mate was revived more often and included in repertory at 

Sadler’s Wells, while the Mass likewise received performances in the 1920s, after its revival 

in 1924.  I make no claim that the reception of a premiere has greater significance than 

responses to later performances, and very few of Smyth’s works enjoyed the extended 

performance history that lends itself to such claims in any case.   

Smyth had an ongoing presence in the consciousness of the English musical world 

after 1890, even if she was never accorded the status she thought her right.  She was 

familiar to the critics, and her career was known to the public, however inaccurately.  This 

was due at least in part to her own energetic and canny self-promotion.  She was a frequent 

correspondent to the newspapers, and gave interviews and speeches, often timing these 

activities to coincide with committees assessing her works for performance, or to excite 

public interest in forthcoming performances.  The English public was informed about 

Smyth’s illustrious career in Germany and given to understand that her operas had been 

successful in that most musical of nations.  Awareness of the German press reception of 

                                                
7 Kathleen Dale divides Smyth’s operas into two chronological periods, each holding three operas.  
She states that the “two periods were separated by an interregnum of eight years, during which 
time her conception of operas underwent a radical change.  Throughout the first period, from 1892 
to 1905, the curve of her production rose steadily from the conventional, lively Fantasio (1892–4), a 
fantastic comedy in two acts, by way of Der Wald (1899–1901), a tragic music-drama in one act, to 
The Wreckers (1903–4), a lyrical drama in three acts, really a grand opera in the grand manner. […] 
The second period (from 1913 to 1925) in no way resembled the first.  The three romantic operas 
and music-dramas were succeeded in unpredictable fashion, first, by a curious hybrid—for such is 
The Boatswain’s Mate, half ballad-opera and half music-drama”.  [Kathleen Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s 
Music: A Critical Study”, Appendix B, Ethel Smyth: A Biography, by Christopher St. John (London: 
Longmans, 1959), pp.298, 300–01]  Despite the validity of Dale’s claim, The Boatswain’s Mate still 
looks back to Smyth’s earlier style more than the later works, and a division according to changes in 
reception falls differently. 
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Smyth’s operas provides a new perspective for interpretation of the English reviews and 

the study of her English profile and career.   

In Germany, however, despite her music being known and appreciated by individuals, 

including many of high musical standing, Smyth did not figure prominently in the musical 

scene.  Unlike the largely centralised musical life of England, Germany had many centres 

of cultural activity, which survived and retained their identities after the unification of 

1871.  In spite of the role Smyth had played in Leipzig in the 1880s, and the performances 

she had received there, Smyth was greeted as a stranger by the critical communities of 

Weimar, Berlin and Leipzig where her first three operas were premiered.  The German 

reviews thus provide a contrast to and comparison with the English reception, and are best 

understood by examination of the local German contexts, which reveal much about 

Smyth’s own claims of her operatic success in Germany.  

My initial categories for this study were based on my expectation of finding a 

predominance of sexist comments in the reviews.  As the material confounded my 

expectations, the study was shaped by issues arising in the reviews themselves.  The 

resultant categories include gender, but questions of style, influence and nationality are 

equally important.  The categories constantly overlap, and any division is necessarily 

artificial.  Comments on musical style for example, where the words speak only of the 

music, can be interpreted as stemming from considerations of nationality, from subtle 

sexism, or both.   

A meaningful interpretation of critical commentary is only possible with an 

appreciation of the cultural context and understanding of the complex web of expectations 

in which a new work finds itself entangled.  Expectations of genre, style, the composer and 

even of the venue or series in which the performance takes place affect the criticism as 

much as past occurrence or the critic’s own aesthetic inclinations.  Critics’ opinions are 

juxtaposed with Smyth’s public and private views on the same topics wherever possible. 

The composer’s public biography is as important as musical expectations of her, 

especially when her music is little known.  Critics judged new music against many things, 

and changes in attitudes to Smyth’s new works can best be traced in England, where she 

developed a profile over many years.  Her music was initially judged as that of an unknown 

woman, seen in the context of music by women.  She was equally unknown when Fantasio 

and Der Wald were premiered in Germany.  The London performance of Der Wald brought 

Smyth before the English public as a known composer attempting a new genre, that of 
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Romantic opera; few English critics knew much of Smyth’s German experience, and she 

was still seen as a woman in man’s domain.  By the time of The Wreckers however, Smyth 

was no longer transgressing the critics’ boundaries in quite the same way.  The Wreckers is 

similar in style to Der Wald, although it is based on an English subject and is larger in scale, 

and Smyth had already established her own place as a woman who wrote opera.  There is 

less talk of her sex in these reviews, which suggests that critics no longer highlighted 

Smyth’s status as a woman composer in their expectations of her work.  The Boatswain’s 

Mate broke the mould again for it operated within a new set of variables.  Not only was the 

opera itself a novelty in Smyth’s output, being a comedy with some spoken dialogue, but 

Smyth herself was seen in a different light because she had declared her hand so publicly in 

the militant fight for women’s suffrage in the years between The Wreckers and The 

Boatswain’s Mate.  This seems to be the point where Smyth’s persona becomes a vitally 

important part of the horizon of expectations for her music. 

The scope of this study and its focus on Smyth allows the admission of only limited 

material relating to the peers with whom she shared contemporary musical life, German 

and English, men and women.  Many issues raised here do apply to Smyth’s colleagues, 

and where comparisons are drawn, they are mostly inspired by links suggested by the 

critics themselves.   

 

A rich culture of music journalism existed at the turn of the twentieth century, and 

provides the researcher with many perspectives on contemporary musical life.  I have 

selected reviews from a variety of English and German papers, ranging from the daily 

press, through monthly or weekly literary periodicals to specialist music journals. The 

Prague production of The Wreckers is represented by few reviews as it was subsidiary in the 

overall performance history of Smyth’s operas; they are taken from a selection of German 

journals that had also noticed Smyth’s Berlin and Leipzig premieres.  Given the 

complexities of cultural politics between Bohemian and German theatres in Prague in this 

period, including the local Czech-language press was beyond the scope of this study and its 

focus on Anglo-German interaction.  I refer simply to “German” critics, which includes 

German-speaking critics in Austria and Germany.8 

                                                
8 The Austro-Hungarian Empire included Bohemia at this time. 
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Smyth herself left an abundance of autobiographical material, published and 

unpublished.  I have drawn particularly on her books, articles and manuscript diaries, 

referring to the sections about the music itself, about gaining performance and Smyth’s 

responses to reception.  The surviving correspondence is scattered and I have used it 

selectively, but letters held in British Library collections and in the Edward Dent Collection 

at Kings College Cambridge have proved especially useful. 

This dissertation includes extensive quotation from these primary sources, as many are 

presented here for the first time in recent scholarship.  This applies particularly to the 

German sources, and I have chosen to quote in the text rather than append full 

transcriptions.  The Thüringischer Hauptstaatsarchiv Weimar holds records relating to the 

management of their theatres, and the Grand Duke Karl Alexander’s household records 

and personal diaries proved especially illuminating.9  Unfortunately, archival records 

relating to the theatres in Berlin and Leipzig have not survived, with the exception of 

performance handbills, and I have worked instead from the contemporary press and 

secondary research.   

Unless otherwise acknowledged, all translations are my own.  When translating from 

the German, I choose to acknowledge the ‘-in’ suffix, indicating femininity, by adding 

“(female)” before the relevant word because it is important to remain aware of the 

constant use of gender-specific terminology.10   

Both critical commentary and Smyth’s autobiography provide invaluable information, 

but must be treated with caution as factual sources, for critics expressed their personal 

viewpoints as much as Smyth herself.  Smyth wrote her memoirs many years after the 

events they describe took place, at a time when growing deafness and ill health were 

factors in her increasing bitterness about the difficulties she had faced as a composer.  She 

denied this bitterness vehemently in public statements, but it is only too evident in her 

diaries, and in the accounts of friends and acquaintances, who describe her endless 

recitations of the battles of her stormy career.  Reviews of her music thus have the 

advantage of contemporaneity, and they provide an alternative perspective to Smyth’s 

account, in which she is firmly centred as protagonist. 

 

                                                
9 I am indebted to Dr. Frank Boblenz at the Thüringischer Hauptstaatsarchiv Weimar for his 
creative assistance in finding references to Smyth in the collections. 
10 For example, “Komponistin” is rendered “(female) composer”. 
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The study is framed by work, performance and location and from this emerged the 

emphasis on national responses and criticism affected by knowledge of Smyth’s biography.  

Smyth herself was an active participant in the process of reception, because her 

interventions shaped the developing historiography of her music and career.   

The writings of the English and German music critics used in this study are mainly 

journalistic in style.  The well-established institution of German music criticism was 

populated by composers and scholars, heirs to a tradition of serious critical writing.  

England’s musical press was emerging from a period of critical conservatism, and still 

included non-specialists.  Reviews were often shorter in English dailies, while German 

critics devoted more space to technical and musical commentary. 

Although it is vital to remain aware of each critic’s “situatedness” and understand his 

or her context, the large body of material under scrutiny and its diffuse nature renders 

focus on the individual critics impossible.  Critics are named in the text where articles have 

been signed with names or identifiable initials, and biographical material is provided where 

available.  Otherwise I have not identified critics and the scope of this study prohibited 

stylistic analysis of reviews themselves.   

Smyth’s conviction of her ill treatment by the press strengthened her grave concern 

with the standards of English music criticism.  Charles Stanford shared this concern and 

their respective contributions to the debate span Smyth’s career: Stanford’s “Some Aspects 

of Musical Criticism in England” appearing in 1894,11 while Smyth’s “Where Musical 

Criticism Goes Astray” came out in 1934.12  Despite the forty-year difference, both articles 

reserve their main censure for the “the feverish haste with which editors of newspapers 

insist upon the production of critical notices”.13  Stanford suggested the adoption of the 

continental model, where a regular feuilleton section gave adequate space for well-considered 

reviews and made them easier to find.14  Smyth outlined the difficulties of passing 

judgement on a new work without the benefit of reflection, saying that unpublished works 

are rarely available for preparatory study, that few critics can make sense of a “complicated 

                                                
11 C. V. Stanford, “Some Aspects of Musical Criticism in England”, Studies and Memories (London: 
Archibald Constable, 1908), pp.70-79. 
12 Ethel Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, Female Pipings in Eden, 2nd ed. (N.p.: Peter 
Davies, 1934), pp.71–86. 
13 Stanford, p.71.  Stanford’s other main argument is against the practice of critics writing for more 
than one paper.  [pp.76–79] 
14 Stanford, pp.73–74. 
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modern vocal score” in any case, that insufficient rehearsal may render the music 

incomprehensible and that one hearing may not be sufficient for the absorption of detail.15  

Her comment that the critic may not distinguish between bad performance and bad 

composition was based on her own experience.16 

Smyth felt that her career had suffered from the excessive influence of the press, 

particularly where she felt that the critics’ views did not represent those of the audience.  

Even after a warm response, further performances may falter if the reviews are negative, 

for the public finds “its enthusiasm being played upon by an icy douche”.17  While no critic 

can stop the purchase of a book or the viewing of displayed art, music is dependent on 

performance to reach an audience.18  Smyth maintained (in agreement with Dr. Johnson) 

that “it is the opinion of the man in the street […] that signifies in the end”,19 and her 

conviction that the public supported her music is a theme in many of her later writings. 

Stanford did not wish to overrate the importance of criticism, but considered “it is 

healthy when well employed”.20  In polemic mode, Smyth declared that music criticism was 

sterile, because of the male monopoly,21 and that “the only effective criticism, the only sort 

that should count pre-supposes intense sympathy with the intentions of the author of the 

work in question”.22  Smyth had never had a critic as apologist and so was never 

guaranteed this ‘sympathy’, which confirmed her sense of being an ‘outsider’.  She even 

concluded that the public would not miss music criticism if editors could do without it.23  

Smyth pinned her hope on the “wireless”, in the belief that this medium would “foster that 

intellectual and moral independence” that would wean listeners from their blind faith in 

critical opinion.24  

 

                                                
15 Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, p.74. 
16 The Wreckers suffered from this problem at its Prague premiere. 
17 Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, p.78. 
18 Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, p.72. 
19 Ethel Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, A Final Burning of Boats Etc. (London: Longmans, 
1928), p.46. 
20 Stanford, p.79. 
21 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.45.  She added that literary criticism was far better because 
women were involved in that enterprise both as authors and critics. 
22 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 2 November 1925, E. Smyth Papers, Dent Collection, 
Rowe Music Library, Kings College Cambridge. 
23 Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, p.84. 
24 Smyth, “Where Musical Criticism Goes Astray”, pp.85–86. 
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Before recent changes in the discipline, conventional music history was structured 

around great men and their great works, their status confirmed by generations of writers, 

even if recognition came late.  Despite the claim that aesthetic value is the chief criterion in 

achieving lasting significance, critical response to new music is not predicated on its 

intrinsic musical value alone.  Reviews are shaped by issues external to the music itself, like 

the context of the performance or the composer’s biography, and by locating the work—

whether consciously or unwittingly—within contemporary debates.   

This study examines the complexity of critical response to Smyth’s music.  Setting it in 

biographical and historical context illuminates the interaction between the composer and 

the worlds she inhabited.  My focus is not on direct comparison between German and 

English reviews of the same work, although this occurs at times.  Direct comparison is not 

the most fruitful approach because of the widely varying circumstances of productions and 

even performances in different cities, and of musical change that occurred in the years that 

elapsed between productions of the one work.  While a chronological approach has its 

advantages, construction of a linear narrative of reception would occupy much space 

and—even if it purported to be comprehensive—could disguise interpretive decisions.   

I have drawn together many contemporary voices commenting on Smyth’s career and 

music, with an awareness that their concerns and definitions are not those of today.  

Strong interest in Smyth over recent years has resulted in growth in the secondary 

literature, but it remains limited in scope and largely biographical, although the music is 

also being reappraised.  I have chosen to review relevant secondary literature as it arises 

throughout the study.   

Chapters 1 and 2 provide a context in which the criticism can be discussed and 

interpreted.  Chapter 1 examines writings on Smyth and her music from her lifetime to the 

present, considering both autobiographical and biographical sources.  After a selective 

outline of Smyth’s life, based largely on her memoirs, the uses and problems of 

autobiographical sources are explored.  The literature survey of Smyth historiography 

examines the major biographical sources and musicological commentary on the works 

themselves.  I trace changing perceptions of Smyth and attitudes to her life and 

composition throughout the twentieth century. 

When studying well-known operas that are firmly established in the repertory, it is of 

great interest to assess how they were first received and to track their later impact.  The 

value of such works is generally accepted, having been confirmed both by repeated 
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performance and by coverage in literature.  When approaching operas that failed to break 

into the repertory, however, there is often little beyond an initial press response to 

examine.  Countless operas received one production only and were consigned to oblivion.  

As such operas have entered neither a performance tradition nor a continuing written 

tradition, their value is not taken for granted and may be questioned or even denied 

outright, although recent scholarship has done much to change this. 

Yet some value must have been seen in such an opera for it to have been performed in 

the first place.  The person who receives the new score, or hears extracts from it, and then 

decides whether or not to accept it for performance, is enacting the earliest reception of 

the work.  Examining this initial point of reception provides the answer to the question 

‘how or why did it reach performance at all?’  Local conditions, in all their complexity, 

affect the horizon of expectations for the new work.  Chapter 2 provides this background, 

against which it is possible to interpret the critical commentary in the subsequent chapters.  

The general context for Smyth’s music in England and Germany is sketched, and the 

response of Smyth and her contemporaries to the problems facing English opera 

composers is considered.  A narrative is then constructed to describe the progress of each 

work from composition to performance, piecing together evidence from a variety of 

sources, and examining the structures and networks employed by Smyth to further her 

aims. 

Chapter 3 examines the vexed question of how Smyth’s sex influenced reception of 

her music.  The issue is complex and multi-faceted, much more so than is suggested by 

Smyth’s claims of discrimination.  Reflections on the critical double standard and use of 

gendered typology reveal permutations of positive and negative evaluation.  Smyth’s public 

image formed the critics’ view of her, as it changed and developed during her career.  The 

conflict between an individual’s presentation of herself in her writings, and the character 

described in the press, is one that arises wherever public figures exist.  In Smyth’s case 

perceptions of her public persona and political activism are related to, but not subsumed 

by, the question of gender. 

It is sometimes difficult to find detailed or technical discussion of new works in 

journalistic criticism, but Chapter 4 examines critical responses to Smyth’s libretti, vocal 

and orchestral writing.  Certain aspects of Smyth’s style are raised repeatedly: whether her 

skill and ambition outweighed her inspiration, the perceived stylistic ‘inconsistencies’ 

within her works and the over-climactic nature of her expression.  These issues arise from 
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musical considerations and while they are not expressed in overtly gendered language, they 

can be interpreted in light of stereotypes of female creativity, of musical style and of 

national preoccupations.   

Perceptions of national style and the influence of individuals and schools on Smyth’s 

music are addressed in Chapter 5.  Smyth’s cosmopolitan career and eclectic style 

provoked a great variety of critical responses, and the attitude of England and Germany to 

each other’s musical activity affected choice of repertoire and reflections on Smyth’s 

artistic allegiance.  The ascription of influence, particularly prevalent in the treatment of 

women composers, was practised in many Smyth reviews.  There is a marked division 

between English and German critics in their emphasis on German influence—especially 

that of Wagner—as opposed to recognition of French and Italian elements.  The chapter 

concludes with a consideration of Smyth’s arguable status and significance as an English 

composer during her lifetime, specifically by exploring attitudes to her use of folk material. 
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All Ethel’s books are about Ethel, from one point of Ethel’s view or 
another.1  

Vita Sackville-West 
 
 

Chapter 1:  Biography and Autobiography 

Perceptions of a composer’s biography play a significant role in the formation of 

critical reception of her music.  The critics of the works studied in this dissertation gained 

their knowledge of Smyth from other journalists, from the composer herself, and from 

promotional articles and interviews.  This information is often inaccurate, always 

incomplete, but its impact on critical interpretation of Smyth’s music cannot be 

underestimated.  Knowledge of a composer’s biography, whatever its source, shapes the 

critic’s attitude to her music.  To place the criticism of Smyth’s music in context therefore, 

it is necessary to provide some information about her life and career.  The main source for 

every Smyth scholar since 1920 has been her autobiographical writings, and her account of 

herself has thus exerted considerable influence.   

It is necessary to begin with my own sketch of Smyth’s life, which is indebted to her 

memoirs, and draws critically on these and other sources.  I have not attempted to be 

comprehensive, but have chosen to highlight certain musical aspects of her biography, in 

order to provide a framework for the exploration of the criticism in subsequent chapters.2  

This sketch is followed by a reflection on the uses of autobiography, which includes a brief 

consideration of Smyth’s memoirs in comparison with theoretical norms of the genre.  The 

ensuing section takes the form of a selective historiographical survey of biographical and 

musicological writings on Smyth’s life and works.  It traces the development of those 

perceptions of Smyth that relate to her life story, from the first entry in a music dictionary 

to recent musicological scholarship, and examines why Smyth was for so long largely 

                                                
1 V. Sackville-West, “Ethel Smyth, the Writer”, in Christopher St. John, Ethel Smyth: A Biography 
(London: Longmans, 1959), p.249. 
2 It is impossible to even hint at the richness of her numerous friendships and passions, her 
frequent travels and her devotion to sport, outdoor life and large dogs.  To readers with ample time 
I warmly recommend the volumes of memoir, listed in the bibliography, and the two biographies.  
A brief introduction to the life and works is given in Jane Bernstein’s “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with 
Your Song!’  Dame Ethel Smyth and the Changing Role of the British Woman Composer”, Women 
Making Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150–1950, ed. Jane Bowers and Judith Tick, (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1986), pp.304–24. 
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forgotten by the musical community.3  Finally, an introduction to her Mass and first four 

operas is provided, incorporating the scant literature that specifically addresses Smyth’s 

music. 

Smyth’s musical life  

Ethel Mary Smyth was born on 23 April 1858, the fourth of eight children, to Major-

General J. H. Smyth and his wife Nina (née Struth).  Major-General Smyth had just 

returned from India with his family, and took commands in Kent, at Woolwich Artillery 

Depot and the Aldershot camp near Farnborough, before his retirement.  Military society 

was thus assured for a family with many daughters to marry, and the Smyths also moved in 

County circles.  

Mrs Smyth was educated in France,4 and apart from being “extraordinarily un-

English” in manner and style, 5 Smyth declared her to be “one of the most naturally 

musical people I have ever known”.6  In spite of their stormy relationship, this cultured 

lady provided a vital counter-influence to the hearty English upbringing espoused by the 

General, and encouraged Smyth in her musical development.  “I think […] the artistic 

temperament was distasteful to him, though it was that of my mother, to whom he was 

deeply attached.”7 

Smyth was educated by governesses, and later sent to a school in Putney, along with 

her sister Mary.  Although music played a surprisingly small part in their education, Smyth 

sang and played like any young girl of good family.  In her memoirs, Smyth marked certain 

‘milestones’ in her musical development and she identified the first with the earliest stirring 

of her musical vocation in 1870.8  It was inspired by a new governess, who had studied at 

the Leipzig Conservatorium:   

                                                
3 It is based largely on formal sources, rather than the biographical sketches that proliferated in the 
daily press.  The collection and examination of all references to Smyth in the contemporary press—
in her social, musical and political roles—has yet to be undertaken and, while a major study in 
itself, would be fascinating and valuable. 
4 Ethel Smyth, Impressions that Remained, 3rd ed. (London: Longmans, 1920), vol. 1, p.44.  Hereafter 
referred to as ITR. 
5 ITR, vol. 1, p.45. 
6 ITR, vol. 1, p.48. 
7 ITR, vol. 1, p.38. 
8 Postlewait states that “[n]arrative requires turning points” and Smyth identifies encounters with 
significant people who influenced the direction she took in life as ‘milestones’ in her development.  
[Thomas Postlewait, “Autobiography and Theatre History”, Interpreting the Theatrical Past, ed. 
Thomas Postlewait and Bruce A. McConachie (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1989), p.260] 
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[F]or the first time I heard classical music and a new world opened up before 
me. [...] Thus was my true bent suddenly revealed to me, and I then and there 
conceived the plan, carried out seven years later, of studying at Leipzig and 
giving up my life to music.9   

Smyth had already noticed that she was better at music than the people around her and in 

spite of recalling that she had “generally imposed [herself] musically” while at school,10 felt 

that it was only after her return home that she really began to develop her musical talent.   

The “second milestone loomed into vision”, in the person of Mr. Alexander Ewing, 

composer of the famous hymn “Jerusalem the Golden”.11  Smyth soon became close 

friends with both Ewing and his wife, a popular children’s author.  Ewing was the first 

“real musician” Smyth had known;12 she recalled that he taught her harmony, analysed and 

criticised her compositions, introduced her to Wagner by playing and singing his operas at 

the piano and gave her his own copy of Berlioz’s treatise on orchestration.  Smyth claims 

that the seeds of her ambition to write opera were sown here, when she was “bitten by the 

operatic form of Art”.13  Mrs. Ewing helped Smyth with her writing, commenting on “little 

articles I wrote for some obscure parish magazine”.14  Smyth’s dual calling as composer 

and writer was encouraged by this fruitful friendship, but the connection was brought to 

an abrupt end by the General who thought artists were “ ‘loose fish’ ” and therefore did 

not trust Ewing.15 

One can only imagine the violence with which he received Smyth’s announcement that 

she was going to study in Leipzig with or without his approval.  Smyth hints at his 

response:   

We knew no artists, and to him the word simply meant people who are out 
to break the ten commandments.  It is no exaggeration to say that the life I 
proposed to lead seemed to him equivalent to going on the streets; hence the 
strange phrase he hurled at me [...]: “I would sooner see you under the 
sod.”16 

                                                
9 ITR, vol. 1, p.85. 
10 ITR, vol. 1, p.93. 
11 ITR, vol. 1, p.110. 
12 ITR, vol. 1, p.111. 
13 ITR, vol. 1, p.112. 
14 ITR, vol. 1, p.113. 
15 ITR, vol. 1, pp.113–14.  When the General found a warm and affectionate letter from Ewing to 
his daughter this only confirmed his doubts of the innocence of their relationship.  The result was a 
“terrific storm”. 
16 ITR, vol. 1 p.124. 
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As an adult, Smyth had few illusions about her own character.  She makes it clear that if 

she had inherited artistic temperament from her mother, then she had also inherited 

strength of will from her father.  She employed every means at her disposal to get his 

permission and financial support for her Leipzig plans.17  Smyth dates the beginning of her 

campaign of almost militant disobedience from her first encounter with Brahms’s music, 

where the ‘revelation’ caused by a performance of the Liebeslieder Walzer greatly 

strengthened her resolve to study abroad.18   She claims that her stand involved refusing to 

go out and refusing to speak to anyone, and forty years later she still savoured the victory 

these tactics had brought her: “There was nothing for it but to capitulate!”19 

Accompanied by a brother-in-law she set off for Germany in July 1877.  Smyth quickly 

made friends in Leipzig, thanks to her musical connections and her outgoing personality.  

She discussed her music with George Henschel, a singer and composer whom she had met 

by going backstage at London concerts, and found him most encouraging, so much so that 

she wrote home to her mother: “He thinks more of my talent than ever I did!”.20  This was 

the beginning of the praise from renowned German musicians to which she was to make 

frequent reference, from her first letters offering her works to the Royal Philharmonic 

Society to the end of her career.21  These credentials were her constant standby in later 

attempts to gain a hearing from committees and conductors who were inclined to dismiss 

her applications without fair consideration of the music.  It also marks the first explicit 

statement in the memoirs of Smyth’s firmly held belief that Germans were the most 

musical of peoples, with whom she compared the English race most unfavourably.  She 

found in Henschel “one of the superbly cultivated musical temperaments you find only in 

Germany and Austria”.22 

She enrolled at the Conservatorium, but found her classes and teachers uninspiring, 

and perhaps missed the congratulation on her talent she had enjoyed from her German 

friends.23  Smyth had completed only about half a year in this institution when she was 

                                                
17 ITR, vol. 1, p.124.  In the meantime, she continued her musical education by travelling secretly to 
concerts in London, having borrowed money on her father’s account from local tradesmen. 
18 ITR, vol.1 p.123.  She “went home with a definite resolution in [her] heart”. 
19 ITR, vol. 1 p.127. 
20 ITR, vol.1, p.215. 
21 See discussion in Chapter 2. 
22 ITR, vol.1, p.156. 
23 Smyth describes her teachers and classes in Chapter 16 of ITR, vol.1.  She studied composition 
with Carl Reinecke (1824–1910), the conductor of the Gewandhaus concerts, counterpoint and 



18 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 1 

rescued from it by some new friends, the Herzogenbergs.24  Heinrich Freiherr von 

Herzogenberg (1843–1900) was a composer, and president of the Leipzig Bach-Verein,25 of 

which he was a co-founder.26  His music during his Leipzig years was strongly influenced 

by Brahms, and the following quotation from Philipp Spitta hints that his style was 

considered too academic by some:  

But the talk that one hears here and there, as if Herzogenberg were a learned, 
but dry contrapuntist without soul or originality, only proves that it comes 
from those who have had no inclination to look more closely at this man, 
whose works become ever more beautiful, the more one hears them[…].27   

Herzogenberg’s wife Elisabeth was also a talented musician.  Both were close friends of 

Brahms and they were important figures in Leipzig’s conservative musical society.28 

Smyth left the Conservatorium and studied for five years with Herzogenberg, sharing 

her classes with his wife.  Elisabeth von Herzogenberg, known as Lisl, became Smyth’s 

first great love and an intimate bond developed between them.  As Lisl was childless and 

Smyth’s relationship with her mother rather troubled, “[i]t was settled that though my 

                                                                                                                                         

theory with Salomon Jadassohn (1831–1902) and piano with Louis Maas (1852–89).  Smyth 
described Reinecke’s teaching as a “farce”: “he was one of those composers who turn out music by 
the yard without effort or inspiration […] unable to conceal his polite indifference to our 
masterpieces, taking up his pen to resume his own before we had got to the door”.  [ITR, vol.1, 
pp.164–65]  Smyth does not mention the belief attributed to him by Sophie Drinker, that he “said 
openly that he believed there was a point where women stopped developing.  Even as a performer, 
he claimed, a woman was prevented by her timidity and indecision from satisfactory demonstration 
of the composer’s intention.”  [Drinker, Music and Women: The Story of Women in their Relation to Music, 
(1948; New York: The Feminist Press at the City University of New York, 1995), p.272] 
24 According to Louise Collis, Smyth met the Herzogenbergs at “some social gathering in February 
1878”. [Impetuous Heart: The Story of Ethel Smyth (London: Kimber, 1984), p.24]  The date is 
confirmed in ITR vol. 1, p.201. 
25 Christopher St. John, Ethel Smyth: A Biography (London: Longmans, 1959), p.25. 
26 A commemorative biographical article can be found in Die Musik II.19 (1903): 28-47.  Wilh. 
Altmann, “Heinrich von Herzogenberg: sein Leben und Schaffen”.   
27 Spitta qtd in Altmann, p.32.   

Das Gerede aber, das man hier und da hört, als sei Herzogenberg ein gelehrter, aber 
trockener contrapunktiker ohne Seele und Originalität, beweist nur, dass es von 
solchen ausgeht, die keine Neigung gehabt haben, diesem Manne nachzugehen, 
dessen Werke immer schöner werden, je länger man sie hört […].  

28 Elisabeth von Herzogenberg’s (1847–92) correspondence with Brahms has been published, and 
it supports Smyth’s conviction of Lisl’s deep musicality. [Johannes Brahms, the Herzogenberg 
correspondence, ed. Max Kalbeck, trans. Hannah Bryant (1909; New York: Da Capo Press, 1987]  As 
Smyth stated: “The essential point was of course her musical genius.  Almost by instinct she read 
and played from score as do few routined conductors, and in judgment, critical faculty, and all 
round knowledge was the perfect musician.”  [ITR, vol. 1, p.193] 
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mother must never hear of it I was really her child”.29  In the meantime they studied 

together with Herzogenberg, who schooled them in chorale harmonisations in the style of 

J. S. Bach and in the writing of canons and fugues.  Smyth was required to make piano 

arrangements (two or four hands) of recent works by Brahms,30 and wrote small keyboard 

works, such as inventions, sonatas, variations, songs and part songs during this period of 

apprenticeship.31  This thorough training in harmony and counterpoint left its mark on her 

mature style. 

During the years in Leipzig, Smyth met many luminaries of the musical world: great 

Germans such as Brahms, Clara Schumann and Joseph Joachim, and figures from further 

afield, including Tchaikovsky and Grieg.  Smyth did not confine herself to her hosts’ 

narrow musical tastes, rather availing herself of all the musical riches the city had to offer, 

both in concerts and opera.  She noted that her early desire to write opera was dampened 

at this time.  In spite of Herzogenberg’s view that, with the exceptions of Mozart and 

Fidelio, opera was a “negligible form of art”, she nevertheless “used to go and hear 

‘Carmen,’ still [her] favourite opera, whenever [she] had a chance”.32  Disdain for 

composers like Bizet and Chopin was a commonplace of the Herzogenberg circle, and 

Smyth retained sufficient independence of mind to be critical of this, and question their 

complete lack of interest in orchestration.  Her skill in this art, which was later to become 

famous, was clearly not learnt in Leipzig, but it was in that city, some years later, that she 

received and took to heart Tchaikovsky’s sound advice to concentrate on instrumentation 

and the possibilities of orchestral colour.33  Her lack of formal tuition was in part replaced 

by the Berlioz treatise on orchestration, with which she said she “really educated” herself.34 

Smyth studied hard in Leipzig, and went home to England for the summers, where she 

relaxed after the strict discipline of the Herzogenberg household and had her fill of sports 

                                                
29 ITR, vol. 1, p.204. 
30 Elizabeth Wood, “Lesbian Fugue: Ethel Smyth’s Contrapuntal Arts”, Musicology and Difference, ed. 
Ruth Solie (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p. 177–78. 
31 Some of these works can be seen in Early vocal works [Add. ms. 46861] and Early works, 
exercises and sketches for the piano [Add. ms. 46857] in the British Library. 
32 ITR, vol.1, p.272. 
33 ITR, vol.2, p.168.  Tchaikovsky recorded his meeting with Smyth in his travel diaries of 1888, 
subsequently published, and translated into English by Rosa Newmarch.  [ITR, vol.2, p.168;  Rosa 
Newmarch, Tchaikovsky: His Life and Works with Extracts from his Writings, and the Diary of his Tour 
Abroad in 1888 (London: Reeves, 1908)] 
34 ITR, vol.1, p.112. 
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and outdoor pursuits.  But after five years of working “like a demon”,35 she became restless 

and set off in the winter of 1882 to see Italy.  In Florence Smyth met Lisl’s sister Julia and 

her husband Henry B. Brewster, the man who was to become her “greatest friend”.36  The 

tortured tale of the early years of their affair, including the devastating schism it wrought 

between Smyth and Lisl, is related at great length in Smyth’s memoirs.  Although she 

attempted to be honourable by breaking off all contact with Brewster, they maintained 

sporadic contact by letter, even meeting occasionally.  In 1885 Lisl’s loyalty to her sister 

forced her to reject Smyth totally, which precipitated an emotional breakdown in the 

younger woman.  They were never to meet again.   

Smyth spent more time at home in England and felt able to return to Leipzig only 

after the Herzogenbergs had left.37 Several of her early chamber works received 

performances there in the years that followed, and Smyth began to seek performance in 

England also.38  She made friends with members of the English musical establishment, 

such as Hubert Parry,39 Arthur Sullivan40 and August Manns.  Her first orchestral works 

were performed at the Crystal Palace under Manns, and Smyth identifies this as a turning 

point in her career as it opened the way for other performances in England, where she had 

been quite unknown until that point.41   

Under the influence of a Roman Catholic friend, Pauline Trevelyan, whom she met in 

1889, Smyth experienced a resurgence of her Christian faith, and began to compose a Mass 

in 1890.42  After many disappointments, both in Europe and England, it was finally 

                                                
35 Ethel Smyth, As Time Went On… (London: Longmans, 1936), p.7.  Hereafter referred to as 
ATWO. 
36 ITR, vol.2, p.64.  Henry B. Brewster (1850–1908) was an American writer and philosopher, who 
was brought up in France and lived much of his adult life in Italy. 
37 In 1885 Herzogenberg took a post at the Königliche Hochschule für Musik, Berlin.  [Altmann, 
p.29]  
38 See Chapter 2 for details. 
39 Smyth met Parry in 1881, and he recorded some impressions of her in his diary.  See Jeremy 
Dibble, C. Hubert H. Parry: His Life and Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p.197 and Charles 
L. Graves, Hubert Parry: His Life and Works (London: Macmillan, 1926), p.225. 
40 Sullivan met Smyth early in 1890 and she records that he encouraged her and criticised her work.  
[ITR, vol.2, p.232] 
41 Smyth notes her English debut as the performance of her Serenade under Manns’ direction at the 
Crystal Palace (26 April 1890).  [ITR, vol.2, pp.227–28] 
42 Smyth states that after completing the Mass her orthodox belief then left her once more.  [ITR, 
vol.2, p.238] 
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accepted for performance by the Royal Choral Society, thanks to intervention by two new 

friends and supporters, the Empress Eugénie and Lady Mary Ponsonby.43  

Meanwhile, Smyth was encouraged as a composer by the great Wagner conductor 

Hermann Levi, who was most impressed by her Mass.  According to Smyth, “he found in 

the Mass evidence of a dramatic gift that made him cry ‘You must at once sit down and write an 

opera’ ”.44  Smyth took his advice, and thus began the major preoccupation of her mature 

career.  Unfortunately the time she devoted to composition was vastly outweighed by the 

heartbreaking years during which she undertook extensive travels to try and gain 

performances for her operas.45   

Smyth re-established her relationship with Brewster after he turned up unexpectedly at 

the Crystal Palace to hear her Serenade in 1890, and they communicated ever more openly 

after Lisl’s death in 1892 and his wife’s death in 1895.  They never married, although 

Brewster did propose it, but maintained an intimate and affectionate intercourse by means 

of voluminous correspondence and meeting each other all over Europe.46  Brewster lived 

mainly in Italy, but was a cosmopolitan who travelled as much as Smyth.  Their partnership 

did not hinder Smyth’s passionate liaisons and friendships with women, indeed Brewster 

remained a stable and important element in her life at least partly because he accepted her 

as she was, despite his undoubted mixed feelings about her many intense relationships.47  

                                                
43 The Empress Eugénie (1826–1926) was the widow of Napoleon III, emperor of France deposed 
in 1870.  She settled in England, becoming a neighbour of the Smyth family.  She and Smyth 
became friends in 1883. [Collis, p.57; ITR, vol.2, p.81]  Lady Mary Ponsonby was a lady-in-waiting 
to Queen Victoria and her husband, Sir Henry Ponsonby, was the queen’s private secretary.  
[Collis, p.65] 
44 ATWO, p.47.  Emphasis original. 
45 Chapter 2 outlines the means by which she eventually gained these performances. 
46 Although they did not appear to live together as such—St. John describes Brewster being 
“instructed to meet her at Birmingham or Leeds, Weimar or Karlsruhe, Paris or London, Surrey or 
Scotland” [p.72] and it was difficult for them to rendezvous in London or Rome (where Brewster 
lived) without exciting gossip—Smyth suggests in a letter to Rutland Boughton that they had in 
fact lived together “for 15 years until his death.  But in order not to be hampered & restricted, we 
went very carefully_never rubbed the fact in. […] By degrees no doubt everyone recognised facts 
but I don’t think I ever insisted on them.  That is all the world asks.”  [Ethel Smyth, Letter to 
Rutland Boughton, 22 July 1922, BL MSS 52366, Rutland Boughton Correspondence Vol. III, f.10]  
Elizabeth Wood compares Smyth’s relationship with Brewster to her later friendship and 
collaboration with Maurice Baring: “she adored with chaste passion her librettists, philosopher 
Henry Brewster and writer Maurice Baring”, but seems to downplay Brewster’s significance in 
Smyth’s life.  [“Women, Music, and Ethel Smyth: A Pathway in the Politics of Music”, Massachusetts 
Review 24 (Spring 1983), p.127]   
47 When Smyth was first engrossed in her relationship with Lady Ponsonby, Brewster wrote to her 
“I think you can leave me in the cloakroom for more weeks at a stretch than I can leave you for 
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In old age, Smyth emphasised his significance to her, writing in her diary in 1940 that her 

latest volume of memoirs ended “as did the part that matters of my life—with Harry’s 

death.”48 

Brewster became Smyth’s collaborator and played an important role in developing and 

writing her libretti.  While The Wreckers is the only opera for which the book appears under 

his name,49 he was closely involved with both Fantasio and Der Wald.  Smyth states that she 

spent eighteen months composing the music “for a libretto put together by Harry and me 

on the basis of de Musset’s comedy Fantasio”,50 while St. John explains that Der Wald was 

“conceived” by the pair while on a cycling holiday in the Abruzzi.51  Smyth was credited 

with writing the libretto, but St. John quotes correspondence that indicates that the plot 

was developed by Brewster.52  Perhaps their most artistically significant collaboration was 

on The Wreckers.  They developed the story together but Brewster wrote the original 

libretto in French.  Unfortunately it was never performed to this libretto, but in slightly 

awkward German and English translations instead, so Brewster’s contribution was never 

fully recognised.53   

The intriguing story of Smyth’s efforts to see her Mass and first four operas performed 

during the 1890s and early 1900s is told in the next chapter. 

In spite of the enormous energy involved in composition and efforts to gain 

performance, Smyth’s active life included much travel and sport, not to mention the all-

consuming concerns of love and friendship.  It is not possible to separate one aspect of 

Smyth’s life from any other: many of her performances were achieved by the intervention 

of well-connected friends, and her European journeys combined health cures with 

promotion of her operas to theatre managers and conductors.  Smyth’s attachment to 

Brewster confirmed her status as a true cosmopolitan; she was equally at home staying with 

him in Italy, visiting her old haunts in Germany or launching into a new round of 

passionate friendships in Paris, where she became part of the Princesse de Polignac’s Paris 

                                                                                                                                         

hours.” (quoted without citation in Collis, p.69) and St. John suggests that he just had to “become 
resigned [… to] her numerous passionate friendships”. [p.117] 
48 Ethel Smyth, Diary 5, ms., Special Collections, Harlan Hatcher Graduate Library, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, p.175 (13 June 1940). 
49 In fact, it was attributed variously to the pseudonym, H. B. Leforestier, the initials H.B. and his 
full name. 
50 ATWO, p.47. 
51 St. John, p.92. 
52 St. John, p.98. 
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circle in the first decade of the new century, an association that would also influence her 

musical output and style, particularly in her French chamber music songs.54  These songs 

were performed in Paris, at private concerts, and also at the Wigmore Hall in London.  The 

overtures from The Wreckers were included in orchestral programmes in London at the 

same time; Smyth’s star was rising during this period from 1907 to 1910.55 

Smyth’s struggles to gain performances for her operas in England, and her comparison 

of the English situation with the institutionalisation of opera in Germany, caused her to 

campaign for a permanent and subsidised opera company in London.  This was obviously 

in part a result of self-interest, but she used all the means at her disposal to reveal the 

parlous state of affairs for native opera composers.  Her standard methods were writing 

letters to the press and to individuals, giving speeches, and she even produced a detailed 

proposal for a national opera training scheme.56  This was not the only subject of her 

campaigns.  Smyth fought for the admission of women to professional orchestras, and was 

a strong supporter of the British Women’s Symphony Orchestra.  Her essay “Female 

Pipings in Eden” sets out in considerable detail all the difficulties that faced aspiring 

women composers and is the most significant example of her polemic.57  

Smyth’s feminist activism was initially a result of her perceptions of injustice in her 

own career, a feeling of mistreatment due to her sex that was to become ever more 

entrenched with increasing age.  It was not until 1910 that Smyth felt sufficient concern for 

the hardships faced by other women to become involved in the militant struggle for 

women’s suffrage, by joining the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU).58  She 

decided to give two years to the cause, as she judged composition and political activism 

incompatible.  As it happened, it was quite a fruitful time for her, both in composition and 

performance.  Smyth came up with The March of the Women, which became one of the battle 

hymns of the movement, using an Abruzzi folk tune to set a rousing text by Cicely 

Hamilton.  She organised concerts, conducted a suffragette choir and took part in militant 

                                                                                                                                         
53 St. John, p.105. 
54 Songs (1907) for mezzo or baritone and chamber ensemble: ‘Odelette’, ‘La Danse’, ‘Chrysilla’, 
‘Ode Anacréontique’.  For further details see Bennett, “List of Works”, p.377. 
55 Collis, p.90. 
56 See discussion in the Chapter 2. 
57 Smyth, “Female Pipings in Eden”, Female Pipings in Eden, pp.1–56. 
58 Accounts of Smyth’s involvement with the WSPU can be found in her portrait of Emmeline 
Pankhurst in Female Pipings in Eden [pp.185–288] and also in Wood’s article “Performing Rights: A 
Sonography of Woman’s Suffrage”.  [Musical Quarterly 79 (Winter 1995), pp.606–43]  
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actions.  As a result of breaking the window of an MP she was sentenced to two months in 

Holloway Women’s Prison, of which she served three weeks.59  In 1910, Smyth composed 

a number of choral works, including her chorus Hey nonny no (1910),60 arguably one of her 

best works, and in 1912 wrote the final two movements of her string quartet, begun and 

left incomplete in 1902. 

After Smyth’s involvement in the suffrage struggle she fled to Europe to escape 

hearing about it and to return to work.  She ended up in Egypt and composed her comic 

opera The Boatswain’s Mate while staying in a hotel just outside Cairo.  Of all her operas, this 

is the only one with an overtly feminist plot, despite the original story not being Smyth’s 

invention.61  After Smyth’s success giving concerts for the suffragette movement and her 

sense of belonging to their community, this opera was clearly written for the same 

audience.  This is suggested not only by its humour, but also by Smyth’s use of themes 

from her March of the Women and another work written for the WSPU in the overture.  The 

Boatswain’s Mate was premiered in 1916 during a season of English opera at the Shaftesbury 

Theatre and achieved a certain popularity, becoming the most frequently performed of 

Smyth’s operas. 

Just before the war, Smyth began to experience hearing problems, which continued to 

worsen despite treatment.  She was profoundly deaf throughout her old age and suffered 

the agony of distorted hearing, which made composing and listening to music very 

difficult.  But during her war-work as a radiographer in France Smyth began to write her 

memoirs, and discovered her “second string”.  Financial problems led her to write 

professionally and her travels also provided material for publication.  Smyth’s adventures 

during her stay in Egypt included travelling with a small caravan of camels across the 

desert and she described this trip some twenty years later in her book Beecham and Pharaoh.62  

An earlier volume of travel writings was inspired by a tour of Greece, which Smyth 

undertook in the mid-1920s accompanied by her great-niece.63 

The English public was fascinated by Smyth’s life and character and her biography was 

eminently marketable.  This was realised by the editors who commissioned many articles 

                                                
59 Collis, p.115. 
60 Bennett, “List of Works”, p.378. 
61 The story was written by the popular author W. W. Jacobs, and published in his collection 
Captains All (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1905).  
62 (London: Chapman and Hall, 1935) 
63 Ethel Smyth, A Three-Legged Tour in Greece (London: William Heinemann, 1927). 
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from Smyth, especially during her later life, confident that her writings on a variety of 

topics, political and musical, would arouse interest and controversy.64  As Edward 

Sackville-West observed  

Every day in the life of so absolute an individual creates anecdotes as 
naturally as a bird creates song. […] Either she loved or she hated; but it was 
the love that mattered most, and this is what made her adorable and great.65 

Later biographers not only had the core material already collated for them in the volumes 

of Smyth’s autobiography,66 but were assured an interested audience by the very nature of 

their subject.   

Even after World War I had damaged irreparably Smyth’s ability to gain operatic 

performances in Germany, and she had focused her career on England, she still retained 

her interest in and some involvement with musical life in the defeated nation.  Smyth was 

commissioned to write an article on the state of post-war Germany in 1922,67 and in the 

same year had one of her songs performed at the Salzburg Festival.68  Bruno Walter gave a 

concert wholly devoted to works by Smyth in Berlin in 1928.69  Her German connections 

and experience continued to provide opportunities, both for music and writing, in spite of 

all she had lost with the war.   

Notwithstanding Smyth’s crescendo of bitterness and claims of neglect in the last 

decades of her life, the 1920s and, to a lesser extent the 1930s, witnessed a greater number 

of performances than any previous period of her career.  The revival of the Mass in 1924 

led to other performances, Smyth’s works were finally accepted at the provincial festivals, 

and The Boatswain’s Mate went into repertory at the Old Vic.  Smyth’s large-scale 

compositions of the 1920s were all performed, although none achieved lasting success.  

Her two small operas Fête Galante (1923) and Entente Cordiale (1925) were followed by the 

Concerto for Horn and Violin (1928) and her last big work, The Prison (1929–30)—a 

                                                
64 See St. John, p.191 for Smyth’s renown as a controversialist. 
65 Edward Sackville-West, “Ethel Smyth as I Knew Her”, New Statesman and Nation (20 May 1944), 
reprinted in St. John, pp.252, 253. 
66 I do not wish to downplay the huge amount of documentary research involved in producing 
these works.  St. John, in particular, as Smyth’s literary executor, was faced with an appallingly large 
collection of papers to sort through. 
67 St. John, p.204. 
68 Ethel Smyth, Diary 2, ms., Special Collections, Harlan Hatcher Graduate Library, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, p.33 (July-Sep 1922). 
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cantata based on texts from Brewster’s philosophical dialogue of the same title—was 

premiered in 1931.  A great jubilee of concerts was undertaken for her seventy-fifth 

birthday, with the support of leading musicians of the day such as Hugh Allen and Adrian 

Boult. 

Smyth continued to campaign actively for performances of her music, even as she 

became less mobile and was more often confined by illness to her home in Woking.  While 

the evidence of numerous performances is to be found even in her own diaries,70 one must 

give some credence to her contention that she would not have been played nearly as much 

were it not for her own efforts.  As W. McNaught commented in his obituary of Smyth: 

No woman composer has left such monuments as the Mass and the operas.  
Whether they will still attract the gaze without the illumination of the 
composer’s personality nobody can guess.71 

With the advent of radio Smyth found another forum for her music and opinions, and 

successfully arranged a number of broadcasts of her music by means of extensive 

negotiation.  She also gave numerous lectures on the air on such varied topics as dogs, 

meeting the Kaiser or Brahms, turning 80, and introducing her own music.72 

Smyth did, however, achieve a formal recognition that meant a great deal to her.  In 

1910 Durham University awarded her an honorary doctorate, and she never failed to sign 

herself “Mus. Doc.” or “Dr. Ethel Smyth” thereafter.  The greatest accolade for such an 

admirer of title was her inclusion in the 1922 New Year’s Honours list, when she was 

created a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire.73  Dame Ethel Smyth was 

further awarded an honorary doctorate by Oxford in 1926 and St. Andrews in 1928. 

                                                                                                                                         
69 The concert was given by the Berlin Philharmonic on 19 December 1928.  See advertisement, 
Der Tag 16 December 1928, p.9 and very critical review in the same paper by Max Donisch, Der Tag 
23 December 1928, p.8. 
70 See St. John’s attempt to disprove Smyth’s claims of neglect by quoting extensively from the 
diaries between 1920 and 1926 [pp.174–91].  But Smyth’s diaries also contain her complaints and 
despair at the situation.   
71 McNaught, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, p.212.  William McNaught (1883–1953) was a critic, author 
and editor who later built a reputation for his programme notes and gramophone reviews.  He 
edited The Musical Times (1944–53).  [William Ball, “Reclaiming a Music for England: Nationalist 
Concept and Controversy in English Musical Thought and Criticism, 1880–1920”, diss., Ohio State 
University, 1993, p.458] 
72 I am grateful to Neil Somerville, Senior Document Assistant at the BBC Written Archives Centre 
for sending me references to some of Smyth’s numerous talks on the BBC between 1933 and 1940. 
73 Collis, p.149. 
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Despite performances and honours, Smyth was disappointed in her career.  Battling 

deafness and ill health in the last decades of her life, she wrote in her diary in 1933 that 

good press notices were “too late now to be of any use”.74  Smyth died on 9 May 1944, 

after a short illness, in her cottage at Woking.  It was a quiet end for one who had led such 

a lively and fighting sort of life. 

Going to the source: using Smyth’s autobiography   

The facts of Ethel Smyth’s life are narrated in compelling fashion by the composer 

herself in her many volumes of autobiography.  These provide a generally reliable account, 

although at times the precise chronology of events is unclear or even inaccurate.75  The 

basic biographical information is embedded in a context of anecdotes, character sketches 

and reminiscences, for the author seems to follow each impulse of memory as it strikes 

her, which leads to a diffuse, but immensely rewarding, text.76  Smyth’s love of tangents 

notwithstanding, her style is vivid and assured, coloured by her use of colloquialisms and 

her own idiosyncratic expressions.  These voluminous memoirs have been widely used as 

the most comprehensive primary source available for Smyth’s story.   

The use of autobiography as a source for historical record must be treated with 

caution however.  Thomas Postlewait reflects that the value of theatre autobiographies  

is immeasurable, for they give us, in historical abundance, the direct report, 
the inside story on events, personalities, and organisations.  But how direct?  
And how reliable and forthcoming are they? [...] Typically, they are episodic, 
chatty, and, of course, self-aggrandising.77 

Smyth was a mistress of anecdote and her character sketches of significant people in 

her life have attracted praise from various quarters.78  Her descriptions of places and events 

                                                
74 Ethel Smyth, Diary 4, ms., Special Collections, Harlan Hatcher Graduate Library, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, p.24 (30 January 1933). 
75 See St. John’s comments on a confusing section of Smyth’s narrative [p.56] and her complaint 
about the many chronological errors in As Time Went On (p.169). 
76 “The sense of structure, so noticeable in her music is lacking in her literary works: her books 
were produced as chips from the block of her musically creative life and written at white heat.”  
Derek Hyde, New-Found Voices: Women in Nineteenth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Aldershot; Brookfield, 
VT: Ashgate, 1998), p.184. 
77 Postlewait, “Autobiography and Theatre History”, p.252. 
78 See for example Hyde, pp.182–83: “Her greatest strength, as a writer, is to be found in her 
astutely observed portraits of people with whom she had a close relationship.  Here, her ability to 
see the person as a whole, to pick on revealing detail, and her warmness of spirit come to the fore, 
and the writing is in a different class altogether.”  This aspect also received comment in the entry 
on Smyth in British Women Writers: A Critical Reference Guide, [ed. Janet Todd (New York: Frederick 
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are vivid, and her directness of style gives the writing freshness.  But the critical reader 

must remain aware that Smyth was writing her life with the benefit of hindsight, able to 

structure the narrative and identify its peaks and troughs, to focus on certain happenings 

while omitting, or ‘forgetting’ others.  Her preoccupation with her ‘thwarted’ career 

exemplifies her tendency to see things only from her own perspective and in her feminist 

polemic she fails to name or fully acknowledge the many other women composers fighting 

the same battles as herself.79   

The question of what authority should be given the composer’s voice as regards her 

own biography and creative output is a vexed one.  Although Smyth’s own account 

constitutes the major source of information about her life, the scholar must remain alert; as 

Hans Lenneberg points out: “We should not be surprised that the way musicians 

understand themselves often leaves much to be desired”.80  Yet Ruth Solie maintains the 

significance of composers’ comments as a valid source, while recognising the danger of 

giving them supreme authority.  Solie argues that the complexity of the interpretive 

problem can itself be fruitful and recommends the admission of numerous voices 

contributing information, judgement and explanation.81   

The reader of Smyth’s memoirs must also be aware of her eccentricity of character.  

Smyth’s view of herself combines flashes of insight—where disarming honesty allows clear 

sighted self-criticism—with her well known obsessions and absorption in her own 

concerns.  This is exemplified by her infamous, but arguably exaggerated belief that sex 

                                                                                                                                         

Ungar; Continuum, 1989)]: “Her two-volume Impressions That Remained (1919) was both a popular 
and a critical success.  It […] is remarkable for the vivid and entertaining portraits of her many 
friends.”  [Alison M. Lee, “Smyth, Ethel”, p.628]  
79 Virginia Woolf made this criticism when advising Smyth to strengthen her argument in Female 
Pipings in Eden by removing the personal autobiographical element, and treating the subject in the 
abstract, but she praised Smyth’s exposition of the educational problems faced by women.  Letter 
from Virginia Woolf to Ethel Smyth, 6 June [1933], Letter 2743, p.191 in The Sickle Side of the Moon: 
The Letters of Virginia Woolf, Volume V, 1932–1935, ed. Nigel Nicolson (London: The Hogarth 
Press, 1979; 1994).  See also Collis, pp.66–67 and Wood’s “Music into Words”, where she states 
that Smyth “could be cavalier about another woman’s success”, and cites Smyth’s repetition of 
hearsay about Augusta Holmès, that “her reputation was based mainly, so I was told, on songs and 
seduction”.  [Elizabeth Wood, “Music into Words” Between Women, ed. Carol Ascher, Louise De 
Salvo and Sarah Ruddick (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984), p.81; Ethel Smyth, “Augusta Holmès, 
Pioneer”, A Final Burning of Boats etc., p.127] 
80 Hans Lenneberg, Witnesses and Scholars: Studies in Musical Biography (New York: Gordon and 
Breach, 1988) p.201.  In his chapter on “Autobiography, Creativity and Musical Meaning” [pp.183–
203] Lenneberg discusses the problems in interpreting composer autobiography, with particular 
reference to Shostakovitch, Schoenberg and the notorious Stravinsky. 
81 Ruth A. Solie, “Changing the Subject”, Current Musicology 53 (1993), pp.61–62. 
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discrimination was the main reason her music did not meet with the success she felt it 

deserved.  This obsession was a blind spot, and she would hold forth on the subject at the 

slightest provocation, particularly in old age.  In spite of her painful awareness that her 

habit of speaking her mind could be counter-productive, Smyth never gave up her practice 

of bombarding people with letters, or insisting on their attention in person, when there was 

something she wanted. 

Smyth consistently represents herself as an artist whose main concern in life is her 

music.82  This raises a contradiction when considered in the light of her multifarious 

activities: her sport, travels, friendships and, in later life, her writing—all apparently 

pursued with the same passion she kept for her music.  Why, many critics have asked, if 

she wanted above all to write music and see it performed, did she not focus on this work, 

rather than dissipating her energies so freely?83   

In spite of Smyth’s desire to write her life as a composer’s life, she claims not to focus 

on music in her books.  The following extract from the prologue to As Time Went On... 

[1936], her second volume of memoirs, explains her priorities as she reflects on her first 

volume: 

[I]f they [Impressions that Remained] were brought to a conclusion at the 
commencement of my public music life, it was chiefly because the thread on 
which my days were strung happened to be music, and nothing would induce 
me to write a book aimed at the head of the musical reader.  One might 
occasionally dive into the past and fish up something connected with 
music—about playing my Mass to the old Queen for instance, or the 
production of Der Wald in Germany.  But the real interest, if any, lay in the 
human happening, Mass and Opera being merely pegs on which to hang 
what is called ‘close-ups’ of Balmoral and Berlin; so there was little danger of 

                                                
82 Smyth referred to “that happiest epoch of an artist’s life, the spell of hard, hope-ridden work 
which lies between self-dedication and the endeavour to capture the interest of an indifferent 
world”.  [ITR vol. 1, p.151]  
83 For example, in W. McNaught’s obituary of Smyth he dwelt on her “peripatetic habit and her 
long list of great friends” because “they raise a question with regard to her artistic career.  We are 
compelled to ask whether so much gadding about was consistent with her ambition to stand forth 
as a composer.  It is open to conjecture that she would have made a stronger mark in the artistic 
world had she stuck more closely to the job of composing”.  [McNaught, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, 
p.208]   This was not an insight arrived at only after her death, as Neville Cardus stated obliquely in 
his “Seventieth Birthday Greeting” to Smyth: “she has put as much of her genius into her life as 
into her art”.  [Manchester Guardian, 23 April 1928, Edwin Evans Collection, Westminster Public 
Library]  
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boring Mr. and Mrs. Everyman, who, with their families, are the public I 
really write for.84 

This intended audience was also the group that Smyth identified as most appreciative 

of her music.  She always claimed that the majority of her audiences and the members of 

choral societies or orchestras who played her music loved it, and that they were the ones 

whose response really mattered to her.  Criticism from the press and neglect by the musical 

establishment could be proven misguided or insignificant, if the audience really liked her 

music.  After the “(musically) delightful” experience of having her chorus Hey Nonny No 

performed by the Leeds Choral Society, Smyth wrote in her polemical article “A Burning 

of Boats”: 

That Leeds chorus really loved Hey Nonny, so did the public; but I have not 
heard of any Northern choir taking it up again.  Conductors, not choirs, 
decide these matters, and conductors have blocked my line from the first.85 

Smyth’s faith that her true following was among the people rather than in the higher 

ranks of musical society may seem slightly at odds with her choice of opera as preferred 

genre, for it was, particularly in England, a genre for an elite audience.  Her first three 

operas, and even her Mass and choral works, were neither easily performed nor to be 

undertaken lightly.  Smyth’s ideal audience was based on her experience of what she saw as 

the ‘universal’ musicality of the German people, who had been the first to recognise and 

truly encourage her talent.  From The Boatswain’s Mate, however, Smyth re-oriented her 

operatic composition to appeal to a broader audience. 

Smyth valued positive judgements of her music so much that she constantly repeated 

old compliments in later life.  As Lenneberg observes: 

What really makes artists choose their profession seems to be a need to be 
loved.  Most talented people get so much approval when they first exhibit 
their talent that it becomes a need, that it promises that kind of approval as 
long as they develop their gift.86   

Smyth was richly rewarded with this kind of approval early in her career, and she never 

really came to terms with the disappointments that followed, especially her failure to break 

into English repertory.  Her memoirs, in effect, if not by design, were “an appeal like all 

                                                
84 ITR, vol. 1, pp.1–2. 
85 Ethel Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, London Mercury (February 1924), p.389. 
86 Lenneberg, p.201. 
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performance for recognition, for approval, for love”,87 and the results were gratifying.  The 

numerous performances of Smyth’s music during the 1920s were due in large part to the 

popularity of her memoirs.88  The broad public who felt they had come to know Dame 

Ethel in the pages of Impressions that Remained wanted to hear the music which had been the 

central preoccupation of her life.  Despite her avowed intention of keeping her music out 

of the memoirs, Smyth’s conviction that it had not received the attention it deserved 

comes through loud and clear.  Her narration of events surrounding the performances of 

her Mass and operas, her reports of the battles to get them performed, and her 

recollections of damning press reception or magnificent praise could only pique the 

readers’ interest in what the music itself sounded like.  Smyth herself makes reference to 

the countless letters she received from admiring readers, begging for performances of her 

music.   

SIR,—Ever since my Memoirs were published I have been in the habit of 
receiving letters from all parts of the country, even America, expressing a 
wish that my readers could hear some of my music.89 

Smyth’s published writings are a constant testament to her belief in herself as a competent 

and professional artist whose music was unjustifiably neglected;90 it is around this that she 

constructs her story. 

Theorists of autobiography have outlined different generic structures for the lives of 

men and of women.91  The male ‘quest’ plot describes the personal journey of an 

autonomous individual, while the protagonist of a female narrative is essentially identified 

through her relationships.92  Women who did not live ‘appropriate’ feminine lives could 

not write a memoir that followed the available script, without distorting or recomposing 

                                                
87 Postlewait, p.259. 
88 Derek Hyde espouses this belief: “The two volumes of autobiography, Impressions that Remained, 
which began the series of nine books which she wrote, did much to stimulate interest in her music 
and to a large extent accounted for the more frequent performances of her music during the period 
1920 to 1940.”  [Hyde, p.182] 
89 Musical Times, 63 (1 March 1922), p.200. 
90 For example, Smyth clearly includes herself in the category of “artists of a certain calibre” who 
eschew Press Cutting Associations.  [Ethel Smyth, “Reflections on Prejudice”, Music Bulletin 5.3 
(March 1923), p.81] 
91 There is a large bibliography on this topic, see for example Mary G. Mason, “The Other Voice: 
Autobiographies of Women Writers” in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. James Olney 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp.207–35; Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Writing a 
Woman’s Life (London: The Women’s Press, 1989); Postlewait, “Autobiography and Theatre 
History”.  
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themselves.93  Smyth is an example of a woman who subverted stereotypes of femininity 

and did not seek to hide it.  Predictably, few of the typical attributes of women’s memoirs 

apply to her autobiography.   

Both Postlewait and Carolyn Heilbrun suggest that women are unable to speak of their 

ambition or achievement,94 yet Smyth is open about both.  Although she must have 

suffered from the self doubt which plagues most creative artists, even her personal diary 

expresses her satisfaction with her own work, in spite of initial doubts about composing 

when deaf and infirm.95  Smyth’s insistence that her memoirs are not about her musical life 

might not be exclusively based on her perception of the tastes and interests of her 

audience.  It could also be interpreted as a tacit acknowledgment of the belief that a 

woman should not write about her career.96  If this were the case, however, Smyth failed to 

pay any more than lipservice to the convention, as her music frequently seeps into the 

narrative.   

Heilbrun also maintains that “women never told of their love for other women”.97  Yet 

Smyth announces her interest in women quite openly in the narrative of her childhood, 

and devotes many pages to the women she loved in the course of her autobiography.  

Suzanne Raitt points out the differences between Smyth’s private and public 

representations of her significant relationships.  Although in her published writings Smyth 

was open about the “pleasure of her sexual initiation and continued heterosexual activity 

with Brewster”, and “assimilated […] her friendships with women […] into her life 

narratives”, in private she actually admitted the “discomforts of heterosexuality” and spoke 

of her sexual feelings for women, which are notably absent from her frank description of 

“the passion and the romance of her feelings for women”.98  The first two volumes of 

Smyth’s memoirs are dominated by her relationship with Lisl von Herzogenberg, her 

                                                                                                                                         
92 Mason, p.210. 
93 Solie, p.56. 
94 Heilbrun, p.25; Postlewait, p.260. 
95 For example, she comments on the revival of her early work (composed 1887) “Resuscitated my 
Violin Sonata in Nov. 1923.  It is very good.”  [Smyth, Diary 2, p.78 (29 March 1924)] or of a 
recent composition: “On this day I wrote ‘the End’ on the last page of my new work ‘The 
Prison’[...][which] I believe to be a good opus.”  [Smyth, Diary 3, p.78 (11 August 1930)]  
96 Heilbrun, p.25. 
97 Heilbrun, p.72. 
98 Suzanne Raitt, “ ‘The Tide of Ethel’: Femininity as Narrative in the Friendship of Ethel Smyth 
and Virginia Woolf”, Critical Quarterly 30.4 (Winter 1988), p.14.  Raitt suggests that Smyth would 
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growing attachment to Henry Brewster and the aftermath of her break with Lisl.  This 

focus, and the importance Smyth gives to her numerous friendships throughout her 

narrative, might suggest a certain conformity to what many see as a distinguishing feature 

of female autobiography: the protagonist primarily identified in relationship.99   

But these are only flirtations with the conventional.  Smyth trespassed into male 

territory in so many ways—her dress, her manners, not only her vocation but also the 

genres in which she chose to practise it, and her unshakeable individuality.  Smyth reveals 

herself in every page of her writing.  Whether or not it is overtly autobiographical, her 

presence is strong, her indomitable character almost tangible.  

A conventional “pattern of narrative development”, not limited by gender, is outlined 

by Postlewait as typical of theatre autobiographies:  

[A] life of innocence (or enclosure), paradise lost (or confinement escaped), 
struggle, journey and quest, discovery and appreciation by others (which, in 
turn, often leads somewhat later to a moment of self-assessment), success, 
public glory (usually at the price of personal hardship), and abundant 
recompense, as viewed retrospectively.100 

This entire plot could be loosely applied to Smyth’s life: its first elements are apt, for she 

escaped the artistic confinement of her family life by means of struggle and undertook, 

both literally and figuratively, journeys in Europe over the ensuing years.  Although 

Smyth’s early music was appreciated in Germany, the attainment of “public glory” is more 

problematic in her case, given her conviction that her music never achieved the success she 

felt it really deserved.  In a footnote Postlewait mentions the alternative plot of “the 

disappointed or lost life”101 but for all Smyth’s disappointment in her career, she knew that 

she had lived richly and well.   

Smyth historiography: biography and music 

The absence of substantial scholarly work on Smyth’s life and music from St. John’s 

biography until the renewed interest in the 1980s can perhaps be explained by the fact that 

Smyth survived in English public memory as a character, rather than a composer.  Even 

during her lifetime, perceptions of her begin to adopt this tone.  Early accounts and 

                                                                                                                                         

have been well aware of the censorship of lesbian literature, and the 1928 trial of Radclyffe Hall’s 
The Well of Loneliness, and that this may have shaped her written accounts. 
99 Mason, p.210. 
100 Postlewait, p.256. 
101 Postlewait, fn 12, p.270. 
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dictionary entries tend to focus on Smyth’s career: her studies, her compositions, where 

and when they were performed.  After her suffragette activity (1910–12) and the 

publication of her memoirs, contemporary accounts of Smyth’s life and music paint a 

powerful portrait of her exceptional personality and her character begins to feature 

prominently in biographical sketches.  Beecham called her “militant” and “belligerent”,102 

Robert Hull spoke of that famous Smyth characteristic “independence of spirit”,103 and 

Kathleen Dale, who knew her only at the end of her life, noted that her “renowned 

magnetic personality was undiminished even in extreme age”.104   This larger-than-life 

status developed gradually and entered the literature on Smyth somewhat behind public 

opinion, even finding expression in literary caricature and satire.105   

As early as 1897, Smyth was represented in Brown and Stratton’s British Musical 

Biography,106 when she was known in England only for her Mass and a few early orchestral 

and chamber works.  Stephen Stratton had earlier compiled a list of 390 women composers 

and written a paper that declared women’s potential in the arts, if only they were given 

education and opportunity.107 He clearly retained this interest in the later volume, in which 

he included numerous women.  Indeed, in the preface he speaks of placing on record the 

musical achievements of the “Britain’s own sons and daughters”,108 an example of inclusive 

language rare in the late nineteenth century.  

In spite of this early recognition, Smyth’s career was not noticed by the editors of 

Grove’s Dictionary until its third edition, of 1908.  The article by J. A. Fuller Maitland lists 

almost all her works composed to that date, and is glowing in its praise for the Mass and 

her second and third operas, Der Wald and The Wreckers.  The Mass provoked a statement 

of warm admiration: 

                                                
102 Sir Thomas Beecham, “Dame Ethel Smyth (1858-1944)”, Musical Times 99 (July 1958), p.363. 
103 Robert H. Hull, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, English Review 51 (July–December 1930), p.381. 
104 Kathleen Dale, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Music and Letters 25 (October 1944), p.192. 
105 See Conclusion for brief discussion of the caricature of Smyth in the figure Edith Staines in E. 
F. Benson’s Dodo (first published 1893) and the BBC comedy programme based on a woman 
composer called Hilda Tablet, which first went to air in 1954. 
106 James D. Brown and Stephen S. Stratton, British Musical Biography: A Dictionary of Musical Artists, 
Authors and Composers Born in Britain and Its Colonies (1897; New York: Da Capo Press, 1971) p.383. 
107 This remarkably feminist and enlightened consideration of the issues was entitled “Woman in 
Relation to Musical Art” (7 May 1883) Proceedings of the Musical Association 9 (1882-83), pp.115–46.  
Stephen Samuel Stratton (1840–1906) was an organist, teacher and critic, notably for the Birmingham 
Post (1877–1906), who also contributed to The Monthly Musical Record and The Musical Times.  [Ball, 
p.466] 
108 Brown and Stratton, p.i. 
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This work definitely placed the composer among the most eminent 
composers of her time, and easily at the head of all those of her own sex.  
The most striking thing about it was the entire absence of the qualities that 
are usually associated with feminine productions; throughout it was virile, 
masterly in construction and workmanship, and particularly remarkable for 
the excellence and rich colouring of the orchestration.109 

The author’s main praise, however, was reserved for the operas.  Fuller Maitland 

gauges Smyth’s success by the fact that Der Wald was revived at Covent Garden the year 

after its premiere, a significant occurrence “to all who know the singular methods followed 

by English operatic managers”; this remark was dropped from later editions. Fuller 

Maitland and Grove’s Dictionary spoke with the voice of the English musical establishment 

at this time and it is clear that Smyth’s star was seen to be in the ascendant in 1908.110 

Examination of later versions of the Grove Smyth entry reveals not only the addition 

of information that relates to her continuing career, but the deletion of material.  These 

alterations, however small, tell much about the changing perceptions of Smyth as a 

composer, and attitudes to her importance in the history of English music.  The 

differences between the 1908 and 1928 editions are minor, relating largely to occurrences 

of the intervening twenty years.   

It is, however, the deletions of text that occurred in the fifth edition, of 1954, that 

expose how far Smyth’s star had fallen from its high point in the years immediately 

preceding World War I by the decade following her death.  The early biography is 

substantially the same here as it was in both earlier versions.  The passage on the Mass, 

quoted above, was retained, including the reflections on her compositional virility.  The 

phrase “among the most eminent composers of her time”, however, is pointedly omitted, 

resulting in the rather emphatic “This work definitely placed the composer easily at the 

head of all those of her own sex”.111  Although the original version had compared Smyth 

only with her English male contemporaries, confined temporally by the phrase “of her 

time”, the later editor pursued his revisionist path.  As Ernest Newman comments “It is 

                                                
109 J. A. Fuller Maitland, “Ethel Mary Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. J. A. Fuller 
Maitland, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1908; Philadelphia, PA: Theodore Presser Co, 1926).   
110 This first Smyth entry establishes a few errors, which become persistent in the reference 
material, such as identifying the premiere of Der Wald as Dresden, September 1901, rather than 
Berlin, April 1902, and suggesting that the Prague performance of The Wreckers was “given with far 
more care and success” than the Leipzig premiere.  In fact, the Prague production was disastrously 
poor.  See Chapter 2 for discussion of the circumstances of these two performances. 
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not as if it had been unable to stand up against the competition of other English works in 

1893”,112 which makes the limitation of comparison to women only more striking.  The 

Covent Garden premiere of Der Wald fell from “very great success” to only “great 

success”.  Some of the descriptive passages about The Wreckers are also toned down: the 

extended list of highlights is deleted, and the superlative “wonderful” is dropped from the 

praise of the opera’s “[wonderful] power of […] conception, musical and dramatic”.113 

These alterations clearly reflect a change in assessment of Smyth’s historical 

contribution, for a new generation of British composers had established themselves by 

1954.  Music had changed and Smyth the composer was no longer of interest. Colles 

confirms this shift at the end of the revised entry, where he concludes that:  

she […wrote] books which showed again and again that, while as a composer 
she had a notable and, for a woman, quite exceptional talent, as a writer of 
English prose she possessed indisputable genius.114 

Smyth would have bitterly resented this summation of her career, as it combined the 

devaluation of her musical contribution, with the ultimate insult, that she was ‘good for a 

woman’.  The comparison of her relative skill in composing and writing was a vexed issue 

and high praise for Smyth’s literary capabilities seems to have been used to mitigate the 

lower estimation of her music.115  Michael Hurd’s article in the 1980 New Grove Dictionary 

presents more accurate information  and attempts to contextualise her contribution to 

English music, but despite measured appraisal of Smyth’s musical output it perpetuates 

outdated assumptions about the history of women’s composition.116 

Extracts from the 1908 Grove article were quoted in a substantial biographical piece 

published in The Musical Times in early 1912.117  This largely accurate article places Smyth’s 

                                                                                                                                         
111 J. A. Fuller Maitland and H. C. Colles, “(Dame) Ethel (Mary) Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music 
and Musicians, ed. Eric Blom, 5th ed. (London: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1954). 
112 Ernest Newman, introduction, Impressions that Remained (1946; New York: Da Capo Press, 1981), 
p.xii.  
113 H. C. Colles, “Dame Ethel Mary Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. H. C. 
Colles, 3rd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1928), p.795. 
114 Fuller Maitland and Colles, “Dame Ethel Mary Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 
5th ed., p.862. 
115 The preoccupation with comparing Smyth’s achievements in literature as opposed to 
composition is commented on by Kathleen Dale in her obituary of Smyth [Music and Letters 25 
(October 1944): 191] and is also briefly considered by St. John.  [pp.xix, 173] 
116 Michael Hurd, “Smyth, Dame Ethel (Mary)”, TNG, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 
1980). 
117 “Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 February 1912), pp.81–83. 
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musical contribution in the context of the debate about women composers, and concludes 

that she has achieved greater distinction than any other woman.  It outlines her early 

biography and career, listing all her works and their performances.  A paragraph covers her 

involvement in the militant fight for women’s suffrage, including her musical activities in 

composition and staging concerts for them.  Smyth’s own views on the problem of 

national opera are then given expression, including a lengthy direct quotation.  Her 

position as a composer is recognised in the statement that her early orchestral works 

“established [her] claim to a high place in contemporary art”.118  Although it seems likely 

that Smyth herself was the source for much of the information not taken directly from 

Grove’s Dictionary, a sense of the person herself does not come through the text. 

In striking contrast to this measured and respectable account is the article by Richard 

Specht,119 extracts from which were published in the next issue of The Musical Times.  His 

introduction to the composer is much more personal.  He gives several descriptions of her 

appearance, and evokes her character as single-minded, energetic and demonstrating a 

hard-won cheerfulness.  His biographical information clearly came straight from Smyth 

herself, although he does not transmit it with complete accuracy.  The article narrates 

several episodes from Smyth’s youth, which are not included in The Musical Times extracts, 

but were later to appear in her memoirs.  Specht met Smyth in Vienna in 1906, where she 

played and sang The Wreckers to him.  The work made a profound impression on the critic 

and he interpreted it through his knowledge of Smyth’s character and biography.  Specht’s 

account of Smyth is dramatically different from the polite objectivity of the English 

assessment of her career. 

A more personal evaluation of Smyth’s character and music was to characterise many 

of the brief articles about her in the 1920s and 1930s in England.  In her 1938 book Women 

                                                
118 “Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 February 1912), p.81. 
119 Richard Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), pp.1213–
18.  Translated extracts from this article were published as “Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 
March 1912), pp.168–69.  Although this article, like the excerpts in The Musical Times, places Smyth 
in the context of the woman composer question, Specht is largely responding to The Wreckers.   
Richard Specht (1870–1932] was an Austrian writer who contributed music and drama criticism to 
numerous Viennese periodicals.  He is known for his biography and advocacy of Mahler, and he 
founded Der Merker with Richard Batka in 1909, remaining editor until 1919.  One might speculate 
that it was their collaboration that re-ignited his interest in Smyth, as Batka wrote a vivid review of 
The Wreckers in Prague, which is discussed extensively in this dissertation.  Hans Jancik comments 
that Specht’s opinions were often almost too coloured by the personal, which is borne out by the 
essay considered here. [“Specht, Richard”, MGG (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1949–86), col. 1022]  
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of Today,120 Margaret Cole sketches Smyth’s early life, in an article through which the 

composer’s voice speaks clearly.  Cole makes the point that she cannot describe Smyth’s 

musical life only, for that would be “to paint a very incomplete picture” and she proceeds 

to evoke many facets of her personality.121  She compares both Smyth’s family life and her 

strict father with the characters in a Victorian novel, which corresponds to the perception 

of Smyth, prevalent in the decades after World War I, as a larger-than-life character.122   

The biographical approach based on knowledge of Smyth’s personal life, rather than 

simply her professional career, is exemplified by W. McNaught’s obituary,123 in which he 

combines a summary of her life and career with some respectful criticism and analysis.  

McNaught reflects on Smyth’s passions—for music, but also for people and travel—as 

well as tracing the rise and fall of her music.  He declares her a “public character” but 

suggests that her career benefited from her sex, rather than suffering from it, and that her 

personality drew attention to her works. 

All later biographies of Smyth depend substantially on her autobiographical texts, they 

are constrained by the authority of her voice which claims ownership of her remarkable 

story.  The two full length biographies published to date, by Christopher St. John (1959) 

and Louise Collis (1984), are written in a popular style, which seems suited to the same 

audience towards whom Smyth oriented her own writings, but whose lack of citation is 

frustrating to the researcher.  This style notwithstanding, both books bear witness to their 

authors’ extensive research as they contextualise people and events, which would have 

been familiar to the readers of Smyth’s lifetime, and place the composer’s version in 

perspective.  Their accounts focus on the social aspects of Smyth’s rich life—the 

interesting and eminent people she knew, her travels and adventures.  Unlike Smyth’s 

memoirs, which run to many volumes, full of anecdotes and people, the biographies are 

necessarily greatly condensed versions of her life, which attempt to critique and evaluate 

some of her claims.   

Smyth’s biographers deal with her music, arguably her raison d’être, not in its own right, 

but rather as a biographical event and a cause for other biographical occurrences.  Brief 

surveys of the musical works can be found in texts by critics who wrote during Smyth’s 

                                                
120 Margaret Cole, Women of Today (London: Thomas Nelson, 1938). 
121 Cole, p.5. 
122 Cole, pp.8, 14. 
123 McNaught, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, pp.207–12. 
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lifetime, and also in the more recent feminist scholarship.  Some of these musicological 

scholars have been forced, by the reclamatory and compensatory nature of their work, to 

give considerable space to the retelling of Smyth’s biography and it has only recently 

become possible to present work on Smyth without feeling obliged to justify the subject 

and explain who she was. 

Christopher St. John124 was Smyth’s, initially reluctant, literary executor.125 Her 

biography of Smyth does not attempt to be comprehensive, but as she points out, “Ethel 

had practically written her own biography in her six autobiographies”.126  It is broadly 

chronological, gathering related people or subjects together.  Short sections of historical 

background are included where relevant, the longest of these being the summary of the 

militant suffrage movement,127 and although St. John provides biographical sketches of 

some of the key characters, some knowledge is assumed.  Most space is devoted to Smyth’s 

friends and relationships, while the sections which describe the composition and bringing 

to performance of her works are loosely divided from these chapters.  At one point St. 

John echoes Smyth’s belief about the interests of her audience, by expressing concern that 

her readers may be wearied by too much information about Smyth’s professional life: a 

“return to Ethel’s personal history may be a relief to readers who are more interested in it 

than in her activities as a composer, a writer or a controversialist”.128   

The biography is not uncritical however, for St. John repeatedly evaluates Smyth’s 

claims of neglect and sex bias.  Her conclusions are not always favourable to Smyth 

although she does endeavour to present both sides to each argument.  While she 

recognises that Smyth’s multifarious interests are defining aspects of her character, and 

possibly of her creative voice, she does not entirely approve of “Ethel’s proneness to 

distraction from music”.129  Nor did she accept at face value Smyth’s complaints of unjust 

treatment; she gives a carefully considered summary of reasons other than its composer’s 

                                                
124 St. John was born Christabel Marshall (d. 1960) and changed her name in adulthood.  A writer 
and critic, she was the longtime partner of Edith Craig, noted designer and daughter of Ellen Terry.  
St. John was a member of the feminist milieu in the 1920s.  In her biography of Terry, Nina 
Auerbach states that “[m]any lesbians of that period gave themselves men’s names” [Ellen Terry: 
Player in her Time (London: Norton, 1987), p.389] 
125 St. John, pp.xvi–xvii. They did not know each other very well, although St. John wrote music 
criticism in London from the 1910s on, including a stint for Lady Rhondda’s journal Time and Tide.  
126 St. John, p.xix. 
127 St. John, pp.147ff. 
128 St. John, p.193. 
129 St. John, p.105. 



40 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 1 

sex that might have caused the Mass’s neglect after its initial performance,130 and flatly 

contradicts Smyth’s assertions that “because she was a woman her music never had a fair 

deal” by quoting extracts from her diary during the 1920s, which prove the large number 

of performances Smyth’s music received during this time.131 

Over twenty years later, a body of work on Smyth began to emerge.  Derek Hyde’s 

“Ethel Smyth (1858–1944): A Reappraisal” did not present a straightforward biographical 

study, but undertook instead a critical evaluation of Smyth’s career that examined reasons 

for her music’s fluctuating success.132  Despite the insight he shows, he does not seem to 

come to terms with Smyth’s personality, and denies that she was lesbian.  Having based his 

work on a critical view of Smyth’s autobiography, Hyde championed Smyth’s importance, 

declaring her the first professional woman composer in England.133 

Published in the same year, Collis’s biography Impetuous Heart: The Story of Ethel Smyth 

contrasts with Hyde’s article by painting a personal and emotional portrait of Smyth, and 

referring to the music itself only in passing.  Although Collis describes what Smyth 

revealed of the processes of composition, the rocky paths to performance, and what then 

followed, these musical events are somehow subsumed in the general course of Smyth’s 

busy personal life.  This raises the recurrent but insoluble question of how Smyth divided 

her time, and whether Collis’s account is an accurate reflection of this.  Hers is not the only 

possible interpretation of Smyth’s life, but the attempt to conjure up the whole person 

makes compelling reading. 

The excellent brief biographical study by Jane Bernstein, published in the pioneering 

volume Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150–1950134 is written more from a 

feminist point of view than Hyde’s article, and in a more compensatory tone.  Bernstein 

                                                
130 St. John, pp.87ff. 
131 St. John, pp.175.ff.  St. John devotes over 15 pages to proving her point by quoting from the 
diaries and commenting on them. 
132 Hyde’s article on Smyth is found in his idiosyncratic study of several eminent Victorian women 
musicians and English women’s involvement in music during this period.  Entitled New-found 
Voices: Women in Nineteenth-Century English Music it has gone through three editions since its initial 
publication in 1984.  After two privately published editions, Ashgate issued the third edition in 
1998. 
133 Hyde, p.153.  This claim is risky as the definition of “professional” is contested; Smyth did not 
rely for income on her composition, and was certainly not the first Englishwoman to choose a 
career in composition.  For discussion of this question, see Sophie Fuller’s invaluable dissertation 
“Women Composers during the British Musical Renaissance, 1880–1918”. 
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demonstrates Smyth’s resistance to stereotyped categories of femininity and feminine 

musical activity, while placing her in the historical context of women in English music. 

Essentially a musical biography, the narrative includes brief discussion of the compositions 

as they arise chronologically and is based largely on Smyth’s memoirs.  Bernstein reclaims 

Smyth’s achievements, but this sense of feminist celebration of her subject causes her to 

tell her story in an immediate style that lacks any sense of critical distance. 

Elizabeth Wood’s sustained contribution to Smyth scholarship charts the composer’s 

biography but does not limit itself to this approach, developing new approaches in an 

endeavour to reinterpret Smyth’s life.  The first essay, “Women, Music, and Ethel Smyth: 

A Pathway in the Politics of Music”, published in 1983,135 is a selective biography, 

focussing on Smyth’s political engagement on behalf of women, in the fight for the vote 

and in musical gender politics.  Wood notes that where Smyth did survive in the history 

books,  

she has not escaped the distortion of stereotype, the dismay of caricature.  
The significance of her profoundly feminist politics, her homosexuality, and 
the creative depth of her anger has eluded most critics, literary or 
musicological.136    

Here Wood declares the direction of her future research, for Smyth’s lesbian identity is 

central to Wood’s interpretation of her life. 

In her next article, “Music into Words”,137 Wood paints a portrait of Smyth as full of 

energy, sporting, fighting, rebellious.  Although it is in no sense a conventional 

biographical piece, she presents key aspects of Smyth’s life and personality in evocative, 

lively prose.  “Gender and Genre in Ethel Smyth’s Operas” is only incidentally 

biographical,138 although it retains an introductory, compensatory tone.  It surveys the 

operas, occasionally interpreting the plots in the light of Smyth’s biography and coming to 

the broad conclusion that through her heroines Smyth explored the issues raised by her 

own ambiguous sexuality.   

                                                                                                                                         
134 Jane Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, pp.304–24.  Bernstein also wrote the 
Smyth entry in The Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers, ed. Julie Anne Sadie and Rhian 
Samuel (London: Macmillan, 1995). 
135 Wood, “Women, Music, and Ethel Smyth”, pp.125–39. 
136 Wood, “Women, Music, and Ethel Smyth”, p.127. 
137 Wood, “Music into Words”, pp.71–84. 
138 Elizabeth Wood, “Gender and Genre in Ethel Smyth’s Operas”, The Musical Woman II (1984–
85), pp.493–507. 
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This approach of linking Smyth’s biography with her artistic output is explored in 

greater depth in “Lesbian Fugue”139, a virtuosic piece of scholarship which applies the 

metaphor of counterpoint and the fugue—significant techniques in Smyth’s music—to an 

incident in her life.  Wood constructs an elaborate network between the compositional 

output of Smyth’s time in Leipzig, her relationship with Lisl von Herzogenberg including 

its breakdown, and Smyth’s relation of these events in her memoirs.  Wood suggests that 

the “fugal theme of lesbian desire” runs through Smyth’s oeuvre,140 which leads her to 

analyse Smyth’s biography using the musical metaphor of fugue and to interpret her music 

through Smyth’s narration of the events. 

The examination of plots and creative process for the influence and expression of 

Smyth’s lesbian identity is continued and developed in “Sapphonics”.141  Wood posits 

Smyth’s “pivotal role” in a homosocial and homosexual “tradition and community”,142 

describing her place in lesbian networks such as the circle surrounding the Princesse de 

Polignac, and the influence of this on Smyth’s composition.  Wood pursues the “figuring” 

of Smyth’s “lesbian desire in music” in “The Lesbian in the Opera”,143 in which she 

explores interpretive possibilities based on the tenet that Smyth was quintessentially 

lesbian. 

Smyth’s subsequent involvement in the suffrage struggle and her place in that 

community of women is the focus of “Performing Rights”.144  The most important 

biographical contribution of this article is the exploration of Smyth’s relationship with 

Emmeline Pankhurst, in which Wood brings together a wide range of source material.  Her 

interpretation of Smyth’s musical involvement in the suffrage movement goes far beyond a 

simple narration of what she wrote and when it was performed.  Wood speculates that 

Smyth felt able to complete her string quartet in 1912 as a result of the WSPU experience, 

which somehow affirmed and confirmed her identity, both personally and creatively.  She 

suggests that Smyth needed this affirmation of her identity to continue working in such a 

                                                
139 Wood, “Lesbian Fugue”, pp.164–83. 
140 Wood, “Lesbian Fugue”, p.165. 
141 Elizabeth Wood, “Sapphonics”, Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, ed. Philip 
Brett, Elizabeth Wood and Gary C. Thomas (New York: Routledge, 1994), pp.27-66. 
142 Wood, “Sapphonics”, p.46. 
143 Elizabeth Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera: Desire Unmasked in Smyth’s Fantasio and Fête 
Galante”, En Travesti: Women, Gender Subversion, Opera, ed. Corinne E. Blackmer and Patricia Juliana 
Smith (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), pp.285–305. 
144 Wood, “Performing Rights”, pp.606–643. 
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‘masculine’ abstract genre, for the quartet forms part of the canon of the mainstream 

tradition.145  

 

Smyth was trained in a tradition of music, which valued structure and technique above 

elements like melody and colour.  Even after she had moved away from the strong 

German influence on her earlier works, her music retained something of the stormy 

emotionalism of late Romanticism, and her grounding in counterpoint likewise remained 

evident in her style.  The individual voice that emerged in Smyth’s music challenged 

listeners and critics.  Many have resorted to Smyth’s biography and persona in an attempt 

to understand the music, and this link formed an interpretive tool used during her lifetime 

and by recent scholars.  Kathleen Dale reflected on Smyth’s entire compositional output in 

her article “Ethel Smyth’s Music: A Critical Study”, appended to St. John’s biography.  She 

concluded 

Yet what the music of this restless, many-sided genius lost through being 
only one (albeit the chief) of her diverse forms of self-expression, it gained in 
the greatness of her stature as a human being.  Where it is lacking in 
perfection of technical detail, it abounds in original conceptions, bold 
outlines and warmth of feeling.  It mirrors some of the composer’s most 
characteristic personal traits: her love of intellectual reasoning is reflected in 
persistently strenuous counterpoint; her zest for life, in rhythmic lilt and 
drive; her interest in the unusual and the exotic, in vivid orchestration, and 
her passion for ‘being herself’, in an obstinately perverse sense of harmony.  
Ethel Smyth’s unorthodox chordal progressions constitute a stumbling-block 
to the enjoyment of some of her compositions.  From the harmonic aspect 
her music arouses the same contradictory opinions as does that of Berlioz.  
Some critics maintain that its flouting of established practice signifies 
profound originality; others, that it denotes sheer ineptitude in the treatment 
of the resources of harmony.146 

Dale does not hesitate to read Smyth’s personal characteristics directly into her musical 

style, but also comments with insight on the contradictory responses her music inspired.  

More recent writers have surveyed Smyth’s musical output, and their commentary on the 

Mass and early operas are considered below.  Although postgraduate research on individual 

                                                
145 Wood, “Performing Rights”, pp.623–25.  Wood suggests that Smyth subverted conventional 
norms in these later two movements, “ ‘scrambl[ing]’ the binary and oppositional gendered 
conventions of sonata form […] and the rules and proprieties of tonal harmony”. [p.625]  This idea 
of the quartet subverting a masculine genre is further explored in Jennifer Hughes’ dissertation 
“Sapphonic Listening: Ethel Smyth’s String Quartet in E Minor”, (diss., University of Virginia, 
1995), ch. 6. 
146 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.303. 
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works is appearing, Smyth scholarship still lacks a definitive and indepth study of her 

music.   

 

Mass in D 

Smyth’s Solemn Mass in D was the young composer’s first foray into large-scale 

composition, following smaller multi-movement orchestral works.  Her writing was 

confident and the music exhibits her trademark energy: the opening of the Gloria is 

nothing less than exuberant.  It is clearly a Mass in the late-nineteenth-century tradition of 

sacred music composed for the concert hall rather than for liturgical use, but did not 

immediately tap into the large amateur choral market in England at the time.  Smyth chose 

a genre rarely composed by her contemporaries, and less suitable for the choral festival 

movement than the more popular settings of non-liturgical sacred texts.  The choral 

writing challenged choirs during Smyth’s lifetime, and with its large orchestra, the work 

makes considerable demands in performance.   

Smyth composed her Mass fresh from her studies in Leipzig, where Brahms was 

revered.  His German Requiem was a model for contemporary works in this style.  She had 

also recently heard Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis performed in Munich (in 1889).147  Although 

this was not her first encounter with the work, it coincided with her religious awakening 

and therefore had a special influence on the mood that led to the composition of the Mass.  

Numerous writers, both critics of the early performances and more recent commentators, 

have compared Smyth’s Mass with Beethoven’s, beginning with the observation that both 

are in the key of D.  Kathleen Dale considers Smyth’s work dateless, founded on classical 

style, but retaining her individuality while it “acknowledge[s] the leadership of 

Beethoven”.148  Jane Bernstein emphasises the stylistic congruity, claiming that, “both 

exude a grandiose yet personal musical style”.  She lists specific features of Smyth’s Mass 

that place it in the German tradition from Beethoven through Brahms, rather than in the 

English choral tradition.  Among them:  

                                                
147 Smyth was studying in Leipzig, and revising her two orchestral works for August Manns, when 
she heard Levi conduct the Missa Solemnis.  It had a great effect on her:  “Probably because of my 
then state of mind it seemed to me I had never heard it before; the terror of a certain veiled, 
rushing passage for viola and ’cellos at the thought of sin, death, and judgment,… the wild triumph 
of the trumpet call flaming out of it…how it haunted me in the hours to come!…”  [ITR, vol. 2, 
p.210] 
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use of rhythmic themes, intervals of fourths and fifths, and carefully worked 
out developments of motives as seen in the passacaglia theme of the Kyrie 
and the rhythmic subject of Et vitam venturi from the Credo […], coupled 
with masterful orchestration”149 

The frequent points of imitation, despite only rarely resulting in a continuing fugal texture, 

reveal Smyth’s meticulous training by Herzogenberg in counterpoint, and provoked critics 

to invoke J. S. Bach.  The Credo contains the only worked out fugues of the work: at the 

“Crucifixus” and “et vitam venturi”,150 although Dale describes them as fugato.151 

Edith Copley provides a descriptive analysis of the entire Mass, focussing on structure, 

including tonal structure, harmony, orchestration, rhythm, melody, texture and text-

setting.152  She works through each movement in some detail, but undertakes little 

evaluative commentary.  She notes the tonal unity of the work, resulting from D as tonal 

centre in each movement.153  As the orchestra only features without voices for brief 

introductions and interludes, Copley concludes that it is Smyth’s general treatment of the 

orchestra that has led to comparisons with Beethoven.154 

Derek Hyde judges that Smyth’s Mass was of higher quality than its contemporaries 

because of Smyth’s “powerful sense of structure and assured handling of the orchestra”, 

but he qualifies this by saying that most works from this period are best forgotten, even 

parts of Smyth’s Mass itself.155  Although he praises the Kyrie, the Sanctus, and parts of the 

Gloria, Hyde does not find the work original, comparing it unfavourably with Vaughan 

Williams’ Towards the Unknown Region.  Like so many others, he saw obvious antecedents in 

choral harmony exercises in the style of Bach, also mentioning Beethoven and Brahms, but 

he firmly criticises Smyth for her uninteresting adoption of German style with all its faults, 

citing limited harmonic vocabulary, “prolixity, dullness and lack of melodic inspiration”.  

                                                                                                                                         
148 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.296. 
149 Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.310. 
150 Edith Ann Copley, “A survey of the choral works of Dame Ethel Mary Smyth with an analysis 
of the Mass in D (1891)”, diss., University of Cincinnati, 1990, pp.103, 122–23. 
151 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.296. 
152 For the analysis of the Mass, see Copley, ch. 4, pp.94–151. 
153 Copley, p.103. 
154 Copley, pp.104–05. 
155 Hyde, pp.164.  He states that “the early choral works of Elgar, and many of those of Parry, 
Stanford, Elvey, Barnby and Dykes, are best forgotten”. 
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He echoes critics of Smyth’s own time in accusing her of pretension and a “forced 

dramatic quality”.156 

The Mass contains movements of strongly contrasting style, as suggested by the Latin 

text, and Dale interprets many of Smyth’s compositional techniques as direct expressions 

of this text, praising the “passionate sincerity of its inspiration” and its success as “the 

vehicle of spiritual expression”.157  Donald Tovey concurred, declaring that despite the 

Mass’s lack of “ ‘religiosity’ ”, its music was “throughout, like Spinoza, God-intoxicated” 

and expressed “an all-pervading joy in the things told by the text”.  He compared Smyth’s 

Mass with Beethoven’s only in approach, for he found the same inevitability in their 

treatment of the text, “impressively, with tremendous emphasis; but without trace of 

eccentricity or paradox”.158 

Fantasio 

Smyth’s Fantasio is a full-length, two-act opera, which many thought weighed down 

Musset’s witty and irreverent story.  Dale describes its pace as “leisurely”, which could at 

times in the opera be interpreted as unnecessarily lengthy musical treatment.  There are few 

lyrical set pieces and while several run to two strophes, Smyth rarely maintains strophic 

treatment, preferring to introduce new melodic and harmonic material.  There is extensive 

use of a sectional arioso texture to set dialogue.  She includes much detail in soloistic 

orchestral writing and the ensembles feature independent vocal lines. Some critics 

bemoaned Smyth’s eschewal of simplicity in her setting, and she herself concluded that her 

first opera suffered from music unsuited to its libretto, “far too much passion and violence 

for such a subject”.159 

Wood describes elements of the score’s conventional structure:  

[B]risk orchestral preludes to announce major themes, boisterous sound 
effects for precision-timed stage actions, trumpet fanfares and dance music 
for an onstage band, hearty choral numbers accompanied by full orchestra, 

                                                
156 Hyde, p.164. 
157 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.296. 
158 Donald Tovey, “Ethel Smyth CCXIX. Mass in D, for chorus and orchestra”, Essays in Musical 
Analysis, vol. 5, “Vocal Music” (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), pp.235–36. 
159 Ethel Smyth, What Happened Next, (London: Longmans, 1940), p.86.  Hereafter referred to as 
WHN. 
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and a recitative for the six soloists crammed with ardent and exclamatory 
German prose.160   

Smyth makes little use of recurrent motifs in Fantasio’s through-composed structure, 

creating “a continuous narrative that refuses the internal repetitions of strophic song and 

the storytelling propulsions of spoken dialogue”.161  Despite this, Wood believes that the 

few set numbers break into this scheme and interrupt the narrative.162   

Both Dale and Wood note that two of the arias use pre-existing musical material, 

Fantasio’s “Reit’ ich kein Sattelpferd” [Act 1, Sc. 4] and “Über die See” [Act 1, Sc. 6].  Dale 

expresses surprise that Smyth should have recycled material given that “the thematic 

invention of Fantasio is otherwise so fluent”.163  She identifies Fantasio’s “Reit’ ich kein 

Sattelpferd” as a re-worked version of a Lied written during Smyth’s student days.  It 

retains the text by Klaus Groth, as acknowledged in the published vocal score.164  

Dale criticised Smyth’s use of the Irish folk song “Come over the sea” for Danila’s 

first appearance; the text of her reflective aria “Über die See” is simply the lyrics, or their 

German translation, of the original song.165  Dale found this to be “incongruous” in the 

setting of Herzegovina.166  Wood suggests that Smyth’s self-borrowings indicate an 

authorial presence, speculating “particular meaning” as if they were “signs, carried in code, 

of some private, secret message”.167  She refers not only to Smyth’s use of the Irish song in 

her personal life—she sang it when ‘wooing’ Lady Mary Ponsonby— but also to the 

musical context and setting of the numbers—the adaptation of the Lied from Smyth’s own 

mezzo-soprano range to tenor, as the only time that Fantasio’s voice is heard alone, in a 

                                                
160 Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.290. 
161 Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.289. 
162 Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.293. 
163 Dale found in Act II “the opening passage from her rejected cantata The Song of Love” (1888), 
[Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.299], and Wood, on closer inspection, detected this material not 
only in the orchestral prelude but also brief references in “solo-voice passages in scenes 2, 3, and 5, 
where it blossoms into a five-part fugal treatment arranged for mixed chorus”.  [Wood, “The 
Lesbian in the Opera”, p.291]   
164 Ethel Smyth, Fantasio, vocal score (N.p.: n.p., n.d.), p.51.  Klaus Groth (1819–99) was a poet, 
and close friend of Brahms.  Wood states that this song was written by Smyth in 1877, soon after 
her arrival in Leipzig, and that it was published by C. F. Peters in 1886.  [Wood, “The Lesbian in 
the Opera”, p.291, n.16; p.302]   The song, entitled “Nachtreiter” appears in BL Add. Ms. 46861 as 
Smyth’s Op. 4, no. 4, and its melody was simplified for use in Fantasio. 
165 The text of this aria remains in English in the full autograph score, BL Add. Ms. 45934. 
166 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.299. 
167 Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.290.  Emphasis original. 
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number framed by a female-voice trio.168  Wood suggests that these two numbers (the 

“Freiheit Lied” and “Über die See”) are the only “autonomous” pieces in the opera.  I 

suggest that the schoolmaster’s ballad [Act 1, Sc. 4], Fantasio’s “Lied vom Paradiesvogel” 

[Act 1, Sc. 7] and Danila’s “Amor steht an des Herzens Pforte” [Act 2, Sc. 2] also function 

as independent numbers. 

Der Wald 

Smyth’s second opera is subtitled “Musik-Drama mit Prolog und Epilog in einem 

Akt”; a vocal score was published by Schott in 1902, which included a synopsis and stage 

directions before the score, and all the text in both German and English.  Dale notes that 

the work “bears a serious message” and is intended for “edification” rather than the “sheer 

entertainment” of Fantasio.169  The opera consists of nine scenes linked by orchestral 

interludes, which, according to Wood, “reiterate melodic or rhythmic motifs from 

surrounding vocal numbers”.170  Like Smyth’s first opera, Der Wald also features 

considerable use of free arioso vocal writing in loosely defined sections.  This texture 

dominates the continuous action of the second half, while the earlier part of the opera is 

broken up with lighter numbers such as the Pedlar’s song [Sc. 2], several choruses and a 

dance by the peasants of the forest [Scenes 1 & 2], solo passages and a duet by the two 

lovers, Röschen and Heinrich [Scenes 3 & 4].   

Several writers note that Der Wald is German in subject and style.  Bernstein points out 

that “[m]uch of the libretto, with its forest setting and theme of salvation through death, is 

indicative of German symbolism and, in particular, Wagnerism.”171  Wood adds that it is a 

“romantic-magic work that belongs to the timeless spirit and folk world of Weber’s Silvana 

(1812) or E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Undine (1815), where the rites and spirits of the natural 

world dominate a simpler human one”.172  The protagonist of the work is not the young 

huntsman Heinrich, but rather the chorus of forest spirits,173 which appears not only in the 

prologue and epilogue, but also sings the foreboding phrase “Vergänglich ist der 

sterblichen Lust” [How swiftly passeth man’s delight] after Heinrich and Röschen’s love 

                                                
168 Wood, “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.291.  
169 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.299. 
170 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.495. 
171 Bernstein, “Smyth, Ethel”, The Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers, p.430. 
172 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.495. 
173 Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.310. 
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duet, immediately before Heinrich’s ultimately fatal encounter with Iolanthe. [end of Sc. 4]  

These spirits represent the forest itself, which is referred to as both father and mother by 

Heinrich and Röschen. 

There is some use of representative motifs: a distinctive horn call recalls Iolanthe and 

her evil ways and this hunting motif is linked also with her lover Rudolph. [See Example 2 

in Chapter 5]  Wood notes that Smyth has musically characterised the dramatic contrasts 

between “her pairs of lovers (aristocratic/peasant; evil/good)”, so that “folklike simplicity” 

represents Heinrich and Röschen in peasant scenes and Röschen’s prayer, in “contrast with 

florid, lyrical duets, accompanied recitative, and strophic arias” for Iolanthe and 

Rudolph.174  Despite this, Dale found the “characters […] unconvincing both as persons 

and as types”.  She criticised the music’s effectiveness, tacitly blaming this on its German 

style:  

Not until towards the end, with the fantastic wooing of the simple woodman 
by the evil genius of the piece, and the final invocation to the forest and the 
declaration of mutual fidelity by the star-crossed lovers, does the music rise 
to genuine fervour of expression.  The ritual songs of the forest spirits, 
other-worldly as they are in mood, are weighed down by harmonic 
progressions which are far from ethereal.  Der Wald is essentially Germanic in 
theme and musical treatment.175 

Despite this firm categorisation, Der Wald owes much to operatic developments that 

reacted against Wagner.  Shorter operas and one-act works were produced by proponents 

of Italian verismo and composers of German fairy-tale operas.  Although both French 

naturalism and Italian verismo had been rejected vehemently by German critics, in music as 

in literature, in the early 1890s Pietro Mascagni’s Cavalleria rusticana and Ruggiero 

Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci enjoyed phenomenal success in Germany.  This led to a spate of 

German imitations in the mid-1890s: one-act operas with Mediterranean settings and tragic 

plots.176  The idea of a compressed plot of strong dramatic effect can be seen in Smyth’s 

Der Wald.177  Although set in an unnamed—but presumably Teutonic—forest, Der Wald 

                                                
174 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.495. 
175 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.299. 
176 Josef-Horst Lederer, “Cavalleria Rusticana auf deutsch: Zu den Anfängen des deutschen 
realistischen Einakters im ausgehenden 19. Jahrhundert”, Geschichte und Dramaturgie des 
Operneinakters, ed. Winfried Kirsch and Sieghart Döhring (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1991), pp.130–37. 
177 Christiane Schneider, “Zur Einakter-Theorie im musikwissenschaftlichen Schrifttum”, Geschichte 
und Dramaturgie des Operneinakters, ed. Winfried Kirsch and Sieghart Döhring (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 
1991), pp.48–50. 
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shares some of the characteristics of these operas, such as the “choral idyll” of the 

introduction and the opera ending soon after the “catastrophe”.178  It thus claims a mixed 

parentage: early German Romantic fantasy and perhaps elements of the fairy-tale opera 

mixed with verismo harshness, perhaps via its German vogue.  This context for Der Wald 

suggests that Smyth was aware of what was popular in Germany, although her contribution 

to the genre came after its heyday. 

The Wreckers 

The Wreckers shows Smyth turning away from Germany in subject and style.  The 

music does not lose the imprint of her earlier training and composition altogether, but 

Britain is clearly the source of her subject, while new music in France provided musical 

inspiration.  Dale declared that “Smyth’s operatic masterpiece” is “actually her first English 

opera”, and its origins are equally clear in the sea setting, as in its concern with non-

conformist Christianity.  She thought the story held “universal” appeal, and praised 

Smyth’s dramatic conception: “It moves forward with an inevitability new in the 

composer’s dramatic works and gathers momentum as it proceeds.”179  A distinctive 

feature of the score is Smyth’s evocation of the sea through a variety of orchestral effects; 

the sea is a player in the drama, characterised with all the skill applied in the careful 

characterisation of the human protagonists. 

The plot suited Smyth’s dramatic style, for The Wreckers lends itself to climactic writing.  

Hyde suggests that the abundant “dramatic climaxes of one kind or another” illustrate her 

tendency to over-dramatise, a point noted by critics at the premieres.180  Banfield describes 

this feature of Smyth’s style as her “desideratum of relentless agitation—no musical 

parameter is allowed to become predictable, comfortable or sentimental for a moment”, 

and claims that The Wreckers provides the most “positive” example of this trait.181  Despite 

the challenges this poses for the listener, Banfield suggests that Smyth maintains the 

effectiveness of her opera by “subtly shaping […] each act into a dynamic progression of 

contrasting, archetypal set pieces around which subsidiary material is grouped”.182 

                                                
178 Lederer, p.139. 
179 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.300. 
180 Hyde, p.166. 
181 Banfield, “The Early Renaissance: Mackenzie, Smyth and Stanford”, British Opera in Retrospect 
(Upminster, Essex: British Music Society, [1986]), pp.66–67. 
182 Banfield, “The Early Renaissance”, p.67. 



51 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 1 

Smyth creates a stylistic blend in this work, by using ballad form, leitmotifs and dense 

contrapuntal writing, and by giving both her large orchestra and the chorus dramatically 

significant roles.183  Wood outlines the various influences on Smyth’s style, identifying their 

national origin: 

[A]lthough her first three operas derive their motivic, structural, and 
instrumental techniques from German opera, especially Wagner, Smyth never 
wholly succumbed, as so many contemporary composers had, to Wagner’s 
rapture with mystical eroticism.  Her music counterbalances a German 
romantic influence with the rugged dance rhythms and robust folksong 
melodies of her native English music and a French musical tradition of order, 
clarity, and (in opera) antisentimental realism.184 

The Wagnerian symbolism of the story, “with its theme of self-sacrifice and 

redemption through an illuminating suffering”, is commented upon by Wood and 

Bernstein.185  This theme is also of relevance to the story of Der Wald, another plot 

developed by Smyth and Brewster.  Wood develops the notion of specifically female 

symbolism, suggesting that the “cave engulfed by water” of the final scene represents “the 

womb as sanctuary and as a seal of sexuality”.  She reads the light/dark symbolism, such 

that the beacons represent Thirza and Mark’s “forbidden love”, and illuminate their 

“dawning […] love and self-knowledge”.186 

Numerous commentators have linked The Wreckers with Wagner’s Der fliegende 

Holländer.  Bernstein compares the ballad form of Mark’s first aria [Act 1, Sc. 5] with 

Senta’s aria and detects a similarity between the main motives of the two operas.187  Hyde 

draws a comparison between the overtures of the two works, particularly in the use of 

rising 4ths and 5ths, but concludes that The Wreckers is “too heavily scored and suffers 

from too narrow a field of influences”, and that Smyth is unable to “escape from the 

teutonic grip of her academic studies at Leipzig”.188  He criticises Smyth’s old-fashioned 

harmony, and overuse of the diminished seventh chord to heighten intensity, suggesting 

that the work lay closer to Fidelio than Wagner in harmony.189   

                                                
183 Bernstein, “Smyth, Ethel”, p.431; Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.312; 
Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.496. 
184 Wood, “Sapphonics”, p.49. 
185 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.496.   
186 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.496. 
187 Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.312. 
188 Hyde, p.169. 
189 Hyde, p.169. 
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There is some argument whether Smyth’s use of recurring themes constitutes leitmotif 

technique or not.  Bernstein and Dale think it does—Dale refers to Smyth’s successful 

employment of it as an improvement on earlier works—190 but Hyde compares the fate 

theme in Bizet’s Carmen to Smyth’s treatment, although he admits that the influence of 

Wagner’s technique is felt in the transformations of the opening theme that permeate the 

whole work.191  The overture presents themes that occur throughout the opera, introducing 

its moods and delineating its dramatic conflicts, creating another link with Wagnerian style.  

The opening theme is distinctive, characterised by leaps of fourths and octaves, and is 

easily memorable.192  It comes to represent Thirza, her love for Mark, and their rejection of 

the local customs.  Equally pregnant are the themes used to represent the sea,193 woven 

through evocative instrumental textures. 

The French influence on Smyth’s output is particularly significant in the first decade of 

the twentieth century, but is more rarely commented upon.194  Banfield points out that 

despite “resting firmly on the topoi of German Romanticism from Der fliegende Holländer to 

Wolf and Mahler”, the music of The Wreckers “also echoes the unpredictability of Bizet and 

espouses French elements such as whole-tone aggregates that make the style difficult to 

pin down”.195  The opera performed in Leipzig and Prague had essentially been a French 

opera conceived for the French stage, or at least to suit French tastes but, at some point 

before the work was staged in England, Smyth undertook substantial revisions.  The earlier 

version had contained passages of intoned dialogue, recitative on one tone, and 

melodrama. [Act 1, Sc. 9] The version revised for England, perhaps for the 1910 Covent 

Garden performance, consisted of continuous music, many scenes were compressed or 

combined and the first act was reduced severely.196   

                                                
190 Bernstein, “Smyth, Ethel”, p.431; Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.300. 
191 Hyde, p.167. 
192 Susanne Amft, “Ethel Smyth’s Opernschaffen. Eine Auseinandersetzung mit der 
gesellschaftlichen Situation der Jahrhundertwende in England”, “Nach Frankreich zogen zwei 
Grenadier”: Zeitgeschehen im Spiegel von Musik, ed. Brunhilde Sonntag (Münster, Hamburg: Lit, 1991), 
p.109. 
193 Amft, p.110. 
194 It is in fact denied by Hyde, who comments that Smyth disregarded Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande 
that was “pointing the way to new and subtle ways of drama in music”.  [p.169] 
195 Banfield, “Wreckers, The”, TNGO, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 1992), pp.1180–81.   
196 I am grateful to Jory Bennett for alerting me to this in the earlier version of the score.  He points 
out that the character of Pascoe was less clearly drawn in the later version, as much of his character 
development had been cut.  [Personal communication, Jory Bennett 22 February 1997; Les 
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Hyde criticises Avis’s declaration of love for Mark for revealing the “less rewarding 

influence” of “English ballad opera”, stating that “[h]ere the banal strophic songs in the 

minor key seem utterly out of place”.  This is a curious judgement of “Fleeting is a 

maiden’s favour” [Act 1, Sc. 5] as its resemblance to Carmen’s “Chanson Bohème” is most 

striking.197  Hyde also dislikes the awkward leaps in high register,198 typical of Smyth’s 

frequently disjunct vocal writing, while Wood observes the difficulty of the solo vocal 

lines, which challenge the singer with “tricky key and tempo changes, and thorny 

chromaticism”.  Wood, however, points out that “Smyth insisted on the subservience of 

vocal considerations to dramatic necessities and terrorized her singers to keep up the lyrical 

flow”.199  This suggests that Smyth felt the difficulties in her composition were necessitated 

by the expressive requirements of the drama.  

Many writers have made connections between this opera and Britten’s Peter Grimes, for 

they share a setting, and certain musical features.  Banfield points out the parallels between 

Act 1, Sc. 9 of The Wreckers and Act 2, Sc. 1 of Peter Grimes, where an onstage exchange is 

played out against the background of an offstage church service.200  He asks elsewhere 

“Did Britten know The Wreckers?  The more one studies the two scores, the more unlikely 

it seems that its similarity to Peter Grimes […] can have been mere coincidence.”201  A 

thorough study of Britten and his knowledge of Smyth may yet uncover possible links, but 

it is curious that the last production at Sadlers Wells in 1939 before it closed for the war 

was a revival of The Wreckers, performed on 19 April, just 10 days before Britten—who had 

been living in London—left for the United States.202 

The Boatswain’s Mate 

The Boatswain’s Mate represented a stylistic departure for Smyth, and—despite her plans 

of a German premiere—it was almost entirely orientated towards the English market.  A 

comic opera, it combines the English ballad opera tradition and its spoken dialogue in Part 

                                                                                                                                         

Naufrageurs, full score, add. ms. 45939–41; The Wreckers, full score, add. ms. 68893–95, British 
Library.  
197 See discussion of this resemblance in Chapter 5. 
198 Hyde, pp.167–68. 
199 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.497. 
200 Banfield, “Wreckers, The”, TNGO, p.1181. 
201 Banfield, “The Early Renaissance”, p.67. 
202 Letters from a Life: The Selected Letters and Diaries of Benjamin Britten 1913–1976, ed. Donald Mitchell 
and Philip Reed (London: Faber, 1991), p.318. 
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I, with fully sung and continuous operatic style in Part II.  The Boatswain’s Mate is on a 

smaller scale than Smyth’s previous operas, particularly in the scaled down version of 1921, 

and has been called an “original contribution to twentieth-century chamber opera.”203  

Wood declared it Smyth’s “first truly British, contemporary, vernacular theatre work”, in 

which she “sheds German romanticism for British folk and traditional airs in […] new, 

witty settings”.204 

It also features Smyth’s most extensive use of British folk song to date.  As a result of 

the ballad opera structure, use of spoken dialogue and folk song quotations, Bernstein 

declares The Boatswain’s Mate the nearest work to Smyth’s “native tradition”.205  The opera 

attracted some controversy for the apparent stylistic inconsistency between the two acts, 

but several recent commentators justify Smyth’s adoption of this device.  For Bernstein it 

makes “both musical and dramatic sense, since most of the action of this comedy occurs in 

the second act, while the first act merely serves to introduce the characters and the 

story”.206  This echoes Wood’s conclusion, but Wood adds that the second act is a parody 

of opera seria.207 

Wood reads the score as being “punctuated with operatic puns and parodic allusions 

that mock the musical rhetoric of High Art and masculine Genius”,208 giving as an example 

Smyth’s use of the opening motif from Beethoven’s 5th Symphony to illustrate the 

Policeman knocking on the door.  This feature, both appreciated and criticised by 

contemporary audiences, functions dually as a pantomime element and a political 

statement.  The orchestral figuration accompanying Mrs Waters’ recitative [Part I, Sc. 6] is 

compared with Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier, both defined by Wood as “operatic gestures of 

high lesbian camp”.209  She continues that “the amorous plot is treated ironically and 

underlined by hilarious musical pastiche”, and notes the use of the English nursery rhyme 

“Ding, dong, bell” [Part 1, Sc. 3].  Wood also refers to “a march-spoof on the ‘Marche 

                                                
203 Wood, “Women, Music and Ethel Smyth”, p.130. 
204 Wood, “Women, Music and Ethel Smyth”, p.130. 
205 Bernstein, “Smyth, Ethel”, p.431. 
206 Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.316. 
207 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.497. 
208 Wood, “Performing Rights”, p.629. 
209 Wood, “Performing Rights”, p.629. 
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Militaire’ ” by Schubert and a “parody of “The Bells of Big Ben” to accompany Benn’s 

drinking song”.210  

The stylistic change between the acts can also be read as a deliberate fusion that 

subverts convention and hybridises notions of class, gender, and genre, rather than the all 

too frequent criticism and misreading as an “ignorant mistake”.211  Wood suggests that it 

rather  

deconstruct[s] operatic tradition and its role-playing stereotypical 
constructions of gender and class by aiming its feminist message 
simultaneously at a popular audience (via comic routines and vernacular 
patter) and an elite opera-knowing audience.212 

Martha Mockus analyses the specifics of each act as social commentary that dramatises 

contemporary conflicts, stating that  

[I]n Part I the men (Benn and Travers) dominate the drama, chatting and 
vainly scheming to win over Mrs Waters; in Part II Mrs Waters comes into 
her own, and to the utter surprise of the men, turns the joke on them.  If one 
perceives the opera as a symbol of the contrast between convention and 
reality, or tradition and rebellion (or even the male view and the female view), 
then the change in musical style (from traditional ballad-opera to 
unconventional music-drama) is completely appropriate.213 

Nigel Burton reached a favourable understanding of this aspect of the work without 

recourse to feminist analysis, concluding that “Smyth very sensibly used the dialogue to 

give the work pace, and then jettisoned it when it had fulfilled its task”.  He saw this as 

“pav[ing] the way for the new freedoms gained by twentieth-century musicians”.214  

Banfield thought the opera “goes off the boil before the end”, attributing this to “the 

composer becoming entangled, like Strauss in the last act of Rosenkavalier, in a needlessly 

prolix ensemble of confusion (the scene with the policeman)” that is “perversely at odds 

with the spoken dialogue used elsewhere”.215 

Although this was not the first opera in which Smyth had used folk tunes, it was her 

most thorough use to date, and it aroused some interest.  Her choice of the popular 

                                                
210 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.497. 
211 Wood, “Performing Rights”, p.630. 
212 Wood, “Performing Rights”, p.630. 
213 Martha Mockus, “A Source Study of The Original Version of Ethel Smyth’s The Boatswain’s 
Mate”, diss., University of London, 1988, p.14. 
214 Nigel Burton, “Opera: 1865–1914”, The Romantic Age 1800–1914, ed. Nicholas Temperley 
(Oxford: Blackwell Reference, 1988), p.357. 
215 Banfield, “The Early Renaissance”, p.66. 
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melody “Lord Rendal” to set her own text for Mrs. Waters’ reflective aria “What if I were 

young again” in Part I, Sc. 6, was widely criticised by contemporary critics.  Even forty 

years later, Dale considered her use of the tune for “one of the most important arias in the 

whole opera” as “a lapse in good taste which can hardly be palliated”.216  

Smyth’s treatment of the folk material, and her use of original material that imitated 

the folk style, suited the light touch she aimed for, especially in Act 1.  This was praised by 

Hyde and Dale, the latter describing it as “rustic realism and forthright, unconstrained 

music”.217  Both Bernstein and Wood praise Travers’ number “A Friend and I”, where a 

5/4 passacaglia theme—to which the text is skilfully set—is presented over a set of “ironic, 

irregular rhythmic variations” in the orchestra.218  

Smyth’s initial audiences in 1916 included many women who had fought for suffrage 

alongside her, but when she reworked the opera to make it easier to perform and tour with 

a smaller ensemble, she also toned down Mrs Waters’ character.219  This may have been to 

make it more palatable to an audience no longer fresh from the suffrage struggle, or 

perhaps reflected in part Smyth’s cooling relationship with Mrs. Pankhurst.  Smyth claimed 

that her choice of the March of the Women as thematic centre for the overture was a musical 

rather than political decision, writing to Mrs. Pankhurst that 

Mrs. Waters gave those two men “what for” in such splendid style, that I 
think the opera deserves that touch—don’t you?  Not that such was my idea; 
I simply stuck in the March because, as you know, I like the tune!220 

Although Dale takes her claim of musical inspiration at face value, 221 Smyth can hardly 

have been unaware of the effect the March would have on her intended audiences in 

Britain, and perhaps her last sentence should be read as ironic.222  Wood interprets Smyth’s 

use of the “March” and “1910” as a subversion of operatic convention that creates a 

political context for the opera.223  

 

                                                
216 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.301. 
217 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.302. 
218 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.498; Bernstein, “ ‘Shout, Shout, Up with Your Song!’ ”, p.316. 
219 Mockus, p.15. 
220 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Emmeline Pankhurst, 9 May 1914, qtd in Ethel Smyth, Beecham and 
Pharaoh (London: Chapman & Hall, 1935), p.175.   
221 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.301. 
222 I am indebted to Sophie Fuller for suggesting this interpretation. 
223 Wood, “Performing Rights”, pp.628, 630. 
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The foregoing biographical sketch and discussion of approaches to Smyth’s life and 

music has shown that she was not a simple person to be understood through a single 

interpretation.  Smyth’s biography is powerful and the woman, like her music, cannot be 

easily categorised or silenced.  The outline of her life and music, including the 

interpretations of scholars since her death, provides the framework for the rest of this 

study.  It enables reflection on the continuities and disjunctions between modern 

understanding and the perceptions and judgements of Smyth’s own contemporaries.  The 

next chapter provides a detailed narrative of the contemporary circumstances of 

composition, performance and reception of the Mass and early operas, thus equipping the 

reader to understand the contexts in which critics responded to Smyth’s music. 

 



 

Kertesz © 2001 

Chapter 2:  Paths to Performance 

This chapter provides the contextual background necessary for understanding the 

issues that arise in performance reception.  The multi-layered contexts and structures of 

musical life are important tools for the interpretation of critical commentary.  The narrative 

casts light on Smyth’s personal circumstances, conditions at the theatres and political 

situations that affected perceptions of Smyth’s music. 

Whereas opera was central to German musical life, in England the oratorio and choral 

festival held pride of place, thus the state of opera composition and repertoire differed 

widely between Germany and England.  English opera composers responded to the lack of 

opportunities open to them at home by agitating for the establishment of a permanent 

opera institution to put the genre on a firm footing.  There was considerable doubt and 

debate over whether the British public would support permanent opera in any case, but 

Smyth was confident in her audiences, and made several proposals, which are introduced 

here.  Smyth used a number of means to secure performance of her works, particularly 

astute networking.  These skills developed gradually through the many rejections of her 

early career. 

The body of this chapter is devoted to a chronological narration of the path taken by 

each of the five works under consideration from composition to performance.  The main 

source for the narrative is Smyth’s own account in her memoirs, and although it is 

consistently acknowledged in footnotes, for the sake of the prose her voice is not always 

declared in the text itself.  The story of Der Wald is particularly indebted to Smyth’s essay 

“A Winter of Storm”, which provides a detailed account of episodes in her Berlin 

‘campaign’.  I place Smyth’s version of events in context wherever possible, using material 

gleaned from new research.  Secondary sources not previously employed in Smyth studies 

frequently offer alternative interpretations, while incorporation of relevant documents from 

the court at Weimar and extensive use of the press illuminate events hitherto seen only 

through Smyth’s eyes.    

In the case of Fantasio and The Boatswain’s Mate, the only two works adapted from pre-

existing literary models, I compare Smyth’s libretti with the originals, as did the critics of 

her day.  Her published writings do not record how The Boatswain’s Mate gained its London 

premiere, but Smyth’s correspondence with Mrs. Pankhurst—extracts from which she 

published in Beecham and Pharaoh—provides details of the work’s composition.   
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Every composer of large-scale works faces the challenge of achieving their 

performance, while the effort of creating a large musico-dramatic work pales into 

insignificance beside the difficulty of seeing an opera staged.  Even for those fortunate 

composers who are part of an establishment clique or find themselves the protegé of an 

influential conductor or administrator, the path to performance is rarely straightforward.  

Although traditional music history may suggest that musical value—however it may be 

defined—is the chief criterion in the performance and survival of musical works, it is of 

little importance where competing economic and political interests are at play.  It was all 

but impossible for a nineteenth-century woman to command the large numbers of people 

and sizeable public space required for orchestral or operatic performance.  Even providing 

parts or a published edition could prove an insurmountable obstacle, without sufficient 

money to pay copyists or the assurance of a performance to induce a publisher to print an 

unknown work.   

Opera is a notoriously expensive art form, and opera houses are complex 

organisations.  Between administration, commercial interests, leading artists and 

conductors there are many variables that affect the choice of repertoire.  Notions of value 

which rest on aesthetic judgment must not be privileged above all others in the attempt to 

unravel this process.  Sometimes the perceived value of a new work may not reside in the 

aesthetic at all.  It is necessary to understand different parameters of value, including the 

social, cultural and political implications of the specific situation.  An opera may only be 

accepted for performance because it fits in with a certain agenda of the conductor, director 

or impresario of the relevant opera house.  It may suit repertory and audience, or it may 

exemplify a style or concept being promoted by the person who makes the decision.  

Theatres and their repertory: Germany and England 

Opera composition in Germany was at low ebb in the last years of the nineteenth 

century.  In serious opera Wagner had cast a long shadow, and a period of “creative 

stagnation” ensued until the middle of the first decade of the new century.  Although there 

were some successes achieved by native composers, such as Kienzl’s Der Evangelimann 

(1895) and Humperdinck’s Hansel und Gretel (1893), the style was conservative rather than 

progressive, returning “to elements of fairy-tale and folklore” typical of early Romantic 
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German opera, despite the clear influence of Wagner.1  French and Italian operas were in 

vogue; Meyerbeer was still frequently performed, although some critics argued against the 

popularity of French composers such as Gounod and Saint-Saëns,2 and Wilhelm II 

patronised Leoncavallo.3  Paul Griffiths observes that “the repertory continued to retract 

around a corpus of classics”.4  It was not a propitious time for the introduction of new 

works by German composers, and there was considerable sensitivity to the domination of 

operatic programmes by foreign composers.   

Summaries of seasons in which Smyth’s operas were performed reveal the issues of 

repertory that affected reception of her works.  During 1902 the Hofoper in Berlin 

performed more Wagner than anything else, with Meyerbeer a distant second.5  The press 

debated the role of this theatre, and its responsibility to lead public taste.  One critic 

complained that the repertory was stagnant: once a work established itself, it remained on 

the playlist [Spielplan].  Despite the importance of upholding the “pillars of operatic 

literature”,6 he maintained that this should not exclude important new works.  Critics 

lamented the absence from the Hofoper programme of composers from Gluck and 

Marschner to Massenet, along with many individual works, a large number of which are 

opéra comiques of the previous hundred years.7  Further criticism was reserved for the 

management’s choice of novelties; Haedler observed that out of the 86 new works staged 

                                                
1 Paul Griffiths, “Germany, Austria”, TNGO, p.390.   
2 Die Musik 2.19 (1903), p.64. 
3 Werner Otto, Die Lindenoper: Ein Streifzug durch ihre Geschichte (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1977), p.195. 
4 Griffiths, “Germany, Austria”, p.390.   
5 Die Musik 2.8 (1903), p.127.  With 9 works Wagner achieved 63 performances, well beyond 
Meyerbeer, who came second with 26 performances of 4 works, while Carmen had 24 and Mozart 
23 performances.  The article states that the theatre performed 55 different works, and suggests 
that there were 210 performances in total during 1902. 
6 “Rückblick auf die Musik-Saison”, National-Zeitung 5 April 1902, Morgen-Ausgabe, p.2. 

Nun ist eine Hofoper gewiß dazu verpflichtet, die Säulen der Opernliteratur auch 
ihrerseits zu festigen […]  

7  “Rückblick auf die Musik-Saison”, National-Zeitung, 5 April 1902, p.2; M. St., Signale für die 
musikalische Welt (hereafter Signale) 60 (5 March 1902), p.285.  The Signale included the following list, 
many of which are works barely known today: 

“Postillon” von Lonjumeau, “Der schwarze Domino”, “Norma”, “Benvenuto 
Cellini”, “Djamileh”, “Der Wasserträger”, der ganze Gluck (!), “Das Heimchen am 
Herd”, “Der Widerspänstigen Zähmung”, der ganze Marschner (!), “Joseph in 
Egypten”, “Dinorah”, “Die Makkabäer”, “Jessonda”, “Lobetanz”, “Euryanthe”, 
“Oberon” (!); kurz, eine ganze Schnur angereihter Perlen […]  
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between 1886 and 1918, only 33 survived their first season or year.8  Many critics asked 

why time, money and energy were expended on staging worthless unknowns at what 

should have been the leading theatre of the Empire. 

Similar preoccupations were evident four years later in Leipzig.  While reflecting on a 

theatre the glory days of which passed under Angelo Neumann with premieres of Wagner 

operas, Alfred Heuß suggested that to regain its former eminence the Leipziger Oper 

needed to premiere significant works overlooked by its competitors, despite the very real 

risk of unsuccessful novelties.9  He said that initiative would be vital, and the theatre could 

distinguish itself by the introduction of certain foreign works that might please audiences.10  

The season in review had included new productions, but only of repertory operas.11  

Strauss’s Salome received the most performances; and not only were more new operettas 

introduced than operas, but they met with greater success.12  It is noteworthy that Heuß did 

not advocate the performance of works by contemporary German composers, an issue 

dear to the heart of Leipzig composer and critic Heinrich Zöllner.13  Detlef Schultz noted 

the preponderance of foreign works over German in his survey of the 1906 operatic season 

across Germany, remarking that: 

The yield of novelties from German opera theatres in 1906 comes to: 12 […] 
German and 16 foreign works—not a normal proportion!  The Italians are at 
the top of the foreigners, in quality as well […].  Remarkably, England was 
also represented with new works.14 

                                                
8 Manfred Haedler, “Das zeitgenössische Werk im Spielplan der Lindenoper während der 
Wilhelminischen Ära und der Weimarer Republik”, Studien zur Berliner Musikgeschichte: Vom 18. 
Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Traude Ebert-Obermeier (Berlin: Henschelverlag Kunst und 
Gesellschaft, 1989), p.176. 
9 Dr. Alfred Heuß (1877–1934), “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), 
pp.235–36. 
10 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), pp.236–37.  Heuß names 
Tchaikovsky’s Eugen Onegin, Glinka’s Russlan and Ludmilla, and works by Rubinstein, questioning 
why no German theatre has taken up Dvorak’s Rusalka.  Berlioz’s operas are mentioned, and 
revivals of works by older composers such as Cherubini, Spontini, and E. T. A. Hoffmann are 
recommended. 
11 Heuß lists the following as repertory operas that fail to challenge the audience: Marschner’s Hans 
Heiling, Halévy’s La Juive, Auber’s La Muette de Portici, Verdi’s La Traviata, Nicolai’s Die lustige Weiber 
von Windsor and Götz’ Der Widerspenstigen Zähmung.  The new productions included Marschner’s 
Hans Heiling, Halévy’s La Juive, Auber’s La Muette de Portici, Verdi’s La Traviata, Nicolai’s Die lustige 
Weiber von Windsor, Donizetti’s Don Pasquale, Götz’ Der Widerspenstigen Zähmung.   
[Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), p.241] 
12 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), pp.239, 244. 
13 See Chapters 4 and 5 for further discussion of Zöllner’s review of The Wreckers’ Leipzig premiere.   
14 Detlev Schultz, “Rückblick auf das Musikjahr 1906. I.”, Signale 1.2 (2 January 1907), p.3. 



62 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 2 

Schultz, like Heuß, does not defend the German operas further.  After noting that none of 

the German novelties of 1906 were likely to survive, Schultz concluded that the recent 

increase in revivals was in fact necessitated by the “failure of contemporary production [of 

operas]”.15 

English opera was also in crisis,16 but the number of companies staging opera was 

negligible compared with the situation in Germany.  The Grand Opera Syndicate took over 

management of Covent Garden after Augustus Harris’s death in 1896.  Chaired by Harry 

Higgins,17 its membership included the Marchioness of Ripon (Lady de Grey), Lords Esher 

and Wittenham, and at a later date, Baron Frédéric d’Erlanger.  They appointed as 

managing director first Maurice Grau (1898–1900) and then André Messager (1901–06),18 

who held influential posts at the Metropolitan Opera House (New York) and the Opéra 

Comique (Paris) respectively, both of which ran winter opera seasons that did not clash 

with Covent Garden’s summer season.19  The Syndicate was widely criticised for its 

commercialism, seen in the adherence to standard works and reluctance to take the risk of 

producing new operas.  When they did venture to premiere something, their choice of 

repertory was frequently poor.  Donaldson ascribes this to the star system, under which 

prima donnas chose their own vehicles, while White emphasises the influence of Covent 

                                                                                                                                          

The three English works were Smyth’s Der Wald, Isidor de Lara’s Moïna and Clutsam’s operetta Die 
Narrenkappe. [p.2] 

Die Novitätenausbeute der deutschen Opernbühne im Jahre 1906 beträgt also: 12, 
resp. 13 deutsche und 16 ausländische Werke—kein normales Verhältnis!  Unter den 
Ausländern standen die Italiener obenan, und zwar auch qualitativ mit 
beachtenswerten Werken verschiedenen Stils wie “Sibirien” und “Die vier Grobiane”.  
Bemerkenswerterweise war auch England bei uns mit neuen Werken vertreten. 

15 Schultz, “Rückblick auf das Musikjahr 1906. I.”, Signale 1.2 (2 January 1907), p.3. 
Wenn sich im vergangenen Jahre die Ausgrabungen älterer und alter Opern dennoch 
häuften, so geschah das wohl in der Hauptsache notgedrungen, d. h. infolge des 
Versagens der zeitgenössischen Produktion. 

16 See Ball’s survey of the debate over English opera in Ch. 7 “The national opera problem”, 
pp.262–43. 
17 Harry Higgins (1855–1928) was involved with the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden from 
1888, when he assisted in securing financial backing for Augustus Harris. [Frances Donaldson, 
“Higgins, Harry”, TNGO; Frances Donaldson, The Royal Opera House in the Twentieth Century 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988), p.4.]   
18 Maurice Grau (1849–1907) was an American impresario who ran a profitable opera company at 
the Metropolitan 1898–1903, and André Messager (1853–1929), organist, conductor and composer, 
was musical director of the Opéra Comique 1898–1903.  [Dee Baily, “Grau, Maurice”, TNGO; 
Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, p.4] 
19 Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, p.4 
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Garden’s fashionable subscribers.  After the 1895 production of Cowen’s Harold at Covent 

Garden, Augustus Harris told the composer that  

he had received a letter from one of his influential lady patrons to the effect 
that she and her friends did not go to Covent Garden to hear English opera, 
and that if he intended to continue that sort of thing, they would have to give 
up subscribing.20   

As a result of these policies, opera by English composers struggled at the turn of the 

century.  The Carl Rosa company had supported native composers, commissioning and 

performing works by Goring Thomas and Mackenzie in the 1880s for example, but from 

1890 financial hardship limited performance to repertory operas.21  The mature Wagner 

operas were not introduced until the early 1880s, but then became very popular, while the 

staple Italian seasons gradually lost ground to French opera.22   

Smyth’s early non-operatic works fitted in with English compositional trends in a time 

when the English musical scene was dominated by German culture, although the 

composition of masses as such was relatively rare.  Most English composers of large-scale 

sacred choral works concentrated on oratorio or other non-liturgical works suitable for the 

provincial Festival tradition.  Nineteenth-century English music was strongly influenced by 

Handel, Mendelssohn and Gounod, and the close imitation of their styles led to 

conventionality and the “repression of new ideas”,23 but Smyth’s Mass broke with this 

tradition.  

English composers faced difficulties getting their large-scale works published; as Smyth 

pointed out, there was no opera publishing house in England.  The Empress Eugénie paid 

for the printing of some of Smyth’s earliest compositions, and if the Empress had not 

subsidised the printing costs of the Mass, Novello would not have published it.24  The only 

other option was to publish abroad, and Smyth, Delius, Scott and Holst all worked with 

                                                
20 Frederic Cowen, My Art and My Friends (London: Edward Arnold, 1913) qtd in Eric Walter 
White, A History of English Opera (London: Faber, 1983), p.339. 
21 R. A. Streatfeild, The Opera (London: George Routledge, 1931), p.369; White, A History of English 
Opera, pp.368, 370. 
22 White, A History of English Opera, p.346. 
23 J. A. Fuller Maitland, English Music in the XIXth Century (London: Grant Richards, 1902), pp.61–
72.  Fuller Maitland claims that Handel’s was the longest domination, and Gounod’s the shortest, 
climaxing around 1882 when The Redemption was commissioned from Gounod by the Birmingham 
Festival. 
24 ATWO, pp.61, 168. 
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German publishers.25   A guaranteed performance was a good inducement for publishers, 

but while choral festivals provided this for many English composers, it was a much more 

difficult proposition to secure performance for an English opera.  The untried composer 

faced a vicious circle: performance was impossible without a published score, and no 

publisher would take on a work without the prospect of a successful performance. 

Most of the operas composed in this era were lost until recent interest sparked revivals.  

Although Stanford, like Smyth, was a strong advocate of the establishment of a national 

opera26 and achieved several performances in Germany,27 none of his eleven operas gained 

lasting success.  Some of the operas composed in England in the decades on either side of 

1900 were performed by companies like the Carl Rosa, but few were revived or given long 

runs.  The librettos set were frequently of low quality, which had been an ongoing and 

significant problem for English opera.28  Nigel Burton characterises two major stylistic 

influences: German inspiration, frequently Wagnerian, and French, later in the century.29 

More comic operas or operettas were written than serious opera, and these met with 

greater success.  Arthur Sullivan dominated the theatres and was praised for his 

Englishness and individuality, important qualities in a period when most operatic products 

were seen to be derivative of foreigners.30  Sullivan was not an exceptional figure, for light 

opera was hugely popular with a socially heterogeneous audience.  It supported much more 

composition and production than serious opera, which was patronised mainly by 

fashionable society.31  There was hope that the genre of comic opera would be the 

expression of the distinctive and characteristic English genius.   

                                                
25 Robert Stradling and Meirion Hughes, The English Musical Renaissance 1860-1940: Construction and 
Deconstruction (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), p.110. 
26 Paul Julian Rodmell, “The Operas of Sir Charles Stanford,” diss., University of Birmingham, 
1995, p.1. 
27 The Veiled Prophet of Khorassan (Hannover, 1881), Savonarola (Hamburg, 1884), Much Ado about 
Nothing (Leipzig, 1902), Shamus O’Brien (Breslau, 1907).  [White, A History of English Opera, p.128; 
Rodmell, pp.35, 42, 362–64] 
28 Burton, pp.342–43. 
29 Burton, pp.343–45. 
30 Streatfeild, p.379. 
31 During the 1890s, however, music halls attracted audiences away from light opera, leaving the 
industry in disarray.  Walter Aaron Clark, Isaac Albeniz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
p.93. 
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The composer’s response: establishing an operatic institution  

Smyth, like many of her peers, held dear the hope that English opera could finally be 

placed on a firm footing by the establishment of a permanent company.32  Repeated 

attempts had been made to launch an English operatic enterprise, based on a permanent 

opera company or theatre.33  Stanford’s essay “The Case for National Opera” outlined the 

necessity of site, building and endowment.  He lamented that the visual arts should be so 

richly subsidised, while opera was left to the mercy of fashion.  This public plea for the 

“foundation of a new national opera house supported by public subsidy gained no official 

backing”.34  

Attempts were also made to stimulate the composition of opera by English composers.  

Charles Manners was a strong supporter of English opera and his Moody Manners Opera 

Company ran competitions for new operas, awarding £100 to Alick Maclean for Petruccio, 

performed in 1895.35  In 1901 a £250 prize (and 10% of takings) were offered for the best 

two new operas submitted under pseudonyms by 1 May 1903.  One was to be on a British 

subject, while the other was to be foreign, both in authorship and libretto.36 In 1903 it was 

reported as far afield as in Die Musik that Manners was agitating for a national English 

opera theatre under the auspices of the city of London’s administration, with the stated 

intention of ploughing all income from the enterprise into an establishment fund for a 

national opera.  He met with no success.37  A £500 prize was awarded by the Italian 

publisher Ricordi in early 1908, for an opera by an English citizen setting an English 

                                                
32 Ball discusses contemporary debate on the need for subsidised opera on pp.299ff. 
33 Charles Stanford, “The Case for National Opera”, Studies and Memories, pp.22–23; White, A 
History of English Opera, p.329. 
34 Robert D. Hume, Arthur Jacobs, “London”, TNGO, p.13; White, A History of English Opera, 
pp.329–33. 
35 Charles Manners and his wife, the singer Fanny Moody, led the Moody-Manners Opera 
Company from 1898 to 1916, performing grand opera in English at cheaper prices than Covent 
Garden in the provinces and London’s suburbs, although it occasionally occupied Covent Garden 
for its London season (1902–03).  The Moody-Manners company included English opera in its 
repertory, performing works like the old favourite The Lily of Killarney, and staging Nicholas Gatty’s 
new work Greysteel on tour in 1906 and another opera by Gatty in 1909.  [Hermann Klein, “The 
operatic ‘impasse’ ”, Musical Times 53 (1 October 1912), p.643; Robert D. Hume, Arthur Jacobs, 
“London”, TNGO, pp.14, 25; Athenaeum 12 September 1908, p.310; Athenaeum 13 January 1906, 
p.59; Athenaeum 13 November 1909, p.600.] 
36 “Umschau”, Die Musik 1.1 (1. Oktober Heft 1901), p.99.  The British prize was awarded to Colin 
McAlpin for The Cross and the Crescent. 
37 A. R., Die Musik 2.9 (1903), p.218. 
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libretto.  It was won by the organist Edward Naylor for his opera The Angelus, performed at 

Covent Garden in January 1909.38  

Many schemes came and went after World War I, and Beecham’s operatic 

undertakings fomented further debate.  For decades a vexed question was “is there an 

audience for opera in England?”  In 1910 Harry Higgins wrote to Percy Pitt and Hans 

Richter debating the wisdom of mounting a winter season: 

[T]he fact is that, unless for some very special attraction, the London public 
will not come to the opera in sufficient numbers to make it pay … English 
people only come to the opera to hear something sensational or unusual.39 

Even Beecham’s Covent Garden seasons in 1910, which featured a range of operas at 

reasonable prices and many sung in English, failed to fill the theatre except for Wagner 

performances and Elektra.  Beecham drew the gloomy conclusion that “there is no 

audience at all for opera”.40  Yet he found an audience during the war for the numerous 

seasons of opera mounted by his company, which began at the Shaftesbury and later settled 

at the Aldwych Theatre, admittedly without the usual foreign competition.  Richard Terry 

explained that English audiences flocked to musical comedy but needed to be convinced to 

attend the opera, suggesting that if opera promoted itself more like its rival to the same 

broader public, it might finally catch on.41 

This concern was still current in late 1919, when a Times columnist claimed that local 

products could not compete in popularity with the established favourites from overseas, 

and was not surprised that audiences preferred the masterpieces of Wagner and Mozart to 

English works of lesser quality.42  Beecham’s company had failed really to establish English 

                                                
38 Dr. Edward Woodhall Naylor (1867–1934) was organist at Emmanuel College, Cambridge.  [Ball, 
p.459; “Musical Gossip”, Athenaeum 18 January 1908, p.83; C. L. G., “A Prize Opera”, Spectator 6 
February 1909, p.222]   Stanford relates that the promised production was delayed from summer 
1908, due to the requirement that the text be translated into Italian for inclusion in that Covent 
Garden season.  [“The Case for National Opera”, p.20]  
39 J. Daniel Chamier, Percy Pitt of Covent Garden and the B. B. C. (London: Edward Arnold, 1938), 
p.151. 
40 Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, pp.13–14.  Donaldson quotes from a Sunday Times article of 23 
October 1910 and from Chamier, p.92. 
41 Richard Terry, “The Future of Opera”, On Music’s Borders (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1927), 
pp.123–24. 
42 This discussion occurred against the backdrop of recent performances of English operas, 
including the revival of The Boatswain’s Mate at Drury Lane and the performance of Isidore de Lara’s 
Naïl at Covent Garden.  Isidore de Lara (1858-1935) had Naïl premiered in Paris on 22 April 1912, 
waiting 7 years for its debut at Covent Garden on 18 July 1919.  [“Supporting British Opera: What 
the Public Wants”, Times 29 November 1919, p.15; The Era Annual 1917, pp.40–41] 
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works as part of their repertory, despite the encouraging beginning with The Critic and The 

Boatswain’s Mate in 1916.  He suggested that the repertory system prevented new English 

operas from establishing themselves, accepting that English composers would not produce 

operatic ‘masterpieces’ until they had composed many works, and seen them produced.  

His tentative solution was to produce works for ‘short runs’, to give the operas fair trial.43  

The problem of insufficient runs for new works was well familiar to Smyth, who knew the 

doom of being premiered at the end of the season.  Fuller Maitland had delineated the 

problem in 1902: 

It is this habit of giving (often with great reluctance) single performances of 
English works, and then imagining that such performances are of themselves 
an encouragement to native art, that has done more than almost anything else 
to retard the progress of our national music and to undermine the work of 
the renaissance.44 

Smyth pointed out that even when more than one performance did occur, insufficient 

rehearsal followed by an extended gap between first and second performances often caused 

the work to fail due to poor performance.  The ‘run’ was vital.45 

Smyth herself was a strong supporter of the foundation of a permanent operatic 

institution, proposing models several times.  In 1920 she published a six-part series on 

“English Opera” in The Evening News, in which she canvassed its problems.46  She expanded 

and adapted this in her polemic “The Opera Fiasco”, published in Streaks of Life the 

following year.  Smyth used an analogy she had also applied to women composers, that 

“Mt. Blanc and Mt. Everest do not spring out of flat plains”, and described the associated 

support industries needed to support lively operatic undertakings, whose existence 

demonstrates public demand.  Without this business complex—which Smyth referred to as 

‘the Machine’—opera composers cannot emerge.47  Smyth’s repeated analysis of the issues 

led her to recommend a subsidised opera house, supported by a permanent and well-

rehearsed orchestra, providing opera practically all year round to the people who really care 

about the music, rather than the fashionable elite.48   

                                                
43 “Supporting British Opera”, Times 29 November 1919, p.15. 
44 Fuller Maitland, English Music, p.157. 
45 Ethel Smyth, “The Opera Fiasco”, Streaks of Life (London: Longmans, 1921), p.215. 
46 Ethel Smyth, “English Opera”, Evening News 22–28 June 1920, Edwin Evans Collection, 
Westminster Music Library. 
47 Smyth, “The Opera Fiasco”, pp.209–210. 
48 Smyth, “The Opera Fiasco”, pp.228–30. 
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In the mid-1920s Smyth drew up a scheme in greater detail, for the establishment of 

“A London Repertory Opera”, to perform what she termed “non-grand opera”.  She felt 

this was the genre most suited to English taste and talent and included under its heading 

composers such as Mozart, Gluck and Purcell as well as numerous more recent names.49  

Smyth was aware of post-war theatrical developments, as evidenced by her adaptation of 

The Boatswain’s Mate for small ensemble and composition of a chamber opera (Fête Galante).  

Terry noted the need for English composers to cultivate what he called “opéra intime”, 

criticising attempts to stage light opera in “big theatres with the full paraphernalia of Grand 

Opera”, citing the poor effect of The Boatswain’s Mate at Covent Garden compared with its 

success at the Old Vic.50 

Smyth engaged in extensive ‘networking’ in developing her scheme, discussing it with 

influential men including Hugh Allen, Henry Hadow and Henry Wood.51  A copy of her 

initial discussion paper is held in the Edward Dent Collection at King’s College, 

Cambridge, along with Smyth’s letters to Dent from this period, 52 and the scheme is 

described in her article “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, dated January 1928.53  The eight-page 

typescript in the Dent Collection sets out Smyth’s plan to train ex-students of the “three 

great London Music Schools”, to provide singers with excellent English diction (as “in 

Grand Opera diction is less important”), and a “field for English Opera composers”, thus 

enabling the foundation of a contemporary school of such composition.54  She wanted the 

scheme based on education of young artists, both in an attempt to attract funding, and to 

form a new generation of well-trained performers.  She insisted that they have a permanent 

base, with no touring, as she deplored the abuses of touring opera.55  Smyth drew up 

budgets, and considered it not only inexpensive at an estimated £25,000 per annum, but 

equally worthy of funding as an educational undertaking as the British Museum.  She 

                                                
49 Ethel Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, A Final Burning of Boats Etc., pp.189–90. 
50 Terry, p.128. 
51 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925, E. Smyth Papers, Dent Collection, Rowe 
Music Library, Kings College Cambridge. 
52 “Some general reflections on a proposed scheme for building up, on a modest and sound basis, 
in the interests of English writers and singers, A LONDON REPERTORY OPERA for the 
performance of non-“grand” opera of the genus once called ‘Opera Comique.’ ” [hereafter referred 
to as “A London Repertory Opera”], ts., Edward Dent Collection, Kings College, Cambridge 
University.  Further study of Smyth’s scheme, and her negotiations surrounding it would be most 
rewarding, as it can only be mentioned briefly here.   
53 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, pp.180–99. 
54 Smyth, “A London Repertory Opera”, p.1 
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insisted that the scheme be separate from all existing opera companies, in particular the 

British National Opera Company (BNOC), as she wanted the young to be trained in a 

context free from commercial imperatives, in new and fresh traditions.56 

Smyth felt that her scheme was scuttled by vested interests—concerned that it would 

somehow damage the BNOC—and sheer conservatism.57  She noted with approval in a 

postscript to the “Iron Thesis”, that Beecham had recently proposed a British Opera 

League to rescue the struggling BNOC, but was  

delighted to note that the British Opera League would in no way interfere 
with some non-grand opera scheme as sketched above.  For thereon, I 
maintain, chiefly depends the evolution of a real school of British Opera 
composers.58 

Smyth’s dogmatic adherence to the principles of her scheme came from years of struggle to 

get her operas adequately performed at home, and her knowledge that native opera 

composers were neither appreciated nor supported. 

Smyth’s strategies for achieving performance  

Smyth apparently never considered studying in England, despite the fact that the 

English institutions were more open to women than those in conservative Germany,59 but 

on her return from study abroad she would have been glad to see her music performed in 

her native land.  Few members of the English musical establishment were aware of her 

achievements and success as a student in Leipzig.  She began by writing to conductors and 

societies, offering to send an early cantata for their consideration.60  Her letters to the Royal 

Philharmonic Society reveal her youth and inexperience, as well as her natural exuberance.61  

They provide an early example of what would become Smyth’s characteristic promotional 

technique, whereby she refers to the eminent musicians who are acquainted with, and 

thought highly of, her music. 

                                                                                                                                          
55 Smyth, “A London Repertory Opera”, pp.2, 4; Smyth, “The Opera Fiasco”, p.183. 
56 Smyth explains this at some length in her letter to Dent of 17 October 1925.  The BNOC was 
formed in 1922 by singers and musicians formerly of the Beecham Opera Company, but by 1928 it 
followed its predecessor into liquidation.  [Harold Rosenthal, “British National Opera Company”, 
TNGO]  Perhaps Smyth was aware of the financial troubles it faced and did not want her scheme to 
be treated as a rescue package. 
57 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, pp.191–93. 
58 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, p.199. 
59 Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.54. 
60 The Song of Love Op.8 (comp. 1888) was never performed.  [Bennett, “List of Works”, pp.375–76] 
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The first letter from Smyth to the Royal Philharmonic Society preserved in their papers 

probably dates from 1888, and illustrates her enthusiastic, if slightly incoherent, style: 

Dear Sir—I have a cantata that I would much like to show to the committee 
or responsible head of the Philharmonic Society—might I trouble you to let 
me know if I could at any near date come & shew it—there wd be no 
difficulty in my coming up to London for that purpose, & I would, if 
convenient prefer that to sending the score as I am correcting the parts & 
would like to avoid the score being out of my hands for some days, which 
sending it would necessitate—It would not take more than 1/2 an hour to 
play the work through.  I sent it to Mr Richter & he answered that he is doing 
no chorus works except Berlioz “Faust” but that my work interested him so 
much that he begged me to send him anything for orchestra alone that I 
might happen to have—& this I am doing.  Chamber music of mine has been 
played twice in the Serial Chamber Concerts of the Gewandhaus at Leipzig—
& also at Stuttgart. 

 I tell you this as I have no connections & musical friends in England to 
speak for me_ 

 Yours faithfully 

  E. M. Smyth 

P.T.O. 

I ought to add that this Cantata is to be done in Amsterdam this winter for 
the first time—having been finished [only?] this summer.62 

Smyth’s candid admission that she was completely unknown in England indicates how 

much she had to learn about dealing with committees.  Her optimistic announcement of a 

forthcoming Amsterdam performance was another standard promotional technique; 

indeed at this early stage Smyth believed that each verbal undertaking she received really 

would lead to a performance.  

Her next letter to the society, written in February 1889, reveals that, although by now 

she had met a few English musical authorities, she was still quite ‘green’. 

Sir_ 

If it is not against your intention to produce any new works besides those 
mentioned in yr notice of the Philharmonic Concerts I would like to lay 
before the Committee a Serenade for Orchestra. 

                                                                                                                                          
61 I am indebted to Sophie Fuller for directing me to these letters. 
62 Royal Philharmonic Society Letters, British Library manuscripts Loan 48.13/32, fo.69–70. 
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As you no doubt have many offers of this kind I would be only glad if before 
replying you would ask Sir A. Sullivan or Mr Manns, who are the only two 
English authorities who have seen work of mine (& that a big Choral one)—
& they would tell you what they think of my work.  Otherwise in Germany, 
Joachim knows me well—& in the Leipzig Chambermusik [sic] Concerts 
things have been done of mine during the last two years.  This is the first 
time I have tried to get anything done in England. 

Smyth repeated her earlier account of the exchange with Richter, closing with: 

I shd esteem it a favor if you wd ask any of the musicians I mention abt me—
no one else in London knows anything abt me & these I name are 
acquaintances of the last few weeks.63 

She sent the following note the next day: 

Dear Sir— 

I venture to add to my letter of yesterday that [I] have just had a letter from 
Sir Arthur Sullivan saying he is going abroad tomorrow & saying “Send yr 
Serenade straight to Mr Manns & tell him I particularly urged you to do 
so”___ 

I would rather send or shew it to you as I expect your concerts, being further 
off, are more likely to have elastic programmes.64 

Although Smyth continued to petition the Royal Philharmonic Society, it lived up to its 

conservative reputation and did not take a chance on the young composer until 1909 when 

it performed the overture to The Wreckers.65  She received her English premiere in April 

1890 at the Crystal Palace when August Manns included her Serenade in D on the 

programme of his annual benefit concert.66  Smyth had made Manns’ acquaintance in 

                                                
63 Royal Philharmonic Society Letters, fo.71–73. 
64 Royal Philharmonic Society Letters, fo.73. 
65 See section on The Wreckers later in this chapter. 
66 The Serenade in D was performed by the Crystal Palace Orchestra under Manns on 26 April 
1890.  [Athenaeum, 3 May 1890, p.579]  
The German conductor August Manns (1825–1907) was appointed bandmaster at the Crystal 
Palace in 1856 [Frank Howes, The English Musical Renaissance (London: Secker & Warburg, 1966), 
p.49] and under his leadership the orchestral concert series developed into a forum not only for 
important foreign works but also for the encouragement of native talent.  Programmes included the 
major symphonic repertoire, overtures and concerti intermingled with solo sonatas and vocal 
performances of excerpts from opera and oratorio.  A number of new works were announced for 
the Crystal Palace Saturday Concerts in February 1890, including Brahms’s Double Concerto, Saint-
Saëns’ 4th piano Concerto, Goldmark’s Im Frühling, an overture by Edward German, an early cantata 
by Hamish MacCunn and works by the now lesser known composers Rosenhain and C. H. 
Couldarey.  [Athenaeum 8 February 1890, p.189]  In September of the same year, the Crystal Palace 
Saturday Concerts announced that the prospectus of their 35th season advertised novelties by 
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summer 1889, and wrote in her memoirs that he had asked her to compose an orchestral 

work after seeing her string quartet.67  This encouragement led her to write her Serenade in 

D and the Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra while staying in Munich later that year.68  

Manns included Smyth’s Overture in his Crystal Palace Saturday Concert series on 18 

October 1890,69 and Georg Henschel demonstrated his support by including her Suite in 

his London Symphony concert in December of the same year.70 The Crystal Palace concert 

series provided one of the few opportunities for young English composers to hear their 

music performed. 

These early orchestral works by Smyth received a generally positive, but not uncritical, 

response from the press, who made allowance for her youth and inexperience.  The critic 

of The Athenaeum even called her an “excellent musician”.71  Smyth maintained that the 

English press was kind to beginners and remembered that the critics had praised her 

orchestration, just as Levi had. 

Although Smyth had gained performances of her early orchestral works, she failed to 

secure an English hearing for her early chamber music or her cantata Song of Love.  She 

negotiated with the committees and conductors of the provincial festivals, discussed 

strategy and drew on support from her new friends such as Sullivan and Stanford, all to no 

avail.72  Neither did her increased profile in England alleviate her struggle to arrange a 

premiere for her Mass. When it was finally sung by the Royal Choral Society on 18th 

January 1893 in the Albert Hall, few in the fashionable audience could have guessed the 

                                                                                                                                          

composers as various as Parry, MacCunn, Grieg, Berlioz, Wagner, Dvorak, German and Mackenzie.  
[Athenaeum 6 September 1890, p.330] 
67 Smyth had written two string quartets and fragments of others by 1890.  This could refer to the 
String Quartet in D minor (comp. 1880) or perhaps to the String Quartet in C minor (comp. 1883) 
cited in Bennet’s list [pp.374–75] 
68 ITR, vol.2, pp.204, 208.  The chronology suggested here by Smyth contradicts the last letter 
quoted above, which offered the Serenade in February 1889. 
69 Overture to Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, composed 1889, premiered by the Crystal 
Palace Orchestra under August Manns.  [Bennet, “List of Works”, p.376] 
70 Suite for Strings, op.1A, composed in 1883, was an arrangement of Smyth’s String Quintet in E, 
op.1, and was premiered in December 1890 at “Mr. Henschel’s London Symphony Concert”, St. 
James’s Hall.  [Athenaeum 13 December 1890, p. 821] 
71 Athenaeum 25 October 1890, p.557. 
72 Smyth speaks of encounters with Festival Committees of Leeds and Worcester during 1890, 
[ATWO, p.22] and in a letter to Brewster in February 1894 she states that she played the Mass in 
autumn 1893 at Leeds, Hereford and Birmingham.  [qtd in ATWO, p.326]  No performances 
eventuated. 
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intrigues and complex system of networks which had come into play to make the 

performance possible, although some critics divined it. 

Smyth felt excluded from English musical life.  She was aware that “[t]o hear your 

works rendered in public is a necessary part of a composer’s development” and later wrote 

passionately of the years she wasted seeking performances.  Finally she decided to try her 

luck in Germany again. 

There I met men who—possibly at the suggestion of some Grand Duke or 
Duchess connected with our Royal Family who had known the Empress in 
her prime, or perhaps from interest in the works themselves—put on in the 
next few years my two first operas, Fantasio and Der Wald.  This could only 
have happened in a country where an ancient and very genuine musical 
civilisation made it possible to penetrate the terrible curtain of sex that hangs 
between a woman and those whose interest she tries to waken.  Men like 
Muck, Nikisch, Levi, Mottl, and later Bruno Walter, had authority enough to 
push any work they thought worth while under the distrustful, yet, when all’s 
said and done, inquisitive noses of the German public.  And once the ice was 
broken you could count on that quality […] the intelligent response of a 
public that makes up its own mind, trusts its own judgment, and has to be 
reckoned with.73 

Smyth was inspired to hope that success abroad would open doors in England, as it 

had to her contemporaries.  In 1879, at the outset of Stanford’s operatic career, Carl Rosa 

had advised the young composer to follow this course with his first opera The Veiled Prophet 

of Khorassan: 

I strongly recommend you to have it first produced in Germany.  Its success 
will (unfortunately) have much greater chances here if accepted abroad.  Such 
is the feeling here… If the work was of the Pinafore style it would be quite 
another matter.74 

Likewise, Goring Thomas and Mackenzie had works performed in Germany.75  Smyth’s 

inclination to follow them was confirmed when Hermann Levi, who had first persuaded 

her to turn to opera, explained the nature of the operatic enterprise in Germany. 

Opera, said Levi, was far the strongest part of German musical life; the 
operatic public demanded novelties and cared not two straws about a 

                                                
73 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.39.  The Empress referred to is the Empress Eugénie. 
74 Carl Rosa, Letter to Charles Stanford, 11 February 1879, RCM Ms.4253, item 122, qtd in 
Rodmell, p.32.   
75 Goring Thomas’ Esmeralda (Cologne, 1883; Hamburg, 1884; Berlin, 1895), Nadeshda (Breslau, 
1890); Mackenzie’s Colomba (Hamburg, 1884; Darmstadt, 1884).  [White, A History of English Opera, 
pp.347–48]  As did Delius, although his identification as an English composer is qualified by his 
expatriate life. 
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composer’s nationality.  Again, it appeared that the leading idea of operatic 
conductors was to cut each other down in the matter of unearthing and 
producing interesting new works; and best of all […] half the theatres were 
court Theatres subsidised by their Prince, where the absurd old Schiller and 
Goethe theory, that artistic worth comes first and financial results second, 
still lingered, as belonging to the noblesse oblige tradition.  […] Yes! a foreign 
Opera House would surely provide the Open Sesame for England!76 

In the German states around the middle of the nineteenth century, there were at least 

19 court theatres, including those relevant to Smyth’s story in Berlin, Dresden, Karlsruhe 

and Weimar.77  These were funded by state subsidy and run by bureaucracies of some 

complexity.  Besides these, were the many municipal or private theatres, which ran under 

varying arrangements of subsidy and rental agreements.  These theatres were much more 

dependent on the commercial success of their productions, as subsidies were rare.  At mid-

century the municipally owned theatres in Leipzig and Prague were unsubsidised but free 

of rent.78  Therefore, the public’s taste had to be catered to, which led to limitations in 

choice of repertoire.  As Heuß pointed out, in his summary of the 1906–07 opera season in 

Leipzig, “For such a theatre, which must reckon more strongly with success than a rich, 

subsidised court opera, caution is therefore advisable and understandable”.  He noted 

however, that a city theatre could do just as well as a court theatre, or even better, because 

“Bureaukratismus” plays a much lesser role.79 

The person who needed to be convinced of a new opera’s potential was the Intendant 

[Director] of the theatre, to whom an unknown composer needed an introduction.  Smyth 

was fortunate to have many friends who could provide such recommendations: conductors 

like Hermann Levi and members of the English and German nobility.  Their support 

ranged from making introductions or contacts for her, to providing financial backing both 

for performances and publication of her works.  Smyth had no illusions about the 

approach she needed to take, not only as the composer of an operatic novelty, but even 

                                                
76 ATWO, p.291. 
77 Siegfried Goslich, Die deutsche romantische Oper (Tutzing: Hans Schneider, 1975), p.31. 
78 Goslich, p.49. 
79 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), pp.236, 238. 

Vorsicht ist deshalb bei einer Bühne, die mit dem Erfolg stärker zu rechnen hat als 
eine reich subventionierte Hofoper, geboten und begreiflich. […] In allen diesen 
Fragen kann auch eine städtische Bühne ebensogut vorangehen wie die größte 
Hofbühne, wohl noch besser, da der Bureaukratismus hier keine so große Rolle spielt 
wie bei jenen Instituten. 



75 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 2 

more as a foreigner and a woman in a country notorious at this time for its belief that 

women belonged in the home.  

Alternatively, one could go direct to the conductor and hope that he had sufficient 

authority to accept a work.  But it was very rare for a conductor to be given such a free 

hand; the Intendant was vitally important in these negotiations.  Smyth explained the system 

and described the true relationship between conductor and Intendant, who between them 

controlled the fate of her operas: 

The thing would happen on this wise.  One of the Royal Ladies would write 
to her august relative, the Grand Duke of So-and-So, explain matters, and ask 
that I might be put in touch with his Hof Capellmeister.  This was all I 
wanted; the rest would be my affair.80 

A conductor, if he really likes your work, is probably only too ready to 
produce it, and not afraid to say so because in the background is the person 
who has the decision, and who is generally “away at that moment but 
returning shortly”.81 

Smyth soon discovered that it is a long way from an enthusiastic promise to a contract, and 

even then it is still a fair distance to a premiere.   

Despite the obstacles she had to overcome to achieve operatic performance in 

England, Smyth felt even more excluded from concert life.  She criticised the English 

music establishment in her polemical essay “Female Pipings in Eden”, describing an “Inner 

Circle” that wielded power over composers and their works.  She called it “ ‘the Group’ for 

short”.82 

I always visualise the Group as a sort of reservoir in which swim about 
potentates of various kinds: University men, rich music patrons, Heads of 
Colleges, of publishing houses; representative men on big provincial Festival 
Committees, perhaps a pressman or two; who can say who they are?  And 
connected with the reservoir is a slantitudinal groove, a thing like a rain-gutter 
with very sharp edges; and unless you are lifted over those edges by the 
Group and sent racing down with the running water you won’t get far.83 

If you are going with the stream, as men do, and barge up against an obstacle, 
very often the impact will shoot you right out into the current and actually 
help you on your way.  But if you are swimming against the stream, which is 

                                                
80 ATWO, p.49. 
81 WHN, p.43. 
82 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.16. 
83 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, pp.17–18. 
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the privilege of the female, such an impact can but send you spinning 
back…back…yards and yards in the wrong direction.”84 

As opera, on the other hand, was controlled by Society interests at least until World War I, 

Smyth concluded that: “Operatically speaking the writer has had as good a chance as any 

one in England—perhaps because the conditions are too chaotic to admit of the formation 

of a Group!”85 

While Smyth’s male colleagues were supported by their professional networks, she 

herself turned to a different network for encouragement and practical help.  Central to her 

life was a circle of strongly individual women, many of them aristocrats, to whom she 

turned repeatedly.  Whether she sought a social and informal setting in which to arouse 

interest in her new works, a financial backer for publication or performance, a royal tap on 

the shoulder to get things moving, or just an enthusiastic co-conspirator—creative women 

served her needs.  Many names will arise in the survey that follows, as the reader traces the 

progress of Smyth’s works. 

Mass in D  

Smyth recounted the events leading up to the premiere of her Mass in several of her 

books but it is difficult to create a clear narrative from these accounts as her chronologies 

do not always correspond.  Historical sequence notwithstanding, the networks of influence 

and friendship she used to achieve her goal are constant elements of her narrative.   

The Empress Eugénie was a pivotal figure in the progress of this work.  She became 

interested in Smyth’s career from 1890 onwards, but the composer speculated that it was as 

much the Empress’s feminist sympathies as her affection for Smyth that prompted her 

generous support of Smyth’s efforts as a composer.86  Smyth composed much of her Mass 

while staying with the Empress at Cap Martin in the summer of 1891,87 and orchestrated it 

during autumn of the same year.88  She was not afraid to seek a performance for it before 

having completed the orchestral score because she could refer to the praise for skilful 

instrumentation that had greeted the performance of her orchestral works in 1890.89  She 

                                                
84 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.28. 
85 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.43. 
86 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, Streaks, p.95; ATWO, p.48. 
87 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.95; ATWO, p.39. 
88 ATWO, p.43. 
89 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p. 93. 
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received encouragement from Hermann Levi, who was at that time both Director and 

Conductor of the Munich Court Theatre, when she visited him in early 1892.  He 

responded with great enthusiasm to her rendition of the Mass at the piano, which praise 

was all the more meaningful to her as Levi “as far as he knew my work had not cared for it 

hitherto any more than he cared for any new music”.90  Levi wrote a letter introducing 

Smyth and her Mass to Hans Richter.  Unfortunately for Smyth this brought no result for 

Richter was 

conducting no choral concerts in London.  “But perhaps elsewhere in 
England it might be managed?” he added.  I, however, had heard a good deal 
in Germany about the great man’s ‘peasant astuteness,’ and knew that once in 
England he would realise that I was not in the swim, and then good-bye to 
his enthusiasm.  Had I not watched Joachim, and grasped that foreigners who 
aspire to a permanent foothold in our music life must abstain from ramming 
unaccredited indigenous composers down the throats of our concert 
promoters and selection committees?  And certainly the difference between 
Richter under the guns of a giant like Levi, and the same man consolidating 
his position, say, at Leeds, was a spectacle to amaze an only half-fledged 
student of human nature.91  

After returning from the continent, Smyth turned her attention to English choral 

societies, but when this failed, she paid a visit to Prince and Princess Christian.92  The 

Princess had heard of Smyth’s difficulties and immediately offered to assist.  Smyth asked 

her permission for Levi to write to her about the Mass, which letter could then be shown 

to influential people, such as Joseph Barnby, the conductor of the Royal Choral Society.93  

Levi duly wrote the letter, from which Smyth quoted extracts in her memoirs: Levi had 

declared her Mass “the strongest and most original work that had come out of England 

since Purcell’s time”,94 and stated that “I know of no living German composer who could 

                                                
90 ATWO, p. 47.  This apparently contradicts Smyth’s statement in ITR, vol.2 that Levi had found 
her Overture and Serenade “eminently satisfactory” when she showed them to him in late 1889. 
[p.208] 
91 ATWO, p. 47. 
92 ATWO, p. 50.  Smyth is referring to Princess Helena, (1846–1923) fifth child of Queen Victoria, 
and her husband Prince Christian of Schleswig-Holstein. 
93 Sir Joseph Barnby (1838–96) was a noted organist, composer and conductor in London. 
94 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Lady Ponsonby, 26 July 1893, qtd in ATWO, p.310. 
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have written that Mass”.95  The Princess Christian sent it to Barnby “and thus was laid the 

first stone of the Albert Hall erection on which I had set my heart”.96   

Apparently Levi’s letter caused Barnby to reconsider his earlier refusal, which had been 

based on the knowledge “that novelties by unknown composers spell financial disaster”,97 

and he agreed to put the work before his committee.  The conductor confessed to Smyth 

only later that it had taken him “till the last rehearsal” to discover “what he called ‘an iron 

rod’ running through music that hitherto had struck him as disjointed, over-exuberant, and 

unnatural”,98 so it is possible that he only accepted it because of pressure from above.   

According to another account of the Mass’s path to performance, which appears in 

Smyth’s essay “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”,99 Barnby had “provisionally accepted 

the Mass for production at the Albert Hall” in autumn 1891, suggesting that it might be 

performed around March 1892.  He prevaricated, however, about the exact date.  The 

Empress responded to Smyth’s concern by offering to inform Barnby that she might grace 

the performance with her presence, coming out of the strict retirement she had imposed 

upon herself after 1870.100  Eugénie also suggested that she could further Smyth’s cause 

with the royal family, as the Duke of Edinburgh was president of the Royal Choral Society.   

In October 1891 the Empress invited Smyth to join her in Scotland at a house made 

available to her each year by the Queen.  Smyth was soon presented and during two 

subsequent audiences she sang German songs and movements from her Mass, performed 

“after the manner of composers, which means singing the chorus as well as the solo parts, 

and trumpeting forth orchestral effects as best you can”.101  Smyth thought the Queen and 

senior members of her court had enjoyed the music,102 but in spite of this auspicious 

audition, a year later her Mass had still not appeared on a Royal Choral Society programme.   

By late 1892 Smyth’s intimate friendship with Lady Mary Ponsonby had developed.  

Lady Ponsonby encouraged her husband Sir Henry, the Queen’s private secretary, to 

                                                
95 ATWO, p. 50.  Smyth herself pointed out that this second statement was open to a less positive 
reading “when one reflects that Levi looked on Brahms as a back number!”   
96 ATWO, p. 50. 
97 ATWO, pp.60–61. 
98 ATWO, p. 166. 
99 Streaks, pp.93–111. 
100 Ethel Smyth, “Recollections of the Empress Eugénie”, Streaks, p.13; “Two Glimpses of Queen 
Victoria, p.95. 
101 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.100. 
102 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, pp.106–07. 
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discuss the Mass with the Duke of Edinburgh, who had heard about its Balmoral 

performance.103  In autumn 1892 Smyth received a letter from Sir Henry Ponsonby stating 

that the Duke had instructed Mr. Barnby that Smyth herself could set the date for the 

performance of the Mass.104   

The success of the performance was assured when Princess Christian and Princess 

Henry of Battenberg joined the Empress in undertaking to attend, and the Duke of 

Edinburgh assisted by expressing his desire that members of Society do likewise, via the 

Ponsonbys.105  This was of vital importance to advertisement, for the proclamation that 

such eminent personages would be present had great power to attract a fashionable and 

numerous audience, thus avoiding an empty tier of private boxes.106  Smyth pointed out in 

her memoirs that composers who lacked the money to give enough tickets to friends to 

create a good audience had to find some other means of attracting an audience, as “good 

music does not pay” in England.107  The interest of high society also acted as an 

inducement to soloists who might otherwise have declined their services to an unknown 

composer.108   

Even in old age Smyth recalled the nervous tension and crises of confidence caused by 

the rehearsal process.  She discovered mistakes in the orchestration, which she would 

correct by pasting new versions into the parts, thus establishing a lifelong habit of 

continually altering her work right up to the performance,109 and proved again to herself 

that composers can only really learn and develop when they are able to hear their works 

played.  She wrote in 1921 that “[t]he production, which took place in March, 1893, was 

splendid, the public enthusiastic, the press the same…but the Mass was never performed 

again.”110  

A striking inconsistency can be found between Smyth’s assessment of press and 

audience response to the Mass as enthusiastic, as quoted above from Streaks of Life [1921] 

                                                
103 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.109. 
104 ATWO, p.109. 
105 Princess Henry of Battenberg was Queen Victoria’s ninth and youngest child, Beatrice (1857–
1944) who was married to Prince Henry of Battenberg. 
106 ATWO, pp.168–69. 
107 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.96. 
108 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.109. 
109 ATWO, pp.166–67. 
110 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.109. 
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and her later avowal that the press criticised everything but its scoring, thus “slaying” the 

Mass, in books published in the mid-1930s.111   

The after story, which began next day, was tragic enough.  Except as regards 
the scoring, which got good marks on all sides, the Press went for the Mass 
almost unanimously—some with scorn, some with aversion, in all cases 
adopting a kind of patronage it was hardest of all to bear.  No one seemed to 
recognise anything praiseworthy in it…112  

This description of ‘tragedy’ illustrates the composer’s bitterness, which became more 

pronounced with increasing age.  St. John ascribed it to the embittering effect of “having to 

wait thirty-one years for a second performance”, adding that the reviews she had found 

among Smyth’s papers did not support the composer’s claim.113  

The reviews of the 1893 performance confirm that the large audience received the 

Mass warmly and that the critics made allowance for a young and inexperienced composer.  

The patronising tone Smyth complained of is present in a number of reviews, and there 

was some speculation that royal influence had secured performance from an ensemble 

notorious for eschewing novelties.  Some questioned why this unknown composer should 

have got her work performed when so many other deserving, and equally unknown, men 

waited in vain.  The Musical Times was quite explicit on these points: 

It sometimes happens that the choice of a work for performance is difficult 
of explanation by those not in the councils of the choosers.  This might have 
been the case with the production of Miss E. M. Smyth’s Mass in D at the 
Albert Hall on the 18th ult., since, while one must recognise the ability of the 
fair composer and the just claims of her music, it does not follow that the 
mass should have been selected before all other novelties entitled to a 
hearing.  Happily, the managers of the Royal Choral Society anticipated 
questioning by the liberal advertisement of the fact that both the Queen and 
the Empress Eugènie took a marked interest in the composition.  This 
explained all, and revealed Miss Smyth in the character of a very fortunate 
person.114  

This critical reception however, did not amount to a ‘slaying’ of the work.  Smyth was to 

experience far worse with Der Wald in Berlin, and the Mass’s absence from the platform 

until 1924 must be ascribed to a number of different causes. 

                                                
111 ATWO, p.172 and in Smyth, “Female Pipings”, pp.38–39. 
112 ATWO, p.172. 
113 St. John does not refer to the comment in Streaks of Life with which it conflicts. [p.86] 
114 “The Royal Choral Society”, Musical Times 34 (1 February 1893), p.86. 
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After Smyth’s achievement with the Royal Choral Society she trained her sights on 

Europe once more.  In 1893 and 1894 she played her Mass for conductors and committees 

in Munich, Amsterdam, Cologne, Leipzig and Halle.  Smyth reported that it was put on the 

prospectus of an Amsterdam choral society conducted by her old friend from Leipzig 

Julius Röntgen.  The committee there had doubted the ability of a Mass to attract an 

audience, but Smyth cited two main reasons for her lack of success: her sex— in particular 

the belief of committees that audiences would not come to hear music written by a 

woman—and the fact that she was unknown in England.115 

Smyth was still trying to get the Mass performed at provincial festivals in 1898, for she 

recalled an unsuccessful attempt to interest the organisers of the Leeds Festival, even 

though she could impress them with the fact that her first opera Fantasio had been accepted 

definitely for production both at Weimar and Karlsruhe.  Her comment in 1940 on this 

refusal was “How green I must have been to think that trifles such as foreign estimates of 

an English composer who was not in the English Inner Circle could affect the inexorable 

workings of ‘The Machine!’ ”116   

After so much discouragement Smyth stopped campaigning for the Mass and devoted 

all her energies to her new work, Fantasio.  She reflected in later life that her work had not 

suited conventional concert programmes and that perhaps an Old Testament subject might 

have been more attractive to choral festivals.  She was well aware how “different to the 

Three Choirs’ outlook and technique” it was,117 yet while she recognised that this may have 

hampered its progress, Smyth maintained that it was the best music she had written.118   

Smyth added a ‘Postcript’ to her narration of the Mass’s story in As Time Went On, 

describing its resurrection in the 1920s.  She had contacted the publishers Novello about 

the possibilities of a second performance and they replied “Much as we regret to say so, we 

                                                
115 ATWO, pp.222–24, 276–78, 290. 
116 WHN, pp.93–94.  Smyth attempted to define her opponent in As Time Went On; it seems that 
‘The Machine’ is a successor to what she called ‘The Group’ a few years earlier in Smyth, “Female 
Pipings”.  ‘The Machine’ was apparently “a complex construction, made up, say, of units from 
every section of our music life; heads of Musical Colleges, leading publishers, dominant members 
of music committees throughout the country, the Press, and so on.  Of course this is the wildest 
guess-work, but though the motions of its spirit are so veiled and mysterious that to try and follow 
them makes you giddy, once you are up against it there is no doubting its existence.”  [ATWO, 
pp.292–93]  
117 ATWO, p.166. 
118 Smyth, “Two Glimpses of Queen Victoria”, p.110. 
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fear your Mass is dead”.119  Never one to take such a rebuff lying down, this “stung [her] 

into activity” and she was able to arrange a revival in 1924 under the baton of Adrian 

Boult, first in Birmingham then in London.120  Smyth wrote a polemical article to maximise 

the exposure of the initial revival, as she indicated in her diary:  

MASS at Bham on Feb 7th__so timed as to follow on a most important article 
in the Feb number of the London Mercury called “A Burning of Boats”.  I 
think it will dish me, but do lots of good.  Anyhow it is good to get the truth 
off one’s chest as regards the sort of contest my life has been.121 

She recalled that her work had been “beautifully sung, but execrably accompanied by 

the vile Bham Orchestra”.122  The press response to these performances was warm and 

positive, although the critics seem to be responding to Smyth as a national character, rather 

than as a truly contemporary composer.  Smyth declared that “this time the Press was 

excellent”,123 although she also claimed during this period that she did not read reviews and 

forbade their discussion in her presence.124  St. John remarks that the critics were 

“commendably fair” to Smyth given the “lambasting [they] had just been given by the 

composer in the London Mercury article”.125  The Birmingham revival led to a spate of 

performances during the 1920s, another at the Albert Hall in 1934 under Beecham as part 

of her 75th birthday Jubilee Festival and broadcasts in the 1930s and ’40s.  Smyth had even 

revised the score prior to its 1925 reprinting.  Copley says this consisted mainly of re-

voicing “the choral parts and mak[ing] adjustments to slow the first edition tempo 

markings.”126 

                                                
119 ATWO, p.173. 
120 The Birmingham Festival Choral Society sang the Mass on 8 February 1924 in the Birmingham 
Town Hall and then in Queen’s Hall, London on 8 March 1924, both under Adrian Boult.  Smyth’s 
sister Mary Hunter paid for the choristers’ travel to London, and Mary Dodge guaranteed against 
loss.  [Smyth, Diary 2, p.74 (29 March 1924)]   The Royal Choral Society even took it up again in 
1925 (1 February) and 1928 (24 November). 
121 Smyth, Diary 2, pp.73–74 (29 March 1924).  [Also qtd. in St. John, p.184]  Smyth’s recollection 
of the date of the Birmingham performance was faulty.  The article “A Burning of Boats”, [London 
Mercury (February 1924), pp.381–93] was later published in an extended version as part of Smyth’s 
volume A Final Burning of Boats, pp.3–54. 
122 Smyth, Diary 2, p.74 (29 March 1924). 
123 ATWO, p.173. 
124 Smyth, Diary 2, p.96 (4 August 1925). 
125 St. John, p. 187. 
126 Copley, p.95.  Copley provides no publication information about this edition.  The modern Da 
Capo Press reprint is based on the 1893 Novello vocal score. 
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Although Smyth’s Mass was clearly a concert work, unsuited to liturgical performance, 

several critics of its 1893 premiere were concerned by Smyth’s recommendation that the 

Gloria be sung last, rather than in its usual second place, between the Kyrie and the 

Credo.127  It seems likely that Smyth preferred the striking end provided by her Gloria, in 

keeping with the lively spirit of her setting, to the reflective pianissimo close of the Agnus 

Dei on the text “Dona nobis pacem”.  In putting the Gloria last, Smyth deviated from the 

usual order of movements in Roman Catholic liturgy and Classical and Romantic concert 

settings, but she in fact conformed to contemporary Church of England liturgical practice, 

as it was found in the 1662 Book of Common Prayer.128    

Despite this, Smyth was taken severely to task by numerous critics in 1893.  She was 

accused of an “error of taste”,129 and of sacrificing “artistic consideration […] for mere 

effect of sound”.130  The critic of The Pall Mall Gazette went even further: 

If Miss Smyth did it to court a little cheap applause, it was inartistic; if it was 
done to provide the work with a more effective climax, it was a confession of 
weakness, and showed that the composer had but a slight opinion of her 
“Dona Nobis Pacem.”131 

Only in The Musical Standard was it noted that Smyth’s course of action conformed with the 

“English Holy Communion Service” rather than the “Church of Rome”.132 

Smyth’s Mass was thus not viewed primarily in the context of contemporary church 

practice, nor against composition of the liturgical service.  Yet despite this divorce from the 

church setting, she was still accused of “destroying the continuity of the sacred subject”.133   

Several critics at the 1920s revivals noted the placement of the Gloria.  The Daily Mail’s 

reviewer observed that Smyth “adheres to Canterbury rather than Rome”,134 but Smyth was 

                                                
127 The published vocal score bears the following note facing p.1 of the music: “N. B.—It is 
recommended that in performing this work, the numbers be given in the following order: Kyrie, 
Credo, Sanctus, Benedictus, Agnus Dei, Gloria.  E. M. S.” [Smyth, Mass in D (New York: Da Capo Press, 
1980)] 
128 It was not until the 1950s that modern English settings of the Mass returned the Gloria to its 
second place.  In fact even Howells’s Coventry Mass (1968) puts the Gloria last.  I am grateful to Sue 
Cole for this information. 
129 “Recent Concerts”, Saturday Review 28 January 1893, p.96.  
130 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3.  
131 “Royal Choral Society”, Pall Mall Gazette 19 January 1893, p.2.  
132 “The Royal Choral Society”, Musical Standard 28 January 1893, pp.71–72. 
133 “Miss E. M. Smyth’s Solemn Mass in D”, Lady 26 January 1893, p.101.  It is interesting that this 
appears to be a slightly altered version of the review in The Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893. 
134 “A Forgotten Mass”, Daily Mail 2 February 1925, Edwin Evans Collection, Westminster Public 
Library. 
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only criticised by a few, Eric Blom in particular, who pointed out that placing “the ‘Gloria’ 

at the end is only to give satisfaction on a gigantic scale to the ballad-lovers craving for the 

final top-note”.135  Terry, on the other hand, felt that Smyth was alone among British 

composers in having set the Mass text as a “libretto”, to express “personal and individual 

emotion” rather than the “liturgical idea” and he placed her work in the great Viennese 

tradition of Mozart and Beethoven. 136 

Neither its merits nor its controversial structure secured performances for the Mass.  

Smyth’s argument that only her own efforts achieved results is supported by this letter 

from Novello, included in her memoirs.  Her grievance that “had they pushed the thing 

after its first production, I should not have had to wait thirty-one years for a second 

performance” provoked this response from the publisher: 

You suggest that we made no effort to get the Mass performed.  That is 
absolutely untrue.  We do not give Concerts ourselves, but we are constantly 
consulted about the drawing up of programmes and are repeatedly asked to 
submit samples and make recommendations to Selection Committees.  Your 
Mass has been introduced by us in that way scores of times ... with the results you know.  
We for several years did our utmost to get it performed, but no one seemed to take to it; so 
we naturally after a time regarded it as a dead horse and ceased to flog it. 

We may mention moreover that it could not have been revived recently at 
Birmingham and performed elsewhere if we had not shown our sympathy in 
a practical way.... 

You also say the revival of the Mass has cost you a good deal of money, and 
that during all these years it has brought you in nothing.  We venture to 
remark that if you get no profit, you, at all events, get pleasure and Kudos, 
whereas we see no probability that the accounts will ever show a balance in 
our favour.  Moreover, we get very little pleasure and no Kudos out of 
publishing what must be written down a failure.137 

Fantasio   

The Empress Eugénie suggested Alfred de Musset’s writings to Smyth as suitable 

subjects for a light opera,138 so Smyth and Brewster constructed a libretto based on 

Musset’s play Fantasio.  According to Smyth she worked for about 18 months before 

                                                
135 E. B. [Eric Blom], “Dame Ethel Smyth’s Mass”, Manchester Guardian 10 March 1924, Edwin 
Evans Collection, Westminster Public Library. 
136 Richard Terry, “Dame Ethel Smyth and the Roman Mass”, On Music’s Borders, p.58. 
137 Novello, Letter to Ethel Smyth, 14 July 1927, qtd in ATWO, p.174. 
138 ATWO, p.47; St. John p.83. 
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completing the piano score in late March 1894, at times working “hand over fist”.139  She 

subtitled the work “Phantastische Komödie” [fantastic comedy] and wrote the German 

text herself.  

Although Brewster had advised her to write a “number opera with spoken dialogue”, 

Smyth created “a through-composed setting to continuous music”,140 a substantial work of 

two acts and eighteen scenes.  The title page of the score states that the text made “free use 

of the comedy of the same name by A. de Musset”, 141 but hardly indicates the extent to 

which Smyth made a conventional love story of mistaken identity out of Musset’s “fantasy 

world of Fantasio”.142  The understated, and unimportant, places of Musset’s play—Munich 

and Mantua—become the slightly exotic Herzegovina and Croatia in Smyth’s version.  The 

composer significantly changed Musset’s light, fantastic comedy in her adaptation, turning 

the friendship between Elspeth and Fantasio—a commoner from Munich—into a 

romance between Danila (Smyth’s new name for Musset’s heroine) and the Prince of Zara 

(masquerading as Fantasio).143  Although the identity of Musset’s Fantasio remains a 

mystery,144 it is possible that Smyth was inspired to give him royal birth by the passing 

comment in the original, that Fantasio was “the godson of the late queen”.145  Smyth gave 

her Fantasio the scope for character development “from a romantic wanderer to a man 

with the determination, faith and courage to pursue his goal of love to the end”.146 

Musset’s Fantasio is unconventional in that his characters play a game of reversals, not 

only of roles, but of values.147  Gochberg declares this plot “pointless by conventional 

standards”, with no high drama of destiny or love,148 and the fantasy of Musset’s Munich is 

all of a piece with the style of the play.  Smyth’s Fantasio is much more conventional—

                                                
139 ATWO, pp.280, 208. 
140 Wood, “Gender and Genre”, p.495. 
141 Smyth, Fantasio. 

Dichtung (mit freier Benutzung des gleichnamigen Lustspiels von A. de Musset) 
142 Herbert S. Gochberg, Stage of Dreams: The Dramatic Art of Alfred de Musset (1828–1834) (Geneva: 
Librairie Droz, 1967), p.150. 
143 Wood speculates that Smyth perhaps “felt compelled to change to Danila the name of Musset’s 
princess, Elsbeth of Herzegovina, because it sounded too like the name of her former lover, Elisabeth 
von Herzogenberg”.  “The Lesbian in the Opera”, p.294.  
144 Alfred de Musset, Five Plays, ed. Claude Schumacher (London: Methuen, 1995), p.xxiii. 
145 Alfred de Musset, “Fantasio”, transl. Brian Singleton, Five Plays, p.52. 
146 Banfield, “The Early Renaissance”, p.66. 
147 Gochberg, p.157. 
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ending with a joyful chorus anticipating a royal wedding and coronation— and, while Dale 

commented on its “wildly improbable plot”,149 it is hardly atypical of nineteenth-century 

opera.   

Smyth played portions of the opera to Levi before she had completed the score, and 

he encouraged her to enter Fantasio in an international competition for new operas, 

suggesting that she stood a good chance of winning.150  Smyth recalled the prize as being  

a lump sum of money, the printing and publishing of the work, and a 
guarantee of its first performance at one of the first opera houses in 
Germany, and at a certain number of others afterwards.151 

Although entrants to the competition were judged anonymously, Smyth submitted 

Fantasio under the pseudonym ‘Evald Schmidt’, by which means she hoped to reduce the 

handicap of being both female and foreign.  Of the 110 operas entered, the shortlist of ten 

included Fantasio, and although the first prize was divided between three, Smyth’s opera 

was one of the seven works “highly commended”.  She told a convoluted tale about the 

judges’ inability to decide on a single winner, the suggestion of Fantasio greeted with a sole 

vote from Levi, and the resultant re-examination of the work by two members of the panel: 

“Schuch of Dresden (one of the most brilliant opera conductors in Germany) and 

Hoffmann of Cologne (a deeply musical man who greatly admired Levi)”.152  Smyth named 

these two because they reappear in the course of her campaign for performance, but she 

does not describe the process by which the three winners were arrived at.  In spite of 

speculation among her friends that her identity had been revealed, Smyth felt that her loss 

was more likely due to slight imperfections in her German that may have revealed its 

foreign authorship and the opera’s generally “un-Teutonic [...] spirit”.153  

Smyth was then preoccupied between 1894 and 1898 with the orchestration of her 

score and efforts to arrange a German premiere.154  She did not attempt a premiere in 

                                                                                                                                          
148 Gochberg, p.150.  He suggests the play has no problems such as “characters who have to face 
their destinies, no love, no jealousy, no vengeance, no death, and, finally, no meaningful attempt to 
rebel against society”. 
149 Dale, “Ethel Smyth’s Music”, p.299. 
150 ATWO, p.222. 
151 WHN, p.9. 
152 WHN, p.41.  Ernst von Schuch (1846–1914) was an Austrian conductor who was Kapellmeister 
at the Dresdner Hofoper, Julius Hofmann (1840–1910) ran the Kölner Stadttheater (both opera 
and drama) 1881–1903, and was later Intendant at Mannheim. 
153 WHN, p.41. 
154 WHN, pp.8–9. 
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England, as she knew she would not be accepted as an opera composer in her native land 

until she achieved success abroad.  After her disappointment with the competition, Smyth 

embarked on what she called her “round journey”: during late 1896 and into 1897 she 

visited many opera houses in Germany in the hope of gaining a performance for Fantasio.  

She presented her work at theatres in Karlsruhe, Dresden, Leipzig and Cologne and 

thought that she had secured a performance in each one, due to expressions of enthusiasm 

from conductors.  She went equipped with references, for Levi had written “a flaming 

account of Fantasio to [Felix] Mottl”,155 who was the conductor at the Karlsruhe court 

theatre, and the Empress Frederick had written to the Intendant at Dresden, Count Seebach, 

asking him to consider Smyth and her opera if his conductor Schuch gave a positive report 

of the work.156   

Mottl was very enthusiastic about Fantasio and Smyth thought her premiere secured.  

The Karlsruhe theatre was known for its novelties and the critic Walther Petzet cited 

Mottl’s interest in cultivating comic operas.157  The approval of the absent Intendant was 

necessary however, and Smyth waited in vain for his re-appearance, eventually discovering 

from a newspaper that contrary to Mottl’s charming assurances, this important gentleman 

had “put off his return for some weeks!”158 No date had been settled for the projected 

performance, but Smyth moved on to try her luck in Dresden.  She again received vital 

intelligence about Karlsruhe from a newspaper, reading that the theatre was to close for 

renovations; she eventually received a letter to the effect that they could not make 

undertakings in light of the closure, with a request that she “apply again in nine months’ time 

(!)”.159   

Meanwhile, Seebach and Schuch in Dresden were also pleased with Fantasio but 

insisted that they must “go into the matter of repertory, costs, etcetera” before reaching a 

                                                
155 Felix Mottl (1856–1911) was an Austrian conductor and composer, who worked under Wagner 
at Bayreuth and was assistant conductor at Leipzig 1879–81 during Angelo Neumann’s 
administration.  He became famous for his Wagner conducting, and was Kapellmeister at the 
Karlsruhe Hoftheater 1881–1903, after which he moved to the equivalent post in Munich. 
156 WHN, p.43.  The Empress Frederick of Germany was Queen Victoria’s first child Victoria, the 
Princess Royal (1840–1901), widow of Kaiser Friedrich III (1831–1888).  Count Nikolaus von 
Seebach (1854–1930) was Intendant at the Dresdner Hofoper 1894–1919. 
157 See Walther Petzet’s review of Fantasio in Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, pp.1–2.  Petzet 
(1866–1941) was a German piano pedagogue and composer. 
158 WHN, pp.43–44. Emphasis original. 
159 WHN, p.44.  Emphasis original. 
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decision.160  Smyth’s luck seemed better in Cologne, where the conductor Hoffmann 

nominated March for the production and promised a contract in the mail.  But his letter 

arrived later in the year regretting that on closer examination he found his company could 

not do the opera justice, largely because they had no suitable ‘Fantasio’.161  In February 

1897 Smyth tried again, but had no joy in Hamburg—where Mahler had just resigned— 

while Hülsen in Wiesbaden could promise nothing, despite his friendship with Smyth’s 

supporter the Empress Frederick.162 

Smyth finally approached the theatre at Weimar at the suggestion of a friend, identified 

only as Frau von B,163 who lived in that town and claimed some influence due to her 

friendship both with the Grand Duke Karl Alexander and with the Generalintendant 

Hippolyt von Vignau of the court opera.164  Levi confirmed the credentials of the young 

conductor, Bernhard Stavenhagen,165 and stressed the wisdom of having something to fall 

back on if Mottl and Karlsruhe did not come through for the premiere, as in the event they 

did not.  Smyth was introduced to the Generalintendant by a letter from Frau von B. and Levi 

provided her with a “blazing introduction” to Stavenhagen.166  Smyth told Mottl of her new 

plans, privately hoping that he would immediately set a date for a premiere in his own 

theatre, but he instead wrote a supportive letter to Stavenhagen, declaring his regret that his 

                                                
160 WHN, p.45. 
161 WHN, p.45. 
162 WHN, p.46.  Georg Graf von Hülsen-Haeseler ran the Wiesbaden theatre before taking over as 
Intendant of the Berlin court theatre (1903–1918).   
163 Smyth later refers to this lady as Baroness B. but never explains why her full name remains 
secret.  WHN, pp.65, 69. 
164 Großherzog Karl Alexander von Sachsen-Weimar-Eisenach (1818–1901) was a keen supporter 
of the arts.  
Smyth does not name the Intendant, despite his importance to her story.  Records of the 
Großherzogliche Generalintendanz des Hoftheaters und der Hofkapelle indicate Vignau’s tenure as 
1895–1908.  [Catalogue, Introduction, Thüringisches Hauptstaatsarchiv Weimar [hereafter referred 
to as ThHStAW]  
165 Bernhard Stavenhagen (1862-1914) was a virtuoso concert pianist, who had started his career in 
Weimar as one of Liszt’s favourite pupils, was appointed “Grossherzog. sächs. Hofpianist” (court 
pianist to the Grand Duke of Saxony) in 1890 and Hofkapellmeister there in 1895.  He left this 
post immediately after the season that included Fantasio to take Richard Strauss’s place at the 
Munich Court Opera [Münchner Hofoper].  His career as pianist and conductor took him 
throughout Europe and to the United States.  [Hans Rudolf Jung, “Stavenhagen, Bernhard”, MGG]    
166 WHN, p.65. 
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own theatre was unexpectedly to close, thus preventing him from “conducting the premiere 

of Fantasio this very season”.167 

Smyth introduced her allies in Weimar as Frau von B., the Baroness Olga von 

Meyendorff and the Generalintendant. 168  Unfortunately for the composer, Frau von Vignau 

loathed the Baroness Meyendorff and envied her influence with the Grand Duke.  Smyth 

alleged that once the Frau Intendant found out that the Baroness was promoting Fantasio, 

she did everything within her power to stop the work from being accepted.169  

A later ally was the Grand Duke Karl Alexander himself.  According to Smyth’s 

memoirs the Baroness Meyendorff had informed him about Smyth, the impression her 

opera had made on Levi, Mottl and Schuch, and Smyth’s acquaintance with the Empress 

Eugénie.  The Duke received another letter urging Smyth’s case from Donna Laura 

Minghetti, whose daughter Maria—wife of Bernhard von Bülow170—wrote to the Grand 

Duke’s daughter, Princess Reuss.  This last letter was passed on to the Generalintendant “and 

deeply impressed him; for, as wife of the Foreign Secretary, was not Madame de Bülow one 

of the biggest people in Germany?”171  After such a barrage of recommendation the Grand 

Duke expressed the wish to meet Smyth and Baroness Meyendorff arranged a large party in 

December 1897 at which to present her.  Smyth made quite an impression on the Grand 

Duke, who wrote in his personal diary: 

Soirée at Madame de Meyendorff’s where Miss Smyth sang excerpts from her 
opera [on?] Fantasio, which seems pretty.  She is a classic example of English 
national eccentricity.172 

As a result of this party a date was set and a contract signed for Fantasio’s premiere.173   

                                                
167 WHN, p.65.  Smyth rather doubted the “unforeseen” nature of the decision to close, claiming 
that she had begun to see through Mottl’s charm. 
168 Smyth cites the Liszt literature for descriptions of Meyendorff, mentioning Amy Fay’s Music-
Study in Germany (London: Macmillan, 1887) and Sacheverell Sitwell’s Liszt (London: Faber, 1934).  
[WHN, p.67] 
169 Smyth describes the Intendant as “a gentleman, and if left to himself would have been all 
right…but his wife was of another class”.  [WHN p.69] 
170 1849-1929; German Foreign Secretary from 1897 and Chancellor 1900–09. 
171 WHN, pp.25, 70, 74. 
172 ThHStAW, Hausarchiv A, XXVI, Nr. 1998, fo.113v.  Extracts from the Grand Duke’s diary 
have been normalised for accentuation, but the grammar is original. 

Mercredi 8 Dec [1897] […]  Soirée chez Mme de Meyendorff où Miss Smyth chanta 
des morceaux de son opéra de Fantasio qui paraît joli.  Elle est type d’originalité 
nationale anglaise. 

173 WHN, pp.75-76.  Smyth described in some detail the anger and bad behaviour of the 
Generalintendant’s wife and how Baroness Meyendorff assured her victory with the Grand Duke. 
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In the meantime, the Empress Eugénie had offered to finance a performance of 

Fantasio in London.  The American tenor Charles Hedmont wanted to stage it in an 

arrangement for small orchestra with spoken dialogue, perhaps to take advantage of the 

enormous popularity of light opera in the 1890s.174  But Smyth roundly rejected this 

diminution of her artistic endeavour and persuaded the Empress that the Weimar 

performance was preferable, 175 thus setting a precedent for future situations where she 

would rather lose a performance opportunity than see her music cut. 

Back in Weimar the preferred production suffered repeated delays until April 1898, 

blamed by Smyth on the machinations of Frau von Vignau.  Although the premiere had 

been set for 20 January 1898, there was to be no performance until late May.  Fantasio was 

first included in the rehearsal schedule on 19 March 1898, at the very end of the list of 

works to be prepared (under the heading Vorzubereiten [to be prepared]) after all others 

scheduled for April.  It was announced on 9 April that the first rehearsal was scheduled for 

13 April, starting a series of piano rehearsals, leading to the first full rehearsal on 7 May.176   

Smyth did not find the young conductor Bernhard Stavenhagen entirely to her liking, 

describing him somewhat harshly as  

a young fellow on the make—worthless as character, gifted as musician, but 
without a spark of interest for anything but his own advantage.  Lazy, vain, 
and ambitious, the idea that he might be called to London to produce Fantasio 
was the only thing that inclined him if anything to be on my side.177  

It is unclear whether Smyth was aware that Stavenhagen and his wife Agnes had been 

embroiled in a contractual dispute with the Generalintendanz since late 1897.178  It was 

announced in the press that Stavenhagen had tendered his resignation in November of that 

year “owing to differences with the Generalintendant of the Weimar theatre, von Vignau”.179  

                                                
174 E. C. Hedmondt, listed in TNG as Charles Hedmont (1857–1940) sang in opera houses in 
Berlin, Leipzig and Bayreuth before moving to England where he sang with Carl Rosa and Covent 
Garden, presenting his own season in 1895.  [Harold Rosenthal, “Hedmont, Charles”, TNG; Who’s 
Who 1920, p.1189]  
175 WHN, p.74; St. John, pp.89–90. 
176 The rehearsal lists are found under Repertoir des Grossherzogl. Hoftheaters zu Weimar, 
ThHStAW, Hofmarschallamt Akte Nr. 3203. 
177 WHN, p.70. 
178 Kammersängerin Agnes Stavenhagen was a soprano who sang the leading role in many of the 
operas staged in Weimar, including Agathe in Der Freischütz, Senta in Der fliegende Holländer and 
Danila in Fantasio in 1898.  [Deutsche Bühnen-Genossenschaft, 24 (17 June 1898), p.249; ThHStAW, 
Hofmarschallamt Akte Nr. 3203 (Sammlung Weimarer Theaterzettel)] 
179 Neue Musik-Zeitung, 18.22 (1897), p.274.  
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The Stavenhagens claimed that conditions there had impaired their artistic freedom,180 and 

in January the Grand Duke’s acceptance of the resignation was reported.181  These events 

led to their departure for Munich in June 1898, shortly after Fantasio’s performances.182 

Smyth enjoyed Weimar society and as her acquaintance with the Grand Duke 

developed, he included her friends and family in his hospitality.183  Smyth wrote in her 

memoirs that the Grand Duke particularly liked Brewster,184 and this is borne out by 

statements in Karl Alexander’s personal diary, where he described Brewster as a 

cosmopolitan who was American in blood but not in character, for he possessed a kind of 

gentleness unusual in an American or an Englishman.185   

Smyth declared that “to select Friday 13th for the production of a new opera was 

tempting Providence”,186 yet the records in Weimar indicate that the first date set for the 

premiere was in fact 8 May.  Fantasio could not be performed on this date because Herr 

Smür—a baritone who played the Count of Croatia, and not the leading tenor Fantasio, as 

Smyth suggests187—completely lost his voice.  An attempt to reschedule the premiere to 

                                                                                                                                          

Der Hofkapellmeister Bernhard Stavenhagen hat infolge Differenzen mit dem 
Generalintendanten des Theaters in Weimar, v. Vignau, seine Entlassung eingereicht. 

180 An envelope containing correspondence and press notices relating to this matter can be found at 
ThHStAW, Generalintendanz des Deutschen Nationaltheaters Weimar, Nr.224, 15a. 
181 Neue Musik-Zeitung, 19.1 (1898), p.13.  

Der Großherzog von Weimar hat das Entlassungsgesuch des Hofkapellmeister 
Stavenhagen genehmigt. 

182 It is a quirk of history that Mottl had been negotiating with the Munich theatre authorities over a 
period of six years, and attempted to resign from his post at Karlsruhe in May 1898 in order to take 
up the Munich appointment.  The Grand Duke of Baden declined to accept his resignation and it 
was officially announced on 7 June 1898 that Stavenhagen was to replace Richard Strauss as 
Hofkapellmeister in Munich.  [Berliner Tageblatt 12 May 1898, p.3, 15 May 1898, p.3 and 8 June 1898, 
Morgen-Ausgabe, p.2; Deutsche Bühnen-Genossenschaft 24 (17 June 1898), p.249]  
183 The party included Brewster, some of Smyth’s sisters and nieces, and Henschel.  For Smyth’s 
more complete list, and her description of several of the functions they attended, see WHN, pp.79–
82, 83–85.  According to the Fourierbuch, Smyth and Brewster dined with the Grand Duke on 25 
May and 2 June, and on the earlier date Smyth’s sister Violet Hippisley was to have been of the 
party, but she had left Weimar.  [Fourierbuch, ThHStAW, Hausarchiv E, Nr.158, fo.213, 217] 
184 WHN, p.83.  Brewster dined with Karl Alexander (in a party of 14 that did not include Smyth) 
on 22 May 1898. Fourierbuch, ThHStAW, Hausarchiv E, Nr.158, fo.211. 
185 Entry from Wednesday 25 May 1898, ThHStAW, Hausarchiv A, XXVI, Nr. 1999, fo.63r.  

M. Brewster quoique américain de sang n’en a rien comme type.  Le sien est 
cosmopolite et lié avec un genre de douceur que jamais je n’ai rencontré dans sa 
nation ni dans la nation anglaise. 

186 WHN, p.80. 
187 WHN, p.80. 
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the 13th also failed due to his hoarseness.188  The correspondent of the Berliner Tageblatt 

wrote that all Weimar was annoyed to see Smür “cycling cheerfully though the 

Schillerstraße” and although he managed to sing at the premiere, the critic noted that 

Wieden was now studying the role in order to replace the ailing Smür in the second 

performance on 1 June.189 

The premiere finally took place on 24th May, but many visitors attracted by the opera 

had already departed.  A Berlin journalist wrote of Smyth’s fifteen friends from England, 

and noted that “art-lovers of name and rank” had come from Berlin, Dresden and Leipzig 

to hear Fantasio.190  He was not alone in noticing that Generalintendant von Vignau returned 

from Karlsbad for the performance and even Count Seebach had come from Dresden to 

witness the premiere.191  Fantasio was extensively reviewed in the local press, but not widely 

noticed elsewhere, at least partly because many of the correspondents could not wait 

indefinitely for the postponed production to appear.  Smyth felt the performance to have 

been a great success, and she was called to the platform repeatedly at the end, but she 

recorded that “the Press had not a good word to say for it except as regards the scoring”.192   

The critics also wrote of storms of applause, although the local critic Prof. Bachmann 

called it an “external success” [äußerer Erfolg] and suggested that if much of the enthusiasm 

was generated by patriotism from the local English community, perhaps even more could 

be attributed to the excellent achievement of the performers.193  The correspondent for the 

Musikalisches Wochenblatt disagreed, describing it as a mediocre production with the 

                                                
188 These two performances were replaced by Der Freischütz and Leibeigen, a play by von Rehbaum, 
respectively.  Smür was also replaced as Alberich in Siegfried on 11 May and as his hoarseness 
continued to plague him, he was replaced by Herr Wieden in Fantasio on 1 June.  [ThHStAW, 
Hofmarschallamt Akte Nr. 3203 (Sammlung Weimarer Theaterzettel); Feuilleton, Berliner Tageblatt 
16 May 1898, Abend-Ausgabe, p.3] 
189 Feuilleton, Berliner Tageblatt 16 May 1898, p.3.  

Ganz Weimar zeigt verdrossenen Sinnes auf den munter durch die Schillerstraße 
radelnden Sänger. 

190 Feuilleton, Berliner Tageblatt 16 May 1898, p.3. 
Auch Berliner, Dresdener und Leipziger Kunstinteressenten von Namen und Rang 
langten vergeblich in Weimar an. 

191 Paul Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland (Weimarische Landeszeitung) 26 May 
1898, p.2. 
192 WHN, p.83. 
193 Prof. Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.2.  

Ist auch von solchem Erfolge ein guter Bruchtheil dem Patriotismus der zahlreich 
anwesenden Mitglieder der hiesigen Englischen Gemeinde, ein vielleicht noch 
größerer den guten Leistungen der Darsteller zuzuschreiben […]  
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exception of the leading roles.194  Although many noted the difficulty of her score and 

some felt she had tried to be too clever, using heavy and complicated techniques where 

lightness and simplicity would have been more appropriate, Smyth’s claims of praise for 

her orchestration are corroborated by the reviews.  Her complaint that this was the only 

positive element in the critical reception, however, seems misguided.   

Smyth related her exchange with the critic for the Signale, which she rightly called “a 

leading musical journal”,195 during which conversation she indicated that she was more 

concerned about the response of her hotel porter to the opera than about the review of 

this important critic.  She closed the anecdote by saying that the Signale was not represented 

at the premiere, and it is true that it did not carry a review of Fantasio.196  The Grand Duke 

however, reviewed the work in his diary, stating that it showed evidence of “great talent 

and serious work”.  He found it a refreshing change from Wagnerian opera and went 

backstage with a bouquet for Smyth after the performance.197  

The projected Karslruhe production was further postponed, as Mottl contended with 

problems of internal politics in his theatre.198  Smyth took her time to make cuts and 

alterations to Fantasio and when Mottl finally suggested March 1900 for the performance, 

she happily acquiesced with his plan to cast his wife as Danila, described by Smyth as 

“magnificent” both in acting and singing.199  Needless to say further postponements 

followed,200 but when it finally eventuated on 10 February 1901, Smyth described the 

Karlsruhe performance as “perfect”, although she found the press “more ferocious than 

ever”.  She reiterated her claim that all praised her orchestration, albeit grudgingly,201 but 

the reviews were less friendly than those that had greeted the Weimar premiere.  The 

audience reacted coolly, even greeting Smyth’s appearance with quiet hissing, 202 which may 

have reflected political tension between German and England at this time. 

                                                
194 F., “Bericht.  Weimar”, Musikalisches Wochenblatt 29 (9 June 1898), p.343. 
195 WHN, p.81. 
196 WHN, p.81. 
197 Entry from Wednesday 23 May 1898, ThHStAW, Hausarchiv A, XXVI, Nr. 1999, fo.62v. 
198 WHN, p.103.  Smyth says Mottl’s Intendant resigned due to Mottl having made too many 
promises to perform works for his one theatre to stage.  There must also have been frustration 
caused by his thwarted attempt to leave. 
199 WHN, pp.106, 128. 
200 WHN, p.154. 
201 WHN, p.174. 
202 Walther Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater. Fantasio”, Allgemeine Zeitung [München] 12 
February 1901, p.2. 
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Smyth recognised the faults of her opera, which Maurice Baring summarised succinctly 

when he wrote “there are not enough bones in the framework to support the musical 

structure”.203  Mottl assured Smyth that the music was worth preserving, if only the libretto 

could be improved, but she never did get around to revising the work again.  In 1916, her 

German publisher sent the scores of Fantasio, described by Smyth as “a ton of music”.  She 

kept it for a while, and then burnt all but a few vocal scores and the two volumes of full 

score, thus abandoning her first opera.   

Der Wald   

Fantasio had not yet been accepted for performance when Smyth began planning her 

second opera, Der Wald.  She talked with Brewster about “the plot of a possible One-Act 

Opera” and they agreed on the outline of the story during their holiday in Italy in spring 

1896.204  Although Smyth’s campaign to get Fantasio staged absorbed much of her creative 

energy, Der Wald benefited from the experience she gained from this first production.  

Rather than make the improvements she now realised were needed in her first opera, she 

described herself as “possessed by the theme of Der Wald, and dying to work at it”.205  She 

wrote the libretto in close consultation with Brewster,206 began composing in 1899 and had 

a complete vocal score by late the following year. 

In November 1900, with Fantasio’s premiere two years past and its revival at Karlsruhe 

fast approaching, Smyth discussed Der Wald in London with a small group of people that 

included “members of the Covent Garden Opera Syndicate and a few real lovers of 

music”.207  She did not believe anything would come of it, and was surprised to hear from 

Harry Higgins that he was looking for operas by British composers suitable for 

performance at Covent Garden.208  He advised her to show her score to André Messager in 

Paris, as he was engaged to conduct the next season at Covent Garden.  Smyth visited 

                                                
203 Qtd in Collis, p.77, without reference. 
204 WHN, p.23. 
205 WHN, p.86. 
206 See St. John p.98 for discussion of Brewster’s role in writing the libretto. 
207 WHN, p.167.  This meeting took place at the home of Mr. Frank Schuster, described by Maude 
Valérie White as “one of the chief centres of musical London”.  Smyth was to have her 1907 Songs 
performed at his home in early 1908 at a gathering among whom were Percy Grainger and Gabriel 
Fauré.  [Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.58; Ethel Smyth, Letter to Percy Pitt, 19 March 1908, 
Letters to Percy Pitt 1908–29.  Eg. 3306, British Library, fo.75]    
208 J. Daniel Chamier, Percy Pitt of Covent Garden and the B. B. C., (London: Edward Arnold & Co., 
1938), p.92.  He also discussed this possibility with Percy Pitt in 1902. 
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Messager in December and was satisfied by his response “that if the orchestration was on 

the same level he would recommend the Syndicate to produce it”.209   

On her way to Karlsruhe in early 1901, Smyth presented her new opera, still 

unorchestrated, to Count Seebach at Dresden.  He had shown interest in staging a cut 

version of Fantasio after attending its premiere, so Smyth pursued her advantage.  She 

found Seebach cautious but cordial, but recorded that his conductor Schuch displayed great 

enthusiasm.  They explained that although they could not offer her a contract until Schuch 

had seen the completed score, they were attracted not only by the music, but also by the 

opera’s likely appeal to their local English colony, and the probable cheapness of its 

production.  Smyth was delighted and stated in her memoirs that she “gave up an idea [she] 

had of trying [her] luck at Berlin”.210  When she later sent the full score to Dresden 

however, it was quickly returned with a note to the effect that Seebach “after all [...] found 

it impossible to produce the Opera”.211  Smyth protested repeatedly but received no 

explanation, and later concluded that Seebach had gone back on his word because of the 

rise of anti-English feeling in Germany that resulted from the ongoing Boer War. 

Before this disappointment Smyth had made the acquaintance of Carl Muck—a 

conductor from the Berliner Hofoper—at the London home of her sister Mary Hunter.212  

She sought to interest him in Der Wald—even playing him excerpts—but did not pursue 

the matter at the time as she was confident of a performance in Dresden.213 Once these 

plans were disrupted her thoughts turned again to Berlin, and in September 1901 Smyth 

visited the German capital, armed with an introduction from her sister Mary to the English 

                                                
209 WHN, pp.167-68. 
210 WHN, pp.171-72.  This comment in the late memoirs suggests that Smyth may have written 
with hindsight.  In the much earlier essay about her Berlin experiences, “A Winter of Storm”, 
Smyth stated that she tried Berlin after the Dresden rejection because England had “no outlet for 
English opera” [Streaks, p.142], and because she had met the Berlin conductor Carl Muck.  She did 
this in spite of her knowledge that the Berlin court opera company was not of the first quality and 
that there was no English colony in that city.  St. John found this unconvincing and questioned 
Smyth’s motives for embarking on another German ‘campaign’, for not only should Boer War 
anglophobia have been a strong disincentive, but Covent Garden was seriously interested in staging 
Der Wald.  She suggests that Smyth relished the challenge or perhaps wanted to snub Seebach by 
achieving a premiere elsewhere in Germany.  [St. John pp.96–97]  This is one of the more intriguing 
inconsistencies in Smyth’s memoirs. 
211 WHN, p.175. 
212 The conductor Carl Muck (1859–1940) was famous as a Wagner interpreter.  He was erster 
Kapellmeister of the Berlin Royal Opera 1892–1912 and conducted at Covent Garden in 1899. 
213 WHN, p.188. 
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ambassador Sir Frank Lascelles and her well-established friendship with Maria von Bülow, 

whose husband was now Reichskanzler [German Chancellor].214   

Smyth’s initial contact at the Berliner Hofoper was the director of the Intendanz, 

Geheimer Regierungsrat Henry Pierson,215 while the Generalintendant was Count Bolko von 

Hochberg, who was said to rely completely on Pierson.216  The fate of these two men is a 

key to Smyth’s experiences in Berlin.  After Hochberg’s 1886 appointment as 

Generalintendant, he worked privately with Pierson, creating a position for him in 1893. 

Pierson was promoted to the office of Intendantur-Direktor when its incumbent died in 1896 

and became responsible not only for the selection of repertoire, but also for personnel and 

the financial administration of the theatres.  His “swift and brilliant” rise through the ranks 

“from Secretair to Director”, as one obituary had it, was widely resented as he was perceived 

to be an inexperienced upstart.217  Unpopular with the company, on top of poor relations 

with his actors, he was accused of poor repertoire selection and of giving business priority 

over artistic considerations,218 all of which conflicts with Smyth’s glowing opinions. 

Smyth described Pierson as “a German Jew of English descent” and claimed in her 

memoirs that he “instantly fell in love with Der Wald”.219  She thought him “a deeply 

musical individual, a fine judge as to the worth, whether artistic or financial, of the operas 

submitted to him, and supreme of flair as regarded the capacities of young artists”,220 an 

assessment that perhaps reveals Smyth’s own susceptibility to flattery.  Later in the same 

essay however, Smyth sketched his character thus: 

Pierson was a bit of blackguard, perhaps, but also a bit of a genius.  A 
difficult man to deal with—shifty yet reliable, maddening yet likeable, 

                                                
214 Smyth dated her arrival quite precisely as September 22.  [WHN, p.192]  Sir Frank Lascelles 
(1841–1920) was ambassador in Berlin 1895–1907. 
215 Georg Henry Pierson (1852–1902), son of the German-English composer Henry Hugh Pierson, 
was a Dresden bookseller before moving to work in the Berlin Court Theatre.  He was married to 
the singer Bertha Bréthol. 
216 WHN, p.190; Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, Streaks, p.143-44. 
Graf Bolko von Hochberg (1843-1926) was a Silesian nobleman known as an amateur composer 
and musician, who was a diplomat before devoting himself to music.  He was Generalintendant of the 
Königliche Schauspiele [Royal Theatres] in Berlin 1886–1902. 
217 M. St., Signale 60 (19 February 1902), p.243; Marianne Koch, Das Königliche Schauspielhaus in Berlin 
unter Bolko Graf von Hochberg (1886–1902), diss., Freie Universität Berlin, 1957, pp.6-7.  According to 
Koch, the bestowal on Pierson of the honorary title Geheimer Regierungsrat provoked much anger, as 
it was usually only given in recognition of a long and distinguished career. 
218 Koch, p.8. 
219 WHN, p.190 
220 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.143 
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ambitious yet disinterested.  Still though I guessed that he “took money” I 
never doubted but that he would see me through, and well through, albeit he 
realised that none would be forthcoming from me.221 

Assessments of Hochberg’s character and achievements as Generalintendant are equally 

varied.  Some described him as kind and well-liked, praising him for having raised 

standards in the theatre by attracting the outstanding conductors Joseph Sucher, Felix 

Weingartner, Muck and Richard Strauss.  The other verdict notes his high-handed 

treatment of the company, where tight discipline was felt in bureaucratic punishments, and 

his initial inexperience led to many dismissals, performance cancellations and a rising 

deficit.222 

In early 1902 the theatre was in chaos under Pierson’s administration; according to the 

tenor Leo Slezak, one never knew whether a scheduled performance would take place or 

not, nothing was rehearsed properly and morale was very low: 

This was a time of chaos in the opera.  Unparalleled mismanagement, 
sloppiness and disorganisation that caused great harm to the theatre’s 
reputation … I have experienced how Pierson succeeded through 
mismanagement and overwhelming incompetence in ruining that great, 
marvellous opera house so much that it became a fifth-class institution, to 
which nobody went. […] One never knew whether there would be a 
performance in the evening or not.  Often all the members of a section were 
given time off, and I experienced in the one year of my engagement five 
evenings when the opera had to stay closed, because the artists on the 
programme and their possible deputies weren’t there.  Everything was upside 
down, nothing was worked on.223 

                                                
221 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.175. 
222 Koch, pp.1-4; Franz-Jochen Machatius, “Hochberg, Hans Heinrich XIV. Bolko Graf von”, 
MGG, col.499; Werner Otto, “Daten und Fakten zur Geschichte des Opernhauses Unter den 
Linden”, Oper heute 1 (1978), p.205; “Die Berliner Königliche Oper”, Bühne und Welt 1 (1898–99), 
p.394. 
223 Quotations excerpted from Leo Slezak’s “Lebensmärchen” in Otto, Die Lindenoper, p.205. 

Zu dieser Zeit war eine chaotische Periode in der Oper zu verzeichnen.  Eine 
Mißwirtschaft, Schlamperei und Desorganisation sondergleichen, die dem Renommee 
des Theaters schweren Schaden zufügte…Erlebt habe ich nur, daß es Pierson 
gelungen war, das schöne, herrliche Opernhaus durch Mißwirtschaft und präpotente 
Unfähigkeit derart zugrundezurichten, daß es ein Institut fünften Ranges wurde, in das 
kein Mensch hineinging. […] Man wußte niemals, ob am Abend eine Vorstellung sein 
würde oder nicht.  Oft waren alle Vertreter eines Faches beurlaubt, und ich habe in 
dem einen Jahr meines Engagements fünf Abende erlebt, an denen die Oper 
geschlossen bleiben mußte, weil die auf dem Programm stehenden Künstler und 
deren eventuelle Vertreter nicht da waren.  Alles ging drunter und drüber, es wurde 
nichts gearbeitet. 
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Pierson offered Smyth a production of Der Wald early in 1902.  He admitted that the 

anti-English sentiment aroused by the Boer War and the prejudice of the Berlin press 

would create difficulties, and for her part, Smyth was well aware that both Pierson and his 

Generalintendant were deeply involved in the intrigues and corruption of the theatre.  As 

Hochberg was not in town, she sent the score to Muck, and called on him.   

Smyth described her interview with the conductor vividly, emphasising that his great 

musicianship overcame the fanatical hatred of all things English inspired in him by the 

war—he liked her opera and would conduct it well for “ ‘ Art is Art’ ”, but any friendliness 

towards Smyth was out of the question.224  After this, the final requirement was Hochberg’s 

approval, but even after his return Smyth heard nothing in response to her request for an 

interview.  In early October the ladies of the Bülow household returned to Berlin, and 

Smyth asked them to intercede for her.  As a result her long-awaited interview with the 

Generalintendant was instantly granted and she wrote that the “contract was signed on 

October 21”.  Smyth had approved a possible cast and been promised that Der Wald would 

receive its premiere early in 1902 when she left Berlin in late October.225  

On her return to England Smyth worked at revising the orchestral parts, sketching 

details of the staging, planning lighting and generally preparing herself for the coming 

production.  She arrived back in Berlin around New Year,226 only to find that the projected 

premiere had been postponed until mid-March, a not uncommon occurrence for new 

operas, and one which she privately ascribed to the political situation where “anglophobia 

had reached alarming heights”.227 Unfortunately for Smyth this was only the beginning of 

her troubles, for her chief ally Pierson died suddenly, according to Smyth “while he was in 

the act of signing the ‘plot’ of the whole scheme of rehearsals for Der Wald!”228   

Pierson had been given notice in early 1902 and while defending his position became 

embroiled in a libel case against Prince [Fürst] Phillip zu Eulenburg.229  Hochberg was 

                                                
224 WHN, p.191; Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, pp.144-45. 
225 WHN, p.192; Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.157. 
226 In “A Winter of Storm” Smyth gave the date of her return as 29 December 1901, while in WHN 
she dated it 1 January 1902.  Smyth continued to date the Berlin events quite precisely, but the two 
accounts differ consistently. 
227 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.158; WHN, p.197. 
228 WHN, p.197. 
229 Eulenburg (1847–1921) was a talented poet and composer who was a close friend of Wilhelm II. 
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threatened with dire consequences when he attempted to take Pierson’s part.230  Pierson’s 

sudden death on 16 February 1902 was possibly caused by the extreme stress of this 

situation, and gave rise to some unpleasant speculation in the press.  J. C. Lusztig wrote in 

the Allgemeine Zeitung that rumours suggesting that Pierson had committed suicide, that he 

had died at the right time and that the administration had been running a huge deficit were 

all unfounded.  This obituary praised him for having raised the standard of the singing, but 

judged his choice of novelties to have been questionable and pointed out that a few new 

operas, including sure successes such as Charpentier’s Louise, had been withdrawn because 

of the inability of Pierson’s administration to adhere to the performance schedule.231   

The press was informed about changes in the administration of the court theatres in 

early April, and the statement ended with the optimistic: “The Generalintendant Graf v. 

Hochberg has taken the reins of the Oberleitung [direction] into his hands, and it is generally 

appreciated how reliably and quickly all business is now being conducted.”232  Yet 

Hochberg struggled with the workload and responsibility that faced him after Pierson’s 

death and tendered his resignation, which was not accepted at this time.233  The 

performance schedule was in disarray and many operas were withdrawn.  

Smyth and her opera nearly became casualties of the chaos that followed the events of 

early 1902 and although the basic action in her story matches the historical record, her 

interpretation of the events is personal.  She claimed that even before Pierson’s untimely 

death the cast of Der Wald had been expressing their unwillingness to risk damaging their 

reputations by association with an English work.  After his death they acted, and Smyth 

described an infuriating process whereby the singers absented themselves from scheduled 

rehearsals on the flimsiest of excuses.  Smyth witnessed Hochberg’s practical incompetence 

                                                
230 Koch, p.130.  The convoluted tale of intrigue that surrounded Pierson’s death is detailed in 
Marianne Koch’s dissertation. 
231 Allgemeine Zeitung 12 March 1902, p.2. 
232 Germania, 9 April 1902, Beilage, p.2.  This paragraph was taken from the Norddeutsche Allgemeine 
Zeitung not only by Germania, but also appeared from the same source in Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 
[9 April 1902, p.21] and the Berliner Tageblatt [8 April 1902, p.3]. 

Der Generalintendant Graf v. Hochberg hat alle Fäden der Oberleitung in seine Hand 
genommen, und es herrscht nur eine Stimme der Anerkennung darüber, wie 
zuverlässig und schnell jetzt alle Geschäfte erledigt werden. 

233 Hochberg was due to retire at 60 in January 1903, but in the end left in late 1902.  One reason 
for his early departure was that he had accepted Strauss’s Feuersnot for performance despite its text, 
which the Kaiser found offensive and immoral.  [Koch, p.130; Otto, Die Lindenoper, p.205] 
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and inability to discipline the company,234 and she eventually convinced him that it was a 

conspiracy against her, thus reluctantly placing him in what she termed a “both difficult 

and humiliating” position.235  Hochberg called in Muck, who had not been responsible for 

the initial rehearsal process, and the conductor was suitably appalled by Der Wald’s state of 

unpreparedness.  Although Muck attempted to pull the production together by strict 

supervision of rehearsals, the work could not be staged until near the end of the season, 

and was thus denied any chance of catching on through an extended run.236  

When an attempt was made to postpone the first fully staged rehearsal Smyth became 

desperate, knowing that any delay would be of indefinite duration.  She turned to her friend 

Lascelles for a letter to the Kaiser with which to threaten Hochberg, but fortunately she did 

not have to send it.  Smyth explained in “A Winter of Storm” that she did not appeal for 

Wilhelm’s help until the situation became desperate because German institutions ran with 

complete independence as separate units.  She did not want to expose Hochberg to 

embarrassment, nor did she want to give the press reasons to suggest that she gained 

performance for her opera through anything other than her own merit.237 Several critics 

drew this conclusion notwithstanding.  Although she had made Wilhelm’s acquaintance 

during this period and mentioned his reactionary tastes and pretensions as an artist,238 

Smyth gives no indication in her memoirs that she was aware of the influence he exerted 

on his theatres.239 

                                                
234 WHN, pp.197-98. 
235 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.178. 
236 WHN, p.198. 
237 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, pp.189–90. 
238 Smyth met Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859–1941, emperor of Germany and king of Prussia) a number 
of times during her stay in Berlin through her friendship with the Bülows.  These meetings are 
described in detail in “A Winter of Storm”. 
239 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, pp.170–71.  Wilhelm is described by various writers as taking a 
hand in the choice of repertoire in his theatres, often changing the schedule to accommodate the 
taste of eminent guests; he meddled in production by suggesting text changes or designing 
costumes, and even composed pieces for performance.  One contemporary writer described the 
Kaiser as “devoting very close attention” to his theatres and one need hardly add that every 
imperial whim was acted upon.  [“Das Königliche Schauspielhaus zu Berlin”, Bühne und Welt, 1 
(1898–99), p.300: [Der Kaiser], der dem Schauspielhause eine tiefgehende aufmerksamkeit 
zuwendet]  
More damaging even than his naive suggestions and interference, was the Kaiser’s belief that his 
theatre should serve political and nationalist ends, an ‘idealism’ that led him to exclude many 
‘modern’ works of ‘unsound’ content.  His refusal to allow the premiere of Strauss’s operas in his 
theatre, despite Strauss being one of its conductors, is a famous example.  [Hans-Günther Reichel, 
Das Königliche Schauspielhaus unter Georg Graf von Hülsen-Haeseler (1903–1918), diss., Freie Universität 
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Smyth had the odds stacked against her in Berlin, so perhaps she may be forgiven for 

blaming it all on an anti-English conspiracy.  But the behaviour of the company might be 

equally well interpreted as a response to intolerable working conditions under a hated 

director, which rose to heights after his death, rather than as a nationalist demonstration 

against an enemy opera.  This does not detract from Smyth’s tribulations, but suggests an 

alternative reading of the events she describes.   

After a hair-raising series of full rehearsals Der Wald was finally premiered on 9 April 

and although the performance was rough, it went better than Smyth had expected.240  She 

recalled that there had been some hissing as the curtain rose, but considered the audience 

“interested, attentive, and responsive to my intentions”.  At the end however, “strong, 

well-organised hissing and booing broke out in three parts of the house” and although the 

cast took two curtain calls, Smyth did not appear.241  Most of the critics recorded only weak 

applause competing with the hissing, and the experienced Berlin critic Carl Krebs declared 

this a rare response to an opera’s premiere.242  Smyth went backstage to greet Muck, and 

what passed between them became one of her favourite anecdotes: 

there he sat at the table, white with rage, his chin resting on his hands:  “I 
never make a mistake,” he said, “I know, I feel it in my back when the public 
is interested...and I swear this opera interested them from the first bar.”243 

Muck did not attend the ‘Cut Rehearsal’ the following day and this gave Smyth her first 

experience of conducting.  She found the orchestra supportive and un-concerned by the 

devastating press response.244 Although her contract specified five performances, Muck fell 

ill after the second and a substitute conductor had to be brought in.  Further 

postponements endangered Smyth’s chances of a run long enough to ensure that other 

                                                                                                                                          

Berlin, 1962, pp.30-31; Otto, Die Lindenoper, p.197; “Das Königliche Schauspielhaus zu Berlin”, 
Bühne und Welt, p.300; Koch pp.11-12] 
240 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, pp.189-91; WHN, p.198.  The premiere was not on 21 April as 
suggested by Smyth in “A Winter of Storm” [p.191]. 
241 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.192. 
242 Carl Krebs, “Theater und Musik,” Der Tag 10 April 1902, Morgen-Ausgabe, 2.Teil: 
Nachrichtenblatt, p.2. 
Carl Krebs (1857–1937) was a musicologist and music critic.  He taught music history at the 
Königliche Musikhochschule in Berlin (1895–1923) and wrote criticism for the Vossische Zeitung 
(1895–1901) and Der Tag (1901–31) among others.  In 1895 he published a book on the social 
position of professional women musicians, entitled Die Frauen in der Musik (Berlin: Tändler, 1895). 
[Richard Schaal, “Krebs, Carl”, MGG, col.1725–26] 
243 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.192; this incident is described in WHN p.199 and also in 
“Female Pipings”, p.40. 
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theatres might take any interest in the opera.245  Smyth claimed that by the fourth 

performance the full house “undisguisedly showed its approval”, but this warmer audience 

reception could not alter the critics’ damning reviews.246  She did not stay in Berlin to hear 

the fifth performance, and in the end it was cancelled, partly at Smyth’s own request, as she 

needed the parts for Covent Garden.247   

Smyth described the German press response as “atrocious” and in this instance she did 

not exaggerate.248  The opera was criticised in the strongest possible terms but the critics 

did not engage with it musically, simply declaring it the worst opera ever staged in that 

theatre and revelling in the opportunity for snide mockery.  Smyth claimed that they treated 

Der Wald as “an excuse for an anti-Boer-War demonstration”,249 but examination of the 

reviews themselves reveals no comments on her English nationality, whereas many critics 

reflected on the administration’s poor choice of works that season.  Their extreme 

response to Der Wald must be seen in the context of the whole season, quite apart from the 

internal disarray of the company.   

For a conservative theatre that rarely staged premieres,250 critics noted that four 

novelties in the Hofoper’s 1902 spring season was an unusually large number.251  Der Wald 

was the last of four failures—not even the new opera by d’Albert found favour—leading 

the press to lament the wasted effort in learning new works that then disappeared 

forever.252  Critics argued that the fourth novelty, doubly handicapped because its 

                                                                                                                                          
244 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, pp.193-94. 
245 WHN, p.199; “A Winter of Storm”, p.195.  In “A Winter of Storm” Smyth ascribed Muck’s 
absence to pre-arranged leave.  [p.196] 
246 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.203; WHN, p.199. 
247 WHN, pp.199, 202-03. 
248 WHN, p.200. 
249 Smyth, “A Winter of Storm”, p.193. 
250 Ernst Krause, “Oper”, Oper heute 1 (1978), p.169; A. K., “Aus dem Berliner Musikleben”, Neue 
Zeitschrift für Musik 98.4 (22 January 1902), p.53. 
251 The premieres were Alfred Sormann’s Die Sibylle von Tivoli, Wilhelm Kienzl’s Heilmar, Eugen 
d’Albert’s Improvisator, and Smyth’s Der Wald.  After the d’Albert, a critic commented, à propos of the 
cancellation of its third performance, “it would be a shame, if the third novelty of the season were 
not granted any more success than the first two”.  [Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.11 (12 March 1902), 
p.163]   

Es wäre schade, wenn der dritten Novität der Saison kein besserer Erfolg als den 
beiden ersten beschieden wäre 

252 For example, the “Rückblick auf die Musik-Saison” in the National-Zeitung includes a reflection on 
the question of repertoire at the royal opera house, and the author is saddened by the misguided 
choice of novelties, which led to none of the new works of that season being retained in repertory.  
[National-Zeitung 5 April 1902, Morgen-Ausgabe, p.1] 
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composer was both English and female, should have been dropped, like so many other 

novelties in that mismanaged theatre.  Some questioned why it had been accepted at all.  

Critical expectations had been formed by the succession of badly chosen novelties that 

season, so they were ready to hear a poor work not only because of its author’s sex, but 

also because the Generalintendanz seemed incapable of selecting anything of value.   

Smyth stated in “A Final Burning of Boats”, as part of a digest of her English career, 

that she “had successes [in Germany] on the strength of which it was difficult to refuse to 

perform [her] second opera, Der Wald, at Covent Garden, conductor and performers being 

of course Germans”.253  This hardly reflected her experience as narrated here, but the 

Covent Garden Syndicate had indeed undertaken to produce Der Wald in the same year, 

provided the libretto could be translated in time.  The conductor Otto Lohse’s interest in 

the work would have contributed to this decision,254 but St. John speculates that the 

response of English critics to Smyth’s treatment by the Berlin press may also have been a 

factor.255  Smyth recorded that certain “English newspaper correspondents […] hinted that 

England would surely put right […] the cruelly unfair treatment” she had suffered in 

Germany.256  After experiencing her usual problems with translators and copyists, she 

ended up not only translating the opera herself, but also re-writing and correcting 

numerous parts that had been lost and badly re-copied in Berlin,.257  A vocal score was 

printed, with financial assistance from the Empress Eugénie.258   

Smyth remembered the Covent Garden premiere of Der Wald as “one of [her] few 

almost wholly delightful operatic experiences.”259  She was personally involved, coaching 

the principals and the chorus, and found the entire company committed and enthusiastic.  

A beautiful production was mounted by the stage manager and producer Francis 

                                                
253 “A Final Burning of Boats”, pp.18-19. 
254 Otto Lohse (1858–1925) was a German conductor who conducted opera in London, Hamburg 
and New York; 1897–1904 he was at the Strasbourg city theatre, and 1901–04 combined this with 
directing the Royal Opera in London.  He later directed the Cologne Opera and achieved great 
success in the same post at Leipzig until his retirement in 1924.  [Friedrich Baser, “Lohse, Otto”, 
TNGO; Fritz Henneberg, 300 Jahre Leipziger Oper: Geschichte und Gegenwart (Munich: Langen Müller, 
1993), pp.96–97] 
255 St. John, p.98. 
256 WHN, pp.200–01. 
257 WHN, pp.202-03. 
258 WHN, p.213. 
259 WHN, p.204. 
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Neilson.260  Hermann Klein described the cast as “phenomenal”,261 and it included such 

luminaries as Olive Fremstad in the key role of Iolanthe, and David Bispham as Rudolf. 

But not even this performance was achieved without incident.  Neilson relates an 

episode that Smyth omitted from her own account, which illustrates the play of interest 

and influence in the Covent Garden Syndicate.262  Der Wald was already in rehearsal when 

Lady de Grey263 asked Neilson to produce two new French operas before the end of the 

season.  Although Neilson thought it impossible, Harry Higgins insisted on it, because 

contracts had been signed. Smyth was furious when Der Wald was postponed to make way 

for the new works, and she took Neilson to call on Lady Warwick, who had been Edward 

VII’s mistress in the 1890s, when he was still Prince of Wales.264  As a result, a message was 

sent to Covent Garden “ ‘asking the date of the first performance of Der Wald, as the King 

will wish to send a representative to it’ ”.265  This had the anticipated effect and Lord de 

Grey asked that Der Wald be performed as soon as possible, intimating that he had not 

even known that it was in rehearsal.   

The Covent Garden premiere was a great success, with a large Society audience that 

called Smyth to the stage many times.  Der Wald was performed in a double bill with 

Herbert Bunning’s La Princesse Osra.266  The critic of The Daily News intimated that the 

performance was not attained on artistic merit alone, stating that “It may, of course, be that 

on her behalf social influence has to a certain extent been brought to bear both here and in 

Germany”,267 but this did not spoil its success.   

                                                
260 WHN, p.204. 
261 Hermann Klein, The Golden Age of Opera (1933; New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), p.241. 
262 St. John suggests that Smyth passed over this episode not because she had forgotten it, but 
rather “because she did not wish to rake up anything to Covent Garden’s discredit at a time when 
conditions there had much improved, especially in regard to the production of English operas”. 
[p.100] 
263 Lady de Grey (later Marchioness of Ripon) held a powerful position in London Society and was 
consulted by Higgins (and earlier, by Harris) on most matters relating to the opera at Covent 
Garden.  Smyth later told Pitt that Lady de Grey had “loathed” Der Wald.  [Ethel Smyth, Letter to 
Percy Pitt, 19 March 1908, fo.75] 
264 It seems likely that Neilson and Smyth called on Frances Evelyn Greville, Countess of Warwick 
(1861–1938), who remained friends with Edward after their affair ended.  [Christopher Hibbert, 
Edward VII, a Portrait (London: Allen Lane, 1976), p.154] 
265 Francis Neilson, My Life in Two Worlds (Appleton, Wisconsin: C. C. Nelson, 1952) vol.1, pp.208-
09.  Neilson recounts that his design for Der Wald involved technical innovations, of lighting in 
particular. 
266 Herbert Bunning (1863-1937) was a composer and conductor, and was musical director at the 
Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith 1892-4 and the Prince of Wales Theatre 1894-6.  [Ball, p.443]  
267 “Miss Smyth’s New Opera”, Daily News 19 July 1902, p.12. 
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Smyth seemed to have “arrived” as an opera composer, for Lohse arranged to conduct 

Der Wald in Strasbourg in early 1903,268 Maurice Grau offered Smyth a contract for 

American performances in the same year,269 and a 1903 revival at Covent Garden was 

mooted.  Although both Brewster and Maurice Baring advised her not to go, Smyth felt it 

incumbent upon her to oversee the American productions as Neilson could not go himself, 

and she hoped that a success in America would bring financial rewards.  Smyth’s sister 

Mary Hunter, now a wealthy lady and arts patron, was planning a trip to America to see her 

friend John Singer Sargent at work on the Boston Library frescoes, and she invited Smyth 

to travel at her expense.   

Smyth’s bad luck pursued her to America, for Grau fell ill, resigned and, as Smyth 

claimed erroneously in her memoirs, “shortly after he died!”.270  His replacement as 

impresario of the New York Metropolitan Opera House wished to cast his “lady love [...] 

of the music-hall type” as Iolanthe, the female lead of Der Wald whom Smyth describes as 

“the seductive evil genius of the story”, and when his desire was thwarted, Smyth claims he 

responded by throwing “obstacle after obstacle in the way of our rehearsals”.271  To 

compound these difficulties, Smyth not only became sick and lost her voice, but found 

herself treated as shabby and un-interesting beside her elegant sister, who was a great social 

success.  She did however give interviews to the press, and aroused some interest as the 

only lady composer to have had an opera performed at the Met.272  Der Wald was not 

performed until the last week of the season, and then only twice.  The premiere was on a 

double bill with Il Trovatore, which featured Lillian Nordica, and Smyth was distressed to 

find that the Verdi was to precede her opera due to a clause in Nordica’s contract.  

Fortunately her personal appeal to the diva was generously received, and Der Wald was 

                                                
268 I have been unable to trace this performance in the local Strasbourg press, using the date given 
by Eric Walter White (21 February 1904) and corroborated in Loewenberg.  [White, A History of 
English Opera, p.358; Alfred Loewenberg, Annals of Opera 1597–1940, 3rd ed. (London: John Calder, 
1978)]  No Smyth was performed in the opera season underway on this date, nor in February 1903.   
269 WHN, p.208. 
270 Grau did not in fact die until 1907; having retired from The Met due to ill health in early 1903 he 
lived the rest of his life in Paris.  Henry Finck wrote in The Evening Post about the appointment of 
Grau’s successor at the Met, and stated erroneously that Grau had died.  [Paul E. Eisler, The 
Metropolitan Opera: The First Twenty-Five Years 1883-1908 (New York: North River Press, 1984), 
pp.248–49]  
271 Smyth is probably referring to Grau’s successor Heinrich Conried, who took over in mid-
February 1903.  WHN, p.216; Quaintance Eaton, The Miracle of the Met (1968; New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1984), p.158. 
272 Eaton, p.134. 
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performed first, under the baton of Alfred Hertz.273  Smyth was well advised to protest in 

order to ensure an audience for her opera.  As the critic of The New York Times remarked  

The audiences at the Metropolitan rarely show much avidity for novelties, 
and when the novelty is one that has made so little stir in the musical world 
as Miss Smyth’s one-act piece, there is hardly to be expected a great public 
outpouring of eager curiosity to see it.  But “Il Trovatore” was given last 
evening after Miss Smyth’s opera—“Il Trovatore,” for the first time in two 
years and at a regular subscription night at that, with Mme. Nordica as 
Leonora, and it required no deep penetration to perceive that the strong 
attraction came after “Der Wald.”274 

Smyth considered the production “mediocre”, with the exception of the orchestral 

playing and scene painting, and called the later Boston performance “a disgraceful fiasco”.  

Yet at the close of the New York premiere she took repeated curtain calls with the 

company in response to nearly a quarter hour of sustained applause, and among the 

“brilliant” and fashionable audience were such eminent figures as the British Ambassador 

and several princes.275  Smyth recalled the press as largely encouraging, with the exception 

of “unfriendly German-owned papers”.276  Smyth summed up her “American operatic 

venture [as] the illest-starred of my whole series”.277     

The Covent Garden performance in 1903 was nearly cancelled, for while Smyth was 

absent in Italy taking a holiday with Brewster, Mary Hunter was persuaded by a socialite 

lady that Der Wald’s revival should be postponed until 1904, giving way to an opera more 

likely to achieve financial returns for the Syndicate.  Smyth described what followed as “an 

ugly struggle”, but again played the royal card: her friend the Duchess of Connaught 

                                                
273 St. John, p.104. 
274 “ ‘Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9.  Despite this critic’s clear 
conviction that Nordica was the attraction and the performance her first in Il Trovatore that season, 
Carl Johnson speculates that the audience really came to hear the work of the “woman composer” 
for its novelty, stating that there had already been opportunities to hear Nordica in the Verdi that 
season.  [Carl Johnson, “Ethel Smyth: The Only Woman Composer Ever to Be Heard at the Met”, 
American Music Teacher 31.3 (1982), p.14]  
275 WHN, p.218; “ ‘Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 
276 WHN, p.218; Nancy Gisbrecht suggests that The New York Times is one of these papers, as it had 
recently been sold to Adolph S. Ochs.  [Nancy Gisbrecht, “An Examination of the Operatic 
Environment in which Ethel Smyth Composed and its Effect upon her Career”, diss., University of 
Southern California, 1980, p.24]  Whether or not Ochs was German, the critic was disparaging. 
277 WHN, pp.215-18. 
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informed the Syndicate that “the whole Royal Family intended to occupy their box on Wald 

night!”278  The work was again warmly received, but not taken into repertory.   

Royal and aristocratic influence played a central role in the story of Der Wald.  Without 

this leverage Smyth may have been faced with insurmountable obstacles, but it is difficult 

to assess whether her sex had any impact.  Any little-known opera composer faced 

difficulty in arranging production, and despite the valid argument that male composers 

might have access to musical and institutional networks closed to Smyth, few would have 

had the benefits of her exalted connections.  

The Wrecker s   

The story of The Wreckers was first inspired in 1886, when Smyth toured Cornwall with 

her sister and brother-in-law, Violet and Dick Hippisley.  They visited The Piper’s Hole, a 

sea cave in the Scilly Isles, and heard local legends about it.  Smyth could not be sure 

whether the actual story of lovers who subverted the activities of local ‘wreckers’ had 

originated in her own mind, or whether she had picked it up in Cornwall, but many years 

later she transmitted stories, descriptions and her impressions of Cornwall to Brewster, as 

he embarked on the libretto.279   

Brewster requested Smyth’s permission to write in French for it was “the language he 

preferred when poetically disposed”.280  This suited the composer, who hoped for a 

performance at Covent Garden,281 under André Messager’s direction, for he planned to 

bring some of his principals from the Opéra Comique to perform Charpentier’s Louise.282  

Brewster’s initial synopsis was sent to Smyth in late 1902 and she was delighted.  

After the 1903 Covent Garden revival of Der Wald, Smyth and Brewster settled down 

to work on their new libretto.  Smyth wrote at length in What Happened Next of the process 

                                                
278 WHN, p.232.  The Duchess of Connaught was born Princess Louise of Prussia and married 
Queen Victoria’s third son Arthur. 
279 ITR, vol. 2, pp.145-46. 
280 WHN, p.234. 
281 Smyth later claimed that “nothing was farther from my mind when composing than a 
performance in my own country”, but as this was in the context of a polemical article on the sad 
state of opera in England, it no doubt suited her argument.  [“An Iron Thesis on Opera”, p.185] 
282 Collis makes the connection between Smyth’s feeling that a French opera might be acceptable at 
Covent Garden because of Messager, and the fact that Der Wald had nearly been postponed in 
favour of two French operas in 1902, which might have strengthened her inclination to assent to 
Brewster’s request.  [Collis, p.85] 
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by which she and Brewster worked over every element of plot and dialogue.283  Brewster 

sketched the work scene by scene, Smyth would work out the details in English, and await 

Brewster’s metamorphosis of her English prose into French verse, upon which she then 

commented freely.  Their voluminous correspondence was devoted almost exclusively to 

discussion of the work; St. John observes that the “arguments […] on this subject fill 

hundreds of letters”,284 and Smyth later lamented  

Alas, the easy and carefree correspondence with my friend—one of the great 
joys of my life—now degenerated into an endless discussion about The 
Wreckers; in fact our letters were about nothing else.285   

During this collaboration Smyth began to compose, and as the score progressed quickly, 

she expressed her confidence in the music:  “I feel awfully full of power—deadly sure of 

what I am doing”.286 

Smyth completed The Wreckers in late 1904,287 and showed the opera to Emma Calvé 

who expressed an interest in creating the role of Thirza, but the diva fell out with Messager 

and was not to perform at Covent Garden.  She was, however, to sing in London at the 

Waldorf Theatre in a season organised by a Mr. Russell, and also suggested the Monte 

Carlo Opera as a possibility.  Monte Carlo seemed a good chance for Smyth; its owner, the 

Prince of Monaco, was close to the Empress Eugénie and its Jewish director was 

connected to Hélène de Caraman-Chimay’s sister-in-law.288  The season at the Waldorf was 

cancelled, the director at Monte Carlo resigned, and Smyth had to start her campaign 

afresh.289   

The Princesse de Polignac offered to speak to members of the committee for the 

Théâtre de la Monnaie in Brussels,290 assuring Smyth that the company was progressive and 

prepared novelties with care.  Again Smyth was filled with confidence by the response of 

the committee to her music and libretto, but again performance eluded her; the theatre 

                                                
283 WHN, pp.233-37, 244-47. 
284 St. John, p.105. 
285 WHN, p.236. 
286 Qtd by St. John, without citation, p.106. 
287 Brewster’s original text was entitled Les naufrageurs.  As it was translated it became first 
Strandrecht, then The Wreckers.  As noted in the Introduction, I refer to the work as The Wreckers 
throughout. 
288 Hélène de Caraman-Chimay was one of Smyth’s Parisian friends. 
289 WHN, pp.258-59. 
290 WHN, p.260.   
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claimed to be over committed, both in time and finance.  Smyth gave up hope of a 

performance in French, of “saving Harry’s exquisite words alive” as she put it.291   

So Smyth turned back to Germany, aware that the anti-English feeling of the Boer War 

was now a memory.  In 1905 she contacted Arthur Nikisch, now director of the Leipzig 

Theatre, with whom she had become friendly at the Herzogenbergs many years before.292  

Smyth expressed her confidence in Nikisch in What Happened Next, describing him as “a 

large-hearted, lovable man, absolutely without prejudice, and I knew he would not refuse to 

examine my work nor let my sex affect his judgment”.293  Nikisch was so impressed with 

both libretto and music that he signed a contract immediately, undertaking to produce the 

opera before the end of the 1906-07 season.  He asked for the score so he could begin 

studying it straight after Christmas 1905.294    

The libretto had to be translated into German, and Smyth experienced grave 

difficulties with an unreliable but very talented translator.  After much worry, and threats of 

blackmail, the translation was eventually completed, and the Empress Eugénie provided 

money for the printing of the German vocal score of The Wreckers.  Early in 1906 Smyth 

received the bad news that Nikisch had been dismissed by the Leipzig town council for 

exceeding his budget.295  He had in fact resigned.   

In 1905 Nikisch had added the post of director of opera and operetta in Leipzig to his 

responsibilities as conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhausorchester (with its 22 concerts), 

Studiumdirektor [Head] of the Leipzig Conservatorium, and conductor of Philharmonic 

Concerts both in Berlin and Hamburg.296  Fritz Henneberg states that “he soon felt that it 

was too much for him […] and had already resigned the post in 1906”.297  Nikisch was 

                                                
291 WHN, p.261. 
292 Arthur Nikisch (1855–1922) was a respected conductor of Austro-Hungarian descent; he studied 
violin and composition in Vienna and in 1878 took up a post at the Leipziger Stadttheater as chorus 
master and 2nd Kapellmeister, rising to 1st Kapellmeister the following year.  He led an international 
career as conductor and director of opera, including a stint as Operndirektor in Leipzig 1905–06.  He 
specialised in Romantic repertoire, both in concert hall and opera house, and was renowned for his 
Wagner interpretation.  [Manfred Schuler, “Nikisch, Arthur”, MGG]  
293 WHN, p.261. 
294 WHN, p.261. 
295 WHN, pp.263–64. 
296 When Max Stägemann—the lessee of the Stadttheater—died, his wife took over the lease, 
Robert Volkmann became director of drama [Schauspiel] and Nikisch was appointed director of 
opera and operetta.  Fritz Henneberg, 300 Jahre Leipziger Oper: Geschichte und Gegenwart (Munich: 
Langen Müller, 1993), p.84. 
297 Henneberg, p.83.  

Indes fühlt er sich bald überfordert […] und legte das Amt schon 1906 wieder nieder. 
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criticised not only for the large deficit incurred during his eleven month tenure, but also for 

poor selection of new singers, and failing to breathe new life into the theatre’s repertory.298   

Nikisch assured Smyth that his successor, the second Kapellmeister Hagel,299 could 

mount her work adequately, but suggested that she secure performance elsewhere as a 

safeguard.  Smyth approached several theatres, including Frankfurt, but had no success.  

There was some interest from the Neue Deutsche Theater [German Theatre] in Prague, under 

the directorship of the impresario, Angelo Neumann.300  Nikisch and Neumann were close 

friends, but Neumann pleaded “too many commitments” and insufficient funds.301  The 

Neue Deutsche Theater was one of two German theatres in Prague, funded by a mixture of 

state subsidy and box office returns.302  Brewster, however, had determined to act and 

offered Neumann £1000 to ensure a production.  Smyth and Brewster were later informed 

by Henschel that this was an excessive sum, half of which would have been generous.  

Smyth went to Prague and met Neumann, heard the proposed cast and was informed that 

“the first Kapellmeister[...]was ‘fire and flame’ for the opera”.303   

She then travelled to Leipzig, to find The Wreckers already announced for performance 

in mid-November, in a production designed by the second Regisseur, Herr Marion.  All 

contracts made by Nikisch were to be honoured, although Alfred Heuß later noted that all 

the serious novelties brought bad luck.304  She described the conductor Hagel as “quite 

mild and friendly”, and found that he had accepted the cast proposed by Nikisch.  As 

Smyth was confident that Neumann would mount a magnificent production, and was in an 

exhausted state herself, she decided to take no part in the rehearsal process at Leipzig.  

                                                                                                                                          

This is supported by Arthur Dette, who states in his eulogistic biography that Nikisch only directed 
the Leipzig Opera in an interim capacity after Stägemann’s death, and that an excessive workload 
forced him so resign not only from the opera but also from his post at the Leipzig Conservatorium. 
[Arthur Dette, Nikisch (Leipzig: Lothar Joachim, 1922), p.94] 
298 Beilage zur Neuen Musik-Zeitung 27 (1907), p.298. 
299 Richard Hagel (1872–1941) was conductor at Leipzig 1900–09. 
300 Angelo Neumann (1838–1910) became famous by successfully taking his production of 
Wagner’s Ring on tour, and was inspired in his choice of conductors, including Muck, Mahler and 
Nikisch.  [Bruno Walter, Theme and Variations, trans. James A. Galston (London: Hamish Hamilton, 
1947), p.54]   He gave Nikisch his first post at Leipzig. 
301 WHN, p.265; Collis, p.86. 
302 Jitka Ludvová, “Das Neue Deutsche Theater in Prag (1888–1938)”, Oper heute 6 (1983), pp.271–
72. 
303 WHN, p.266; translation of German idiom “Feuer und Flamme”, to be enthusiastic about 
something.  
304 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), p.238.  Heuß lists the 
other two serious novelties as Sibirien by Umberto Giordano and Die Tänzerin by Artur Friedheim. 
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After discussing a few details of the score with Hagel, she withdrew, with the one proviso 

that he was to make no cuts without her consent.305   

Although problems arose in Leipzig, Smyth contented herself with writing polite 

letters, and did not return to Germany until November, arriving shortly before the dress 

rehearsal.  To her horror she found that Hagel had cut the third act “into an 

incomprehensible jumble”.306  The cuts were recent, which meant that the company had 

studied the entire work, and Smyth hoped her music could be restored, but her 

“expostulations were rudely brushed aside”; she retired into the country but could not 

resist attending the premiere, although she “hid [herself] in the audience”.  She thought the 

performance good, especially the orchestra, and was delighted by the audience’s positive 

response.  The prelude to the second act, often performed as the separate concert piece 

“On the Cliffs of Cornwall” in later years, received spontaneous and enthusiastic applause.  

Smyth surprised both conductor and director by appearing unexpectedly onstage for the 

curtain call, and at a party after the performance offered her services to Hagel in running 

through with soloists and orchestra the sections of music that must be reinstated.307   

Her confidence was short-lived, however, for the next morning she received two 

notes: the director, whom she had found friendly, warned her that Hagel would be 

intransigent.308  Smyth described the note from Hagel as curt, stating “that the opera must 

either be played exactly as last night or not at all”.309  She immediately replied by 

threatening to withdraw her opera if they did not comply; and when she had heard nothing 

by the end of that day Smyth decided to call their bluff.  She wrote a letter to the local 

newspaper, the Leipziger Tageblatt, explaining her position, and on the third day after the 

premiere went to the orchestra pit and collected all the music including the full score.  She 

then “departed by the midday train for Prague”, confident that all wrongs would be righted 

by Neumann’s production.310  The Leipziger Tageblatt printed her letter, after disclaiming any 

support for Smyth’s position: 

In the belief that it would contribute to the success of the work, cuts that I 
absolutely object to from the dramatic as well as from the musical point of 

                                                
305 WHN, p.266. 
306 WHN, p.269. 
307 WHN, pp.270–71. 
308 He also announced his imminent departure for Berlin, so Smyth could not count on his support, 
but expressed his hope of seeing her after the second performance the following week. 
309 WHN, p.271. 
310 WHN, pp.270-71. 
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view were made without my knowledge to the second and particularly the 
third act.  I am too lucky as a foreigner, being performed at such a famous 
theatre and under such splendid conditions, to therefore stand back from the 
work, which was rehearsed with so much effort and dedication; above all I 
want with no word to detract from the deeply felt gratitude that I bring to all 
who were involved in my work, but it is impossible for me to remain silent in 
this situation.  I attended no rehearsals; it is possible that Herr Kapellmeister 
Hagel’s revision corresponds to some tastes better than the original, which 
will be performed in Prague before long; but my work it is not.311 

Smyth reflected in her memoirs on her wisdom in pursuing this course: “I cannot to 

this day decide whether it was wise to take a step that would make every theatre-director in 

Germany my enemy, and increase, if possible, the virulence of the press”.312  She expressed 

regret for the singers who had studied so hard for only one performance, and despite her 

increased age and wisdom had not become so enamoured of the art of compromise that 

she could not still “gloat over the thought of having defied a bully and contract-breaker”.313  

It is impossible to judge the dramatic effectiveness of the third act as it was performed in 

Leipzig, but it is tempting to speculate on the success Smyth might have achieved with The 

Wreckers if she had not acted so precipitately in withdrawing her opera.  The audience was 

clearly won over by the work at its one performance, and the critics were inclined to 

dismiss Smyth’s act as an over-reaction to cuts that were probably necessary.314   

                                                
311 Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, Abend-Ausgabe B, p.2. 

*Zur Premiere von “Strandrecht”.  Fräulein E. M. Smyth schickt uns die folgende 
Mitteilung, die wir abdrucken, ohne hierdurch mit der Komponistin uns zu 
identifizieren: “In dem Glauben, zum Erfolg des Werkes beizutragen, sind ohne mein 
Wissen im zweiten und namentlich im dritten Akt Striche gemacht worden, die ich 
vom dramatischen, sowie vom musikalischen Standpunkt aus absolut mißbillige.  Ich 
bin als Ausländerin zu glücklich, an einer so berühmten Bühne und unter solch 
glänzenden Verhältnisse aufgeführt zu werden, als daß ich deswegen das Werk, 
welches mit so viel Mühe und Hingebung einstudiert worden ist, zurückstehen [sic] 
will; ich möchte auch vor allem mit keinem Wort die tief empfundene Dankbarkeit 
auch nur scheinbar beeinträchtigen, die ich allen an meinem Werk Beteiligten 
entgegenbringe, doch kann ich mich unmöglich in diese Lage stillschweigend fügen.  
Ich bin in keiner Probe gewesen; es ist möglich, daß die Bearbeitung des Herrn 
Kapellmeister Hagel manchem Geschmack besser entspricht als das Original, welches 
nächstens in Prag zur Aufführung kommt; nur ist es mein Werk nicht.   

312 WHN, p.271. 
313 WHN, p.271. 
314 For example, the brief reference to the affair in the columns of the Musikalisches Wochenblatt/Neue 
Zeitschrift für Musik (29 November 1906), p.892/954. 

Die englische Komponistin E. M. Smyth hat ihre kürzlich im Leipziger Stadttheater 
zur Uraufführung gebrachte Oper “Strandrecht” nach der ersten Aufführung wieder 
von dieser Bühne zurückgezogen, weil die Direktion die von Fr. Smyth gewünschten 
Änderungen (NB. es handelte sich dabei wohl lediglich um Wiederaufmachung der 
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Smyth’s behaviour in Leipzig is enigmatic: it was uncharacteristic for her to stand aloof 

from the rehearsal process, and she must have known that the favourable reception of the 

premiere could have built into a real success that led to future productions on more 

favourable terms.  The performances in Leipzig and Prague were barely one month apart, 

which raises the question how were both to be prepared from only one set of parts.  Smyth 

must have been surprised that Leipzig proceeded with The Wreckers so promptly, and her 

attitude suggests a lack of interest in the production, born of her belief that Neumann 

would stage an exemplary version.  If The Wreckers had played an extended run in Leipzig, 

the Prague company could not have prepared their performance without postponement, 

unless Smyth had obtained a second set of parts with unlikely speed.  Smyth’s hindsight 

ascribes the Leipzig fiasco to her ill health and Hagel’s cuts, but there were clearly other 

interests at play. 

Although Smyth had heard that Neumann had become ill, it was not until she arrived 

at Prague that she became aware that he had suffered a stroke, which had paralysed him 

and rendered him incapable of speech.  The enthusiastic Kapellmeister had left Prague and 

for the second time Smyth was confronted by a theatre lacking strong leadership.  Unlike 

Berlin, however, Smyth had no influential connections in Prague. It was public knowledge 

that Brewster had offered a large sum to secure the performance, and Smyth suspected that 

members of the company were withholding full cooperation with the rehearsal process in 

expectation of further largesse.  Smyth threatened legal proceedings and conjectured that 

the production came together at least partly through a wish not to lose face in the bitter 

rivalry with the Czech theatre.315  

Smyth remembered nothing of the performance when writing her memoirs, except 

that it was under-rehearsed, hardly surprising given the short time available.  She claimed 

the orchestra was sight-reading, and noted that whereas the German press ascribed the 

poor performance to “bad scoring”, English journalists “were astonished that such 

appalling orchestral playing could be heard in a city that had the reputation Prague 

enjoyed”.316  Maurice Baring came from Russia to witness the Prague performance, and 

                                                                                                                                          

verständiger Weise angebrachten Striche) ablehnte.  Zu bedauern sind dabei nur die 
ausführenden Künstler, die wochenlange mühsame Vorarbeiten um einer einzigen 
Aufführung willen auf sich genommen hatten. 

315 According to Ludvová, the Neues Deutsches Theater worked in collaboration as well as competition 
with the Czech Nationaltheater. [Ludvová, p.271]  
316 WHN, p.275. 
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told Smyth of a conversation he heard in a train in which a critic described his initial 

response to the opera as very negative, but with further listening became puzzled and in the 

end convinced of its quality.  This echoes the review by Prague critic Richard Batka, one of 

the only local critics who did not dismiss The Wreckers as bad music.  Smyth treasured his 

review.317   

After these two failures, Smyth felt that The Wreckers could only be rescued from the 

ignominy of poor performance and devastating press by “a man who should care enough 

about it, and be big enough, to stand up against the really terrific onslaught the press felt 

itself bound to make on the work of a female Anglo-Saxon”.318  She decided that Gustav 

Mahler at the Vienna opera was the one, and arranged an appointment with him.  Mahler 

however, did not undertake the interview, and Smyth met instead with his deputy, Bruno 

Walter, who was to become a great friend and staunch supporter of her music.319  He wrote 

of this meeting in his autobiography: 

Shortly before Mahler’s departure from Vienna, I became indebted to him for 
an exceedingly interesting acquaintance, which gradually developed into a 
friendship.  Ethel Smyth had called on him, carrying under her arm the score 
of her opera The Wreckers.  He referred her to me.  Before me stood a gaunt 
Englishwoman of about forty-eight, clad in a nondescript baggy dress.  She 
told me she had formerly studied in Leipzig.  Brahms had been interested in 
her chamber music, her opera Der Wald had had its world premiere in 
Dresden,320 and now she was here in Vienna to make us acquainted with her 
latest opera, based upon Henry Brewster’s Les Naufrageurs.  I sighed inwardly 
at what I presumed was in store for me, but she had hardly played ten 
minutes, singing the vocal parts in an unattractive voice, when I made her 
stop, rushed over to Mahler’s office, and implored him to come with me: the 
Englishwoman was a true composer.  Mahler was unfortunately unable to 
spare the time, and so I had to go back alone.  We spent the whole morning 
on her opera, and when we parted I was wholly captivated by her work and 
her personality. […] Unfavourable circumstances prevented me from 

                                                
317 WHN, pp.275-76.  Smyth quotes from Baring’s letter in ATWO, which provides greater detail: 
The critic in question hated it at rehearsal, intended to damn it after the first performance, but 
stayed his pen wondering if he had understood it, and after the second performance ‘thought it 
magnificent’.  [Maurice Baring, Letter to Vernon Lee, 16 January 1908, qtd in ATWO, p.319]  
Richard Batka’s review provides much material for discussion in later chapters of this study.  
[Richard Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt: Prager Kritiken und Skizzen (Munich: Georg D. W. 
Callwey, 1907), pp.88–98]  Batka (1868–1922) was a Bohemian writer and musicologist, who 
published many books, wrote and translated opera libretti and was music editor for several journals.  
He moved to Vienna in 1908 and the following year founded Der Merker with Richard Specht.  
[Bohumir Stedron, “Batka, Richard”, MGG, col.551] 
318 WHN, p.277. 
319 Bruno Walter (1876–1962) was a renowned German conductor and pianist. 
320 Walter repeats here a common error about the location of Der Wald’s premiere. 
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producing her opera either in Vienna or in Munich.  But I did present the 
prelude to the second act, with its evocative ocean atmosphere, at a number 
of concerts and was able to conduct the whole work in London in 1910.321 

Walter was impressed both by the work and its composer, but advised Smyth not to 

press her case just at that time.  His wisdom was proven when by mid-1907 Smyth had 

heard rumours that Mahler wished to resign from the Vienna Opera House.  Later that 

year Lady Randolph Churchill wrote at Smyth’s request to a Viennese friend, who remains 

nameless in Smyth’s memoirs, asking him to influence Count Montenuovo, who was 

connected with the Opera.322  In November, Smyth spoke with Mahler, who promised to 

inform his successor Felix Weingartner that he would have performed The Wreckers if he 

had had the opportunity.323   

Unfortunately, Smyth discovered that this promise had been forgotten when she met 

Weingartner in London that December.  Rather than pursue the matter, she decided to let 

it go for a while, as her experience with Mahler suggested to her that composer-conductors 

were less likely to take risks for other composer’s works, and Weingartner was an opera 

composer himself.  She also had confidence that Walter would produce her opera just as 

soon as he was appointed first conductor somewhere.  Indeed, the February 1915 

performance planned for Munich was to have been under Walter’s baton.  

Smyth returned to Vienna in early 1908 and, unsure of Weingartner’s commitment to 

The Wreckers now he was in office, decided to include Viennese society in her campaign, as 

“[s]ocial influence still counted for a great deal in Viennese Art life”.324  Smyth’s chamber 

songs were performed in an afternoon party at the British Embassy but Smyth and her 

music aroused the dislike of “the celebrated Countess X.”, whose influence was notorious.  

Smyth’s opera was rejected by Weingartner despite Lady Churchill’s good work with 

Montenuovo and even a letter from Mottl to the mysterious Countess.  Smyth ascribed her 

missed chance in Vienna to the Countess’s machinations,325 but the episode remains as 

obscure as her other tales of plots and anonymous noblewomen.  

                                                
321 Walter, Theme and Variations, pp.169–71. 
322 WHN, pp.283, 285. 
323 Smyth recorded in her earliest volume of memoirs that Mahler considered a production of The 
Wreckers at Vienna just before he was driven from office at the opera house there.  [ITR, vol.2, 
p.166] 
324 WHN, p. 299. 
325 WHN, pp.299–300. 
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Back in England, Smyth undertook a number of concerts and informal private 

‘playthroughs’ in an attempt to draw attention to her new work, after its rejection by the 

Covent Garden Syndicate.  She quoted the letter she received from Harry Higgins as 

follows:  

Frankly, there is no chance of our being able to produce it.  To announce a 
new work by a new composer is to secure an absolutely empty house, and in 
future no opera will be produced here that has not established its success 
abroad.  I feel sure you will understand that we are not justified in embarking 
on expeditions into terra incognita at the expense of our shareholders.326   

He added ‘Though of course, if Puccini brought us a new and untried work, it would be an 

entirely different matter.’327  Smyth publicised this exchange in the daily press and also 

informed men she termed “the foremost members of the Faculty”, in order to make her 

point that English composers had no chance of developing their talents in the most 

significant contemporary genre, although “music drama was a path every living musician 

who was a power beyond his own frontiers had taken”.328  

No date is given for Higgins’ letter, but as early as May 1907 the British press were 

aware that The Wreckers was in danger of going unheard in England.  After a review of Mlle. 

[Emmy] Destinn singing Aida, and a comment that English audiences would never see her 

greatest performance, that of Strauss’s Salomé, the critic of The Times stated 

Salomé is not more unlikely to be heard in London than is Strandrecht, for the 
latter suffers from the crowning disadvantage of being written by a British 
subject and the still further drawback of being the work of an Englishwoman.  
Still, we shall never see the full consummation of Mlle. Destinn’s art till she 
has at least made the part in the English work her own.329 

This is strong support from a press Smyth often accused of opposing her at every turn.  

Smyth continued to fight and set her sights on England again with even greater 

determination after the successful performance of her chamber songs at the Bechstein Hall 

in February 1908.330  

                                                
326 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.24. 
327 St. John, p.113.  St. John later comments that “at this time the Grand Opera Syndicate was being 
severely criticised for not introducing more new works into the repertory, and for adhering to the 
star system”.  [p.134] 
328 WHN, p. 305. 
329 “Royal Opera”, Times 30 May 1907, p.8. 
330 WHN, p.303.  Bechstein Hall became the Wigmore Hall during World War I.  The chamber 
songs (1907), based on poems by Henri de Régnier, were also performed successfully in Paris, and 
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Around this time, Smyth made friends with the harpsichordist Violet Gordon 

Woodhouse,331 who organised the inclusion of “On the Cliffs of Cornwall” in a 

programme of the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Nikisch in May 1908.332  

The interest it awakened emboldened Smyth to plan a concert performance of the first two 

acts of The Wreckers with the same ensemble and conductor.  Smyth’s letters to the press 

had also sparked debate; articles in The Athenaeum and The Spectator for example contained 

quotations from Higgins’ letter and their authors expressed sympathy with Smyth while 

criticising the Syndicate’s policy.  Both referred to the forthcoming concert performance 

under Nikisch.333 

Blanche Marchesi supplied the chorus (limited to eight singers only) from the ranks of 

her students and herself sang the role of Thirza, refusing any payment.334  After Smyth had 

coached the singers and chorus (who performed the German translation of the work), the 

performance was prepared at one solitary orchestral rehearsal, and Smyth felt this was sadly 

evidenced by the concert on 30 May 1908 in Queens Hall.335  She admitted the limited 

preparation to a journalist, stating: “It was only three weeks ago that I determined to 

present my opera at a concert, and let the public judge for itself.”336  Yet it is testimony to 

the power of Smyth’s score that the audience received it with great enthusiasm, 

notwithstanding the limitations of concert performance and abbreviation.  The concert had 

been funded by Brewster, in a last act of generosity and love before his death in 1908.337 

After this concert performance, more excerpts from The Wreckers were included in 

orchestral programmes.  Beecham performed several numbers from the opera in the third 

                                                                                                                                          

several times privately in London at this time.  Extracts by Paris critics were included in a publicity 
sheet of reviews which Smyth or her publisher released.   
331 Violet Gordon Woodhouse (1872–1948) was a harpsichordist who played a part in the first 
stages of the early music revival.  Her biographer, Jessica Douglas-Home, said Woodhouse met 
Smyth at a “play-through” of The Wreckers arranged by the Princesse de Polignac in London.  Violet: 
The Life and Loves of Violet Gordon Woodhouse (London: The Harvill Press, 1996), p.104. 
332 Douglas-Home, p.105.  The concert took place on 2 May 1908, and the review in The Times 
made reference to the Leipzig premiere and to the forthcoming concert performance.  Times 4 May 
1908, p.13. 
333 C. L. G., “Opera ‘In Extremis’ ”, Spectator 23 May 1908, pp.829–30; Athenaeum 9 May 1908, 
p.583. 
334 Blanche Marchesi (1863–1940) was a French singer resident in London. 
335 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.23; “In the Concert Room”, Monthly Musical Record (1 July 1908), 
p.161. 
336 “Miss Smyth Interviewed”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4; WHN, pp.303-04. 
337 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.41. 
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of his Thomas Beecham Orchestral Concerts338 and the overture was played by the 

Philharmonic Society (under Walter’s direction) on 3 March 1909.339  

Smyth thus created and prepared an audience for the staging of the work that she was 

finally to achieve. Although St. John states that the Royal Opera Syndicate represented the 

only possibility of getting a new grand opera staged in England, in September 1908 Charles 

Manners appealed for subscribers to an intended spring 1909 season, which was to include 

Smyth’s The Wreckers, “and new operas by Mr. Nicholas Gatty, Mr. S. Coleridge-Taylor, and 

another British composer”.340  The Athenaeum had reported the month before that Manners 

was  

in negotiation with Miss Ethel Smyth for the production of ‘The Wreckers’ 
during his forthcoming season at the Lyric Theatre.  A large portion of the 
work was performed last May at the Queen’s Hall under the direction of Herr 
Nikisch, but it will be far more satisfactory to hear it in full and on the 
stage.341   

In January 1909, when the planned programme for the opera season at Drury Lane was 

revealed, the notice in The Athenaeum concluded that “Mr. Manners hoped to include Miss 

Ethel Smyth’s ‘The Wreckers,’ but she feared there would not be sufficient time to rehearse 

it properly.”342  Smyth does not mention this performance opportunity in her memoirs, and 

clearly adhered to her belief that no production at all was better than a potentially shoddy 

one. 

Since Covent Garden had dashed her hopes, Smyth realised that the only way to get an 

English stage premiere for The Wreckers was to arrange it herself.  Smyth turned to Mary 

                                                
338 The 3rd concert of his 2nd concert series was held on 19 April 1909.  [Athenaeum 24 April 1909, 
p.506; Musical Times 50 (1 May 1909), p.327] 
339 Manchester Guardian 23 June 1909, p. 7; Cyril Ehrlich, First Philharmonic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1995), pp. 180, 260; Robert Elkin, Royal Philharmonic: The Annals of the Royal Philharmonic Society 
(London: Rider, [1946]), pp.103, 133.  Smyth claimed that the Philharmonic “has not performed a 
note of my music […] except once or thrice in response to the threats of a female guarantor!” 
[Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, pp.384–85]   Despite Smyth’s complaints against the Philharmonic, 
Elkin states that “her Overture to The Wreckers proved so successful under Bruno Walter’s direction 
in March that he repeated it in November, and in December she conducted two of her songs (sung 
by Frederic Austin), thus achieving the distinction of being the first woman to conduct the 
Philharmonic orchestra.”  [Elkin, Royal Philharmonic, pp.103–04]   The Overture was repeated on 26 
January 1915 and 26 February 1917, and the Prelude to Act 2 (“On the Cliffs of Cornwall”) was 
performed on 10 December 1917.  Elkin, Royal Philharmonic, pp.141, 144, 145]  
340 Athenaeum 12 September 1908, p.310. 
341 The paragraph ended with the observation that Manners thought his “scheme for establishing 
national English opera on a solid and practical basis is nearer to realization than ever before”. 
[Athenaeum 8 August 1908, p.163] 
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Dodge, an American millionairess who showed exceptional generosity toward the 

composer and offered financial backing for a production of The Wreckers.343  Miss Dodge 

not only suggested that Smyth should hire a West End theatre, but also advised her to 

press Thomas Beecham into service, as she always spoke so highly of him.  In the end they 

hired His Majesty’s Theatre for six performances.344 

Smyth and Woodhouse had been impressed by the high standard of orchestral playing 

achieved by the young conductor’s well-rehearsed Beecham Orchestra in its first concert 

season.  It appears that Smyth and Beecham met each other in early 1909, but two such 

public figures could not have been unaware of each other.  In June 1908 Beecham wrote to 

Frederick Delius commenting on the Nikisch concert performance of The Wreckers: 

Miss Smyth’s ‘Wreckers’ had a great success.  The stupendous Legge345 
referred to the occasion of its performance at Queens Hall as a noteworthy 
one in the annals of British Art.  I really think it is the most idiotic and 
miserable rubbish I have ever heard.  Fearful humbug!  This is truly a damned 
hole!346 

Notwithstanding Beecham’s reputation for vitriol, and his readiness to espouse 

contradictory opinions, this is a strong statement for one who later became a champion of 

Smyth’s music.  It is not inconceivable that the music grew on him with closer 

acquaintance, as in Baring’s anecdote of the Prague critic.  Beecham overcame his dislike of 

The Wreckers so completely that he could write in 1944: 

Undoubtedly her masterpiece is The Wreckers, which remains one of the three 
or four English operas of real musical merit and vitality written during the 
past forty years.347 

                                                                                                                                          
342 Athenaeum 9 January 1909, p.51.   
343 Miss Dodge was exceedingly supportive and generous: she not only gave Smyth money to buy 
land and build the house where Smyth lived for the rest of her life (‘Coign’, Woking), but also 
established an annual ‘subsidy’ which was paid to Smyth until her death.  [WHN, p.280]   I have 
been unable to find any detailed biographical information on Mary Dodge, other than that she died 
in 1933 and lived in London at Warwick House, St. James’s.  Beecham’s biographer Alan 
Blackwood, calls her “the American millionairess and art patron” [Sir Thomas Beecham: the man and the 
music (London: Ebury Press, 1994), p.31], and she was also known as a supporter of women’s rights.  
[Alan Jefferson, Sir Thomas Beecham: A Centenary Tribute (London: Macdonald and Jane’s, 1979), 
p.108] 
344 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.29. 
345 Robin Legge, music critic of The Daily Telegraph. 
346 Thomas Beecham, Letter to Frederick Delius, 17 June 1908, Letter 282, Delius: A Life in Letters 
vol. 1 1862–1908, ed. Lionel Carley (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), pp.356–
57. 
347 Sir Thomas Beecham, A Mingled Chime (London: Hutchinson, 1944), p.118. 
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Back in 1909, Smyth could report by March that “now all is settled…Mr. Beecham & 

his band & I and Beerbohm Tree produce ‘The Wreckers’ on the 25th June”.348  In the 

same letter she admits that “I have fearful fights with Mr. Beecham”.349  Beecham had 

undertaken to conduct a work that he had initially disliked, composed by a woman who 

was known to be outspoken and difficult, and with whom he already had run-ins at the 

very outset of the project.  But he was young and ambitious, and ready to launch himself as 

an operatic conductor.  The opportunity presented by Smyth and Dodge of conducting an 

English opera by a known composer with impeccable society connections and strong 

financial backing was so attractive that he offered to conduct it free of charge.  Beecham 

was by no means well off at this time, so he clearly perceived the importance of this job to 

his career.  His biographer Charles Reid encapsulated Beecham’s enthusiasm: 

Mr. Beecham, when the idea was put to him, was delighted.  He forgot to be 
casual.  Indeed, he beamed.  Here, he said, was the chance he had been 
waiting for.  At last he could introduce himself to the West End as an 
operatic conductor.350 

As Beecham came to know Smyth better, his estimation of her rose.  At the end of 

March he wrote to Delius: 

I have more or less recently discovered a tremendous ally—in the shape of 
Ethel Smythe [sic] who is at present the one and only genuine fighting asset in 
Great Britain.351 

Beecham compares Smyth very favourably with the English composers, all men, whose 

music he had been promoting over recent years.  She did not just complain about the state 

of English music, she campaigned against it, and this determination won her Beecham’s 

lasting respect, in spite of the vicissitudes of their friendship.  His association with Smyth 

produced greater career benefits than even Beecham could have foreseen, for thanks to 

                                                
348 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Frederick Delius, 5 March 1909, Letter 310, Delius: A Life in Letters, vol. 2, 
p.12. 
Beecham’s changing attitude to The Wreckers is not documented apart from a vague reference in 
Collis, which mentions a visit Beecham paid Smyth and Violet Gordon Woodhouse, presumably 
early in 1909.  Collis states: “Ethel played and sang The Wreckers at him, and that seemed also to 
go down well.”  [Collis, p.96]  
349 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Frederick Delius, 5 March 1909, Letter 310, Delius: A Life in Letters, vol. 2, 
p.13. 
350 Charles Reid, Thomas Beecham: An Independent Biography (London: Readers Union–Victor Gollancz, 
1962), p.83. 
351 Thomas Beecham, Letter to Frederick Delius, 29 March 1909, Letter 316, Delius: A Life in Letters, 
vol. 2, p.20. 
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Smyth’s connections and networking, he was reconciled to his father, Joseph Beecham and, 

more importantly, to his significant financial backing.352   

Smyth felt sure that reconciliation would be facilitated if King Edward were to attend a 

performance of The Wreckers, bestowing respectability and success on the venture, so 

Smyth approached a friend at court and managed to secure the attendance of King 

Edward, Queen Alexandra and the Princess Victoria at a special performance on Thursday 

of her Wreckers Week, duly announced in the papers on Tuesday.353  Smyth could not have 

been ignorant of the great financial resources which could be poured into the cause of 

English music if the two Beechams made up, and she was certainly aware that royal 

attention would decrease the likely deficit that Dodge had offered to make good.354  

Smyth found it difficult to work with Beecham, despite her admiration for his 

musicality, because of his lack of sympathy with singers, his unwillingness to adhere strictly 

to a rehearsal timetable and their battles of will over tempi.355  The production was 

prepared very quickly, during which time Beecham was commuting to Hanley for 

rehearsals of Delius’s Mass of Life.356  Smyth’s chosen cast for the English premiere of The 

Wreckers included John Coates as Mark and Madame de Vere Sapio as Thirza, while 

Beecham limited himself to hand-picking the orchestra, which was led by Albert Sammons.  

They sang an English translation largely prepared by Smyth herself. 

Smyth remembered the first performance as “very fair”, and thought the production 

improved as the week progressed.  Unfortunately the contract did not allow her to extend 

the run, and thus build a real success for The Wreckers.  She found herself embroiled in a 

libel suit as a result of publicly expressing her frustration at this situation.357   

Beecham then included The Wreckers in his Covent Garden season of 1910, funded by 

the family fortune.358  The season featured some brilliant successes, including Strauss’s 

Elektra and Delius’s A Village Romeo and Juliet, and Bruno Walter was brought to London to 

                                                
352 Reid, p.11. 
353 Reid, p.88.  Although Smyth’s contact is not named, it appears to have been Lord [Frederick?] 
Ponsonby, son of her friends Mary and Henry Ponsonby.   
354 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p. 31; Reid gives exact figures for the deficit.  [pp. 85–86] 
355 St. John quotes Smyth’s account of these difficulties from her notes to A Fresh Start, pp.140–42; 
Reid, p.84. 
356 Reid, p.84. 
357 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp. 41–42.  St. John gives details of this episode on p.141. 
358 Reid, p.96. 
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conduct Tristan und Isolde and one performance of The Wreckers,359 but unfortunately 

Smyth’s opera did less well.  It was only performed twice, as its other scheduled 

performance dates were given up to the overwhelming success of that season: Elektra.  

Four weeks elapsed between the two Wreckers nights, and they were conducted by different 

people.360  The Wreckers once again lost the chance to establish itself with the public. 

After this letdown, Smyth was bitterly disappointed when the outbreak of World War I 

prevented what she was sure would have been the “ideal production” of The Wreckers at 

Munich in February 1915.361  This production was to have been distinguished by final act 

scenic effects created by “the most astonishing machinist I ever met [...] inventing a device 

for bringing the sea right on to the stage”.362  Smyth wrote in her diary in early 1921, that 

Beecham had been planning to revive The Wreckers that very winter, but had been 

prevented by his bankruptcy in 1920.363  It was staged again at Covent Garden in 1931 

under John Barbirolli and at Sadlers Wells under [Warwick?] Braithwaite in 1939.364 

Besides “On the Cliffs of Cornwall”, other parts of The Wreckers continued to receive 

performance as concert items, such as the overture to Act 1 and the love duet from Act 2.  

Smyth conducted some of these performances during the 1920s, encouraged at first by 

Henry Wood.365  The overture and love duet from Act 2 were included in the programme 

of Walter’s all-Smyth concert in Berlin on 19 December 1928.366  The great German 

conductor’s belief in Smyth’s music was expressed in a statement to her good friend 

Frederick (Fritz) Ponsonby, which she cited as follows in her diary:  

                                                
359 Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, p.12. 
360 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.32. 
361 Smyth recalled this disappointment repeatedly in her memoirs.  [ITR, vol. 2, pp.146, 204] 
362 ITR, vol. 2, p.146. 
363 Ethel Smyth, Diary 1, ms., Special Collections, Harlan Hatcher Graduate Library, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, p.201 (31 January 1921); Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, p.18. 
Beecham went into receivership in 1919, and the hearings lasted until 1923; his exile from musical 
activity lasted for the same period.  [Reid, pp.185–87] 
364 Gisbrecht lists further productions from Smyth’s death to the mid-1970s.  [p.40] 
365 See Smyth’s diary: “Sir Henry Wood is making me conduct the Love Scene of The Wreckers […] 
on the 30th”; “Huge fun conducting the Wreckers overture at Kneller hall (arranged for military band 
by Stretton, the Commandant”  [9 April 1921; June 1921 as qtd in St. John, p.176]; “There was a 
festival at Bournemouth; I conducted the 2 Wreckers pieces (orchestral)” [Diary 2, 2 May 1922, 
p.12]; “Gloucester Festival. […] conducting the Wreckers Ov: I had an ovation”. [Diary 2, p.99 
(November 1925)] 
366 See advertisement in Der Tag 16 December 1928, p.9 and review in the same newspaper 23 
December 1928, p.8.  Collis also cites an earlier concert given by Walter in Vienna: on 5 November 
1912 he conducted works by Mahler and Smyth.  [p.122] 
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“Walter told Fritz P not only would the Wreckers live, whether the present 
generation of English like it or no, but that it was the only serious English 
work that would live.”367 

Smyth dreamed of writing an essay entitled “The Wrecks of the Wreckers”,368 in which 

she would expose the difficulties that beset her third opera and her quest to see it worthily 

staged.  Without her networks of supportive friends—Brewster and Dodge for funding, 

Nikisch, Marchesi and Gordon Woodhouse for musical support—her opera might indeed 

have been wrecked before it was ever launched.  The Wreckers missed its moment before the 

war—its displacement by Elektra in the 1910 season indicated that its musical 

contemporaneity was limited—and Smyth’s commitment to women’s suffrage then 

distracted her from what could have been the most successful years of her career.   

The Boatswain ’s Mate   

After Smyth’s two-year involvement in the militant campaign for women’s suffrage, 

she sought peace from the worries and tension of the fight in order to compose her next 

opera, and ended up in Egypt.369  Smyth’s work there was interspersed with sport and social 

diversions, an entertaining account of which can be found in the second part of Beecham and 

Pharaoh, “Egypt before England’s Exodus”.  She remained in close contact with Mrs 

Emmeline Pankhurst by letter, and published extracts from their correspondence in the 

aforementioned essay.  These selections provide a tantalising glimpse of her approach to 

the work, some of her considerations in adapting Jacobs’ book and her development of the 

opera’s musical shape and style.   

Smyth had considered setting J. M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea, and even travelled to 

Ireland to hear keening, folk music and generally undertake research.  But after some 

weeks, she began to feel the urge to set something more cheerful, as an antidote to the 

tragedy and hardship of the suffrage battle, and eventually returned to a story she had 

                                                
367 Smyth, Diary 2, p.102 (December 1925). 
368 Attested to by Smyth’s writings: A Final Burning of Boats Etc., p.32; Beecham and Pharaoh, p.29. 
369 Smyth’s idea was to go so far away that her worries about Mrs Pankhurst—who was undertaking 
thirst and hunger strikes under the horrors of the Cat and Mouse Act—could not be acted upon.  
So she went “so far away that even if in the sparse suffrage news that was allowed to creep into the 
newspapers I should one day learn she was dying, the knowledge that before I could reach her she 
would either have recovered, or be dead, would save me from the temptation of hurrying back to 
England”.  Smyth felt that her work on The Boatswain’s Mate kept her steady against the desperate 
worry of Pankhurst’s struggle.  [Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp.81, 141]  



124 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 2 

considered earlier.370  This was The Boatswain’s Mate, a humorous story by the popular 

author W. W. Jacobs about a strong independent woman and the efforts of a foolish man 

to catch her.371   

Smyth herself adapted Jacobs’ story and wrote the libretto for The Boatswain’s Mate, 

simultaneously confident that she was equal to the task and aware of her shortcomings.372  

She compared herself with Wagner, whose writing she admired only “here and there.  Still, 

he could say what he wanted, as he wanted; I can’t”.373  Smyth lamented the loss of 

Brewster, especially when she was wrestling with the song lyrics, concluding that without 

him “it is unlikely that I shall ever find anyone to write for me”.374 

In addition to the story, first published in 1905, Jacobs adapted it as a play with 

Herbert Sargent (published in 1907).375 The dialogue is very similar in the two versions, and 

as the material adopted by Smyth is common to both, it is difficult to tell whether she 

referred to the play.  There is one episode that could have been taken from the play, unless 

Smyth simply thought up the same device by chance: in the original story Benn hatches his 

plan and encounters Travers in the countryside, at some distance from the Beehive.  In the 

play, Mrs Waters asks Benn to mind the bar while she has her supper, as her maid is away 

(a simple point expanded by Smyth into the opening scene of the opera), and it is during 

her absence that Benn engages Travers’ assistance in the burglary, over a few beers.  In 

Smyth’s libretto, this meeting similarly takes place in the pub while Benn is minding the bar 

for Mrs Waters while she goes into the village on business. Act 1, Sc.6 of Smyth’s opera 

could also have been inspired by an episode in the play, as is discussed below. 

Smyth added certain episodes and characters to Jacobs’ story, and wrote all the song 

lyrics, but she remained faithful to his lively dialogue, which she described as “inimitable”, 

by “ekeing out his gems with pebbles picked up on the shores of the Nile at Helouan 

                                                
370 See Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp.82–8.  Martha Mockus adds that Smyth engaged in “what 
seemed to amount to a drawn out battle over a contract with the executors of Synge’s estate”, and 
this may have contributed to her abandonment of the planned setting.  [Mockus, p.2, where she 
cites Letters to the Society of Authors, British Library Add. Ms. 56812, fols 1–13] 
371 Jacobs’ wife Agnes Eleanor Williams was a suffragette.  [E. Sylvia Pankhurst, The Suffragette 
Movement (1931; New York, Kraus Reprint, 1971) p.378]  
372 She admitted that she lacked the power to write on a tragic theme. 
373 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.173. 
374 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.173. 
In 1928 she published the libretti of this opera, and her later comic opera Entente Cordiale [1925] at 
the end of her volume A Final Burning of Boats. 
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where I was staying at the time”.376  Her major additions to the plot were the episode 

concerning the policeman, Mrs Waters’ Act 1 scena, the successful scene featuring tipsy 

farm workers, the Finale; the characters of the maid Mary Ann and the Policeman.377 

The heroine, Mrs Waters, was clearly modelled on Mrs Pankhurst, yet according to St. 

John, Smyth claimed to have chosen the Jacobs story  

merely because it was ‘amusing’ […] but it is hard to believe that she was not 
aware of the opportunity it gave her for showing the courage, resourcefulness 
and efficiency of her sex.  Mrs Waters, the heroine, is endowed with many of 
Ethel’s qualities.378   

It is curious that St. John should have chosen to draw this connection, rather than 

highlighting Smyth’s comparison of her two heroines, Mrs Pankhurst and Mrs Waters, 

which is so clearly indicated in the correspondence printed in Beecham and Pharaoh. 

Smyth saw significance in the fact that she had set “contemporary life to music”, 

something that had been done overseas, but never before in England.379  She aimed to 

“bring out the human side […] in its ordinary workaday clothes”,380 and believed that 

audiences respond better to this.  Smyth also enjoyed the chance to express her recently 

confirmed belief that women are superior to frequently foolish men: 

It amuses me greatly and I am bringing in all sorts of little aspects of the male 
in my couplets which will please C[hristabel]…Making the boatswain a typical 
instance of male fatuousness and, of course, Mrs Waters the reverse.381 

Mrs Waters’ character was not all business-like commonsense in Smyth’s drawing of 

her, but a more complex and emotional figure, who has flashes of yearning and 

sentimentality.382  Although in the original story Mrs Waters does not reappear between her 

encounter with Benn on the first page, and the disturbing of the burglar at its climax, in the 

play she returns to the bar to send Benn home, and close up for the night.  Her brief 

closing remarks to this scene are as follows: 

                                                                                                                                          
375 W. W. Jacobs and Herbert C. Sargent, The Boatswain’s Mate (A Play in One Act) (London: Samuel 
French, 1907). 
376 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.200. 
377 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.200. 
378 St. John, p.164. 
379 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.201. 
380 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.202. 
381 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Emmeline Pankhurst, 20 December 1913, qtd in Collis, p.135.  Christabel 
was one of Mrs Pankhurst’s daughters. 
382 Mockus, p.18.   
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I suppose some women would be afraid to be left in this lonely house.  Thank 
goodness I don’t suffer from nerves.  I wonder what Mr. Benn wanted that 
two pounds for?  I hope he’s not going to buy an engagement ring on the 
chance of me changing my mind.  (laughs, takes lamp from table.)  I shall be glad 
to get to bed, I can hardly keep my eyes open.383 

Instead of this matter-of-fact speech, Smyth created a reverie on life, love and the counter-

suggestiveness of human nature.  She wrote vividly to Pankhurst about her development of 

Mrs Waters’ pensive and lyrical scena that was to become Act 1, Sc.6.   

[January 4th, 1914.] 

I have got through quite half of my first Act.  Now comes the very difficult 
job of writing the little half-sentimental scene for “Mrs. Waters.”  I want a 
touch of something like beauty and languor, not all snap and fun from start 
to finish, and this is the only possible spot for that touch. 

She is shutting up her house, having sent Mr. Benn packing, and I want a 
momentary harking back to the “what might have been” mood.  This 
nowadays decided, businesslike widow has let out with her remark, “once 
bitten, twice shy,” that her marriage had not been a success; still she 
remembers that when she was young there had been a time…Well!  you can 
imagine!  It wants frightfully delicate handling, and I know just what it ought 
to be, but oh! to find the right words when you are not a poet…only a person 
who knows poetry when she sees it!…384 

[January 8th, 1914.] 

…We start as you know on our expedition tomorrow week (16th) and I hope 
to have finished Mrs. Waters’ solo scene by then.  I have got the words all right!  
and had a real inspiration for the funny part of her soliloquy, which might be 
called “contrariness.”385 

In March, Smyth recalled the happy result of her text writing of Mrs Waters’ Act 1 scena, 

that had resulted in “ ‘on a day like this—the air so soft and kindly…and a little winde 

blowing…and ev’rywhere the scent of new mown hay and flowers…!’  And oh, Em, I did 

write such a nice bit of music to that!”386 

Smyth was aware that the second act would  

                                                
383 Jacobs and Sargent, The Boatswain’s Mate, pp.14–15. 
384 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.117. 
385 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp.117–18. 
386 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.154. 
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be far harder and go more slowly, for everything is predestined by then—
shape, colour, length, everything.  But it will be awfully interesting, for as you 
travel through a first Act the perspective of Act II slightly changes.387   

The work went well in early March388 and Smyth began to plan her finale to Act 2.  She 

felt she had set herself a challenge by giving it to Mrs Waters alone, “quite a new idea for a 

finale”,389 and struggled with the text, wishing “for the hundredth time I were a poet and 

could write what Harry would have written for me, were he alive, for that last outburst 

Summer v. Spring!  True, it would have been in French, but I could have translated it all 

right.”390  

In the end, Smyth did not start work on the Finale until early April.  During March she 

had struggled with the composition, at times voicing despair in her letters to Pankhurst, 

such as “This morning absolutely stuck in chorus.  Felt whole opera ruined.”391  She was 

conscious that she was breaking with convention in not taking the opportunity the story 

presented to finish with a romantic duet between Travers and Mrs Waters, and possibly 

also disappointing audience expectations.392  Smyth eventually moderated her ideas for a 

dramatic closing number, to accommodate performance limitations: 

Eventually I recast most of the finale, not from reasons of style but because 
an artist who can adequately deal with dramatic passion is bound to fail in 
subtle comedy.  And The Boatswain’s Mate is comic opera.393 

Smyth created her finale by indulging in a second extended solo for Mrs Waters that 

followed her duet with Travers; it was related to Act 1, Sc. 6 in its reflection on the seasons 

of life, and in thematic reminiscences.  The equivocal ending of Jacobs’ original story was 

maintained, for despite Mrs Waters’ joyous reflections on love in summer, she had refused 

to answer Travers’ proposals, only promising to think about it when she were alone.  This 

satisfies Smyth (and Jacobs’) characterisation of Mrs Waters as an independent woman who 

made her own decisions rather better than the end of the play, in which Travers declares 

himself the new landlord of the Beehive. 

                                                
387 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.118. 
388 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp.149–51. 
389 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.153. 
390 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.153. 
391 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Emmeline Pankhurst, [March 1914?], qtd in Collis, p.140.  Collis gives no 
indication of date for many of the letters quoted in this chapter.  
392 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.171. 
393 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.171, n.1. 
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By 9 April, Smyth was revising, a process she found “almost as enthralling as 

composing; pulling things together, fiercely criticising and polishing”.394  She revelled in the 

uninterrupted weeks of work, and was pleased with the results of her labour.   

Pulling this opera together is huge fun.  I find Act I (which is being operated 
on now) really very good; and as I know Act II, when its turn comes, is 
better, all is well.395 

St. John suggests that the gap between composition of the two acts, emphasised by Smyth’s 

expedition into the desert, was perhaps responsible for what she termed the “regrettable 

change of style in Act II”.396   

On 22 April Smyth sent off a bound copy of Act 1 to a Viennese copyist, but by early 

May the work was stalling, and she was suffering from the heat.  She confessed to 

Pankhurst that “I am working badly now, and my Overture won’t come nicely so far; 

perhaps because I’m tired of the themes (taken of course from the Opera).”397  But 3 days 

later Smyth had escaped the impasse and proudly informed Pankhurst  

Did I tell you that I’ve had a grand idea about the Overture?  I’ve scrapped all 
I had written and am writing a quite short very cheerful piece with never a 
theme from the opera in it, but, as chief tune…The March of the Women!  Mrs. 
Waters gave those two men “what for” in such splendid style, that I think the 
opera deserves that touch—don’t you?  Not that such was my idea; I simply 
stuck in the March because, as you know, I like the tune!398 

Smyth finished the Overture before leaving Egypt in May, and returned home via 

Vienna and Germany in May 1914.  The text had been translated into German by Dr. Rud. 

Steph. Hoffmann and Smyth’s publisher was encouraging.  In her description of these 

events in Beecham and Pharaoh, she adds that “since The Wreckers fiasco at Covent Garden in 

1910 I no longer looked to England in matters operatic”.399  Smyth stayed in Vienna long 

enough to arrange details of printing her new work, then travelled to Munich and Frankfurt 

where she clinched two deals that should have seen The Wreckers revived under Walter at 

                                                
394 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.172. 
395 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.173. 
396 St. John, p.166. 
397 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Emmeline Pankhurst, 6 May 1914, qtd in Beecham and Pharaoh, p.175. 
398 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Emmeline Pankhurst, 9 May 1914, qtd in Beecham and Pharaoh, p.175.   
399 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.177.  Smyth was determined that her new opera would be the 
making of her, after her difficulties in gaining recognition for The Wreckers.  She wrote to Pankhurst, 
“The composing (successfully) of The Boatswain’s Mate has been the final screw in the lever which 
lifts me and The Wreckers out of the morass into which the vileness, treachery and vanity and 
brutality of the men…have pushed us.”  [Collis, p.141] 
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Munich and The Boatswain’s Mate premiered at Frankfurt in February 1915.400  War broke 

out before she arrived back in England, and her contracts were rendered meaningless.401  

Smyth had not yet orchestrated The Boatswain’s Mate and she stayed in France for some 

weeks.402 

Smyth recalled that with the outbreak of war, musical activity in London “stopped 

dead”, but Beecham refused to accept this.  He funded the Philharmonic Society and the 

London Symphony Orchestra, conducted the Hallé Orchestra gratis, and in 1915 founded 

the Beecham Opera Company.403  His company was made up almost entirely of English 

singers, and Beecham’s producer was the manager of the Shaftesbury Theatre, Robert 

Courtneidge, described by Smyth as her “friend” many years later.404  The company’s first 

season began on 2 October 1915, was extended from six to ten weeks into 1916, and 

included 76 performances.  The operas included Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette (which opened 

the season), Carmen, La Bohème, Faust, Tosca, Madama Butterfly, Cavalleria rusticana, Pagliacci 

and Les contes d’Hoffmann.  All were sung in English with the exception of Boris Godunov and 

Otello.405  Most of the conducting was undertaken by Beecham’s staff: Percy Pitt, Hamish 

McCunn, Julius Harrison, Landon Ronald, Harold Howell and Eugène Goossens.  Both 

the Shaftesbury, and the Aldwych—to which Beecham moved for the next season—were 

small theatres and the company toured during the war.406  A commitment to English opera 

composition was demonstrated by productions of Stanford’s The Critic, Liza Lehmann’s 

Everyman and also The Boatswain’s Mate, all launched in the second half of the season,407 

                                                
400 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.178; Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.43.  In a newspaper article 
published in 1920, Smyth states that “contracts made in 1914 by my publisher for two of my operas 
included a minimum of three performances at the two theatres in question and for several in other 
towns”.  This account is somewhat different from those in the memoirs.  [Smyth, “English Opera: 
III.  The Chance for the Composer—Abroad”, Evening News (24 June 1920)] 
401 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.52. 
402 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, pp.179–80. 
403 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.53. 
404 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.192. 
405 Era Annual 1917, p.41. 
406 Donaldson, The Royal Opera House, p.15; Hume, Jacobs, “London”, p.36. 
407 Everyman premiered on 28 December 1915, The Critic on 14 January 1916 and The Boatswain’s 
Mate on 28 January 1916 at the Shaftesbury Theatre.  [Era Annual 1917, p.41] 
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while the 1916 season included Gustav Holst’s opera Savitri.408  The company survived until 

Beecham’s bankruptcy in 1920 forced it into liquidation.409 

Smyth considered the cast of The Boatswain’s Mate an ideal ensemble.  Rosina Buckman 

was to become a favourite Mrs Waters, Courtice Pounds and Frederick Ranalow played her 

two suitors.410 

[A] splendid cast did he [Beecham] provide for me, though, thanks to the 
amateurish ineptitudes of his scenic constructor, the work never came into its 
own till mounted in an appropriately simple Jacobs style at the Old Vic.411 

Smyth described this stage design, by Hugo Rumbold, as forcing the action to take 

place “on a tea-tray in the sky at the extreme back of the stage.  Very picturesque and 

stylish, no doubt, but not practical”.412  As her opera was “what the Germans call a 

‘Conversazions-Oper’ […] not a word of the dialogue, not a shade of facial expression 

should be missed.”413  Reid concurred with this criticism, describing the set of the pub, The 

Beehive, as having been “built on a daisy-dotted mound so high that most of the action 

took place half-way up the proscenium arch”.414  Yet Beecham thought Rumbold “the most 

absolute professional in his line that I have ever known”.415  According to the writer in The 

Era Annual, The Critic and The Boatswain’s Mate were given “quaint and well-designed 

settings”, achieved “unqualified success” and “both in book and music combine British 

sentiment and British humour so happily that their places in public esteem seem to be 

assured”.416  Everyman was more coolly received.  

Beecham himself did not conduct the premiere, and Reid relates that he summoned 

the young Eugène Goossens, asking him to conduct both The Boatswain’s Mate and The 

Critic, as he was tired, and was going to Italy for a holiday.417  This was to be Goossens’ first 

experience of conducting opera.  In the end, Smyth conducted the Boatswain’s first night, 

                                                
408 Cedric Wallis, “The British National Opera Company”, Opera 6 (1955), p.299. 
409 It was reformed as the British National Opera Company (BNOC) in 1922. [Hume, Jacobs, 
“London”, pp.16–17] 
410 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.53. 
411 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, pp.32–33. 
412 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.33. 
413 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.33. 
414 Reid, p.169. 
415 Beecham, A Mingled Chime, p.199. 
416 Era Annual 1917, p.41. 
417 Reid, pp.166–67.  This Italian ‘holiday’ was in fact undertaken on “semi-official” government 
business.  [Blackwood, p.83; Beecham, A Mingled Chime, p.201] 
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although Goossens had prepared the production, which hints at some untold behind-the-

scenes drama.  Not all shared her confidence in the success of her leadership and Goossens 

recalled being rather annoyed at Smyth’s high-handed behaviour.   

At the last moment she took over the baton, thinking herself the Heaven-sent 
conductor she was not.  This necessitated additional last-minute rehearsals, 
which she directed with a maximum of fuss, pomposity, and ineptitude.  The 
men had the utmost difficulty in following her beat […] and the ensemble at 
the premiere suffered severely from her inability to convey accurate 
indications to orchestra and stage. […] A peppery woman, if ever I knew 
one!418 

Smyth’s comic opera was revived by Beecham’s company at Drury Lane in 1918, 

where the only other native work in the season was Isidore de Lara’s Naïl.419  Smyth was 

dissatisfied, particularly with Beecham: 

So much for B’s zeal.  The performance was admittedly a wild success, even 
my enemy of the “Times” says so, & all the papers ask why it is not on the 
repertory?  I am more utterly disgusted with B than ever.  He could have 
made this success 2 ½ years ago had he chosen.  It really is indifference to the 
music, & the lack of a boom element combined.420 

Beecham’s London season again included The Boatswain’s Mate in 1919, but Smyth resented 

the fact that it was not kept in repertory for the provincial tour, which led her to comment 

after her later success at the Old Vic, that “[I]n fact, it has arrived, in spite of Beecham”.421  

Smyth also accused Beecham in 1923 of “having created the legend that the Bosun won’t 

do at Cov[ent] Gard[en]”.422   

                                                
418 Eugène Goossens, Overture and Beginners: A Musical Autobiography (London: Methuen, 1951), 
pp.117–18.  An opinion of Smyth’s conducting can be found in Bernard Shore’s The Orchestra 
Speaks [(London: Longmans, 1938), pp.146–48], in which he writes of her “fine, clear beat” and 
possession of the vital gift “great personality on the rostrum”, but also comments on “a certain 
awkwardness”.  
Not all conductors remained on difficult terms with Smyth, although she complains about 
Goossens again in her diary in March 1924 [Smyth, Diary 2, p. 78 (29 March 1924)]   She recalled 
her first encounter with Malcolm Sargent over a performance of the Mass in January 1925:  

He began by being more cheeky & insolent to me than words can say—& I had only 
met him once & been specially nice to him!  The old tradition started by Beecham 
‘Show ES I won’t stand any nonsense’.  He ended by being my thrall & couldn’t 
believe I was the person he had ‘heard about’—Well! well! 

[Smyth, Diary 2, pp.88–89 (20 February 1925)] 
419 Era Annual 1919, p.60. 
420 Smyth, Diary 1, p.42 (16 July 1918). 
421 St. John, & Smyth’s Diary qtd p.181.  Smyth tackled Beecham in the press, see St. John, p.181. 
422 Smyth, Diary 2, p.57 (17 July 1923). 
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Smyth knew that Beecham could bring her comic opera across successfully, but his 

erratic approach made him unreliable.  She wrote in Beecham and Pharaoh of Beecham 

conducting it at great speed, like an “obstacle race”, and in the same sentence recalled him 

conducting it “like an angel from heaven!”423 

Smyth revised The Boatswain’s Mate, writing in her diary at Christmas 1919, 

“Unutterably dull work on the B Mate all this time.  Greatly improving it”.424  She then re-

orchestrated the opera in 1921, to make it more suitable for performance on tour and by 

smaller companies.  Her second diary opens with a chronology of the revision: 

Aug 21, 1921 Began re-orchestrating B Mate 

Sep 7  Finished (except the Overture, & writing in tempi & the 
singers) Part One B. M. […] 

Sep 11th Had lumbago & only took up BM today 

Oct 13th Finished B. M. (except Overture & “Ding Dong”) […] 

Oct 28  Finished reorchestrating B. Mate for 2 kinds of orchestra 
(cue-ing in red notes for the event of playing it with 11 players only) 

Part 1. 163 pages  II 180 pp. = 343 pages 

Began aug 21. Ended Oct 28 

Just under 10 weeks ie. 62 days.  Had lots of interruptions—Edith’s visit, 
conducting etc. so I dont think the rate bad—over 5pp. per diem 

Calculating for doing without brass & yet its sounding well either way was a 
big job & slow.425 

The Boatswain’s Mate was taken into repertory by Lilian Baylis at the Old Vic,426 and then 

at Sadler’s Wells, where English works were something of a feature.427 Smyth recalled the 

first performance at the Old Vic in her diary:   

                                                
423 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.44. 
424 Smyth, Diary 1, p.126 (December 1919). 
425 Smyth, Diary 2, pp.1–3 (18 August 1921). 
426 Smyth’s relationship with Lilian Baylis, who was the manager of the Old Vic, was fruitful, but 
stormy.  St. John, p.179. 
427 Other contemporary operas included Benjamin’s The Devil Take Her, Vaughan Williams’ Hugh the 
Drover and Stanford’s The Travelling Companion. 



133 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 2 

1 April 1922: After terrific work at four orchestral rehearsals, only the last 
with the two horns I had demanded (whose parts, though I had spent 90 
hours on them, were full of mistakes), The Boatswain’s Mate performed for the 
first time at the Old Vic.  It went splendidly.  The house was crammed and I 
have never had a more enthusiastic reception.  Couldn’t count the calls.428 

After the October 1922 performance she declared it in her diary “a huge, glowing 

triumph”.429  Dent described the Old Vic as an intelligent company with an intelligent 

audience,430 declaring that nowhere else had he “seen an audience so alert and so quick to 

respond to wit and humor in an opera”.431  In 1922 they staged Nicholas Gatty’s The 

Tempest in addition to Smyth’s comic opera.  With these two successful productions, Dent 

proclaimed that the Old Vic had been established as “the true home of English opera”.432 

The Boatswain’s Mate had found its niche with Baylis and the Old Vic.  Dent considered 

that The Boatswain’s Mate made “no extraordinary demands on singers or orchestra, but it 

demands intelligence” which it received from the company of the Old Vic.433  It was also 

an ensemble opera, and therefore suited the Old Vic which has “a standing tradition of 

ensemble.  It is part of the spirit of the house.”434 

The 1923 revival was paired with the premiere of Fête Galante.  Barry Jackson secured 

the honour for the Birmingham Repertory company, and the works played for a fortnight.  

Smyth was pleased, despite the unsatisfactory financial result, and recorded in her diary: 

17 July 1923: Fête Galante and Bosun put on for a fortnight at Birmingham by 
Barry Jackson.  Those who went adored it, and went again and again.  But if 5 
people go 8 times that does not spell financial success.  I conducted the first 
three shows.  The local conductor, furious at my conducting, did all he could 
to spoil things.  Excellent press.435  

The British National Opera Company’s Covent Garden season that followed was 

disappointing, as The Boatswain’s Mate was “scandalously under-rehearsed”. 436  Smyth laid 

the blame squarely at the conductor’s door: 

                                                
428 Diary, qtd in St. John, Ethel Smyth, p.179. 
429 Diary, qtd in St. John, Ethel Smyth, p.181. 
430 Edward J. Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.68. 
431 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.68. 
432 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.70. 
433 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.68. 
434 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.68. 
435 Diary, qtd in St. John, p.182. 
436 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, p.196. 
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The Bosun has been half killed at Covent Garden by the worst performance I 
ever saw.  Goossens too busy (or too grand) to rehearse it, and even Rosina 
Buckman couldn’t prevent Travers’ not knowing his notes from working 
disastrously.437 

Smyth’s diaries refer to numerous performances, both in London and the provinces, 

throughout the 1920s and The Boatswain’s Mate was the most successful of her operas.  The 

number of revivals within several years of the premiere indicate that Smyth had gauged the 

mood of the time: she was in the public eye and composed a hybrid of light and grand 

opera just as taste was changing.  Her subject matter attracted a new audience to opera 

when interest was awakening in a broader cross-section of society than before the war.  

Conductors took up the work because it suited contemporary concern with native opera, 

and it was particularly English in its use of humour and folk song.  With this work Smyth 

seems to have been taken up by influential figures in music and theatre, without needing 

recourse to social or political intervention to secure performance.  Yet The Boatswain’s Mate 

was, more than any earlier work, a product of Smyth’s creative relationships with a strong 

network of women. 

 

The most striking feature of Smyth’s campaigns to get her operas staged is the 

involvement of aristocrats and royalty at critical junctures in each case.438  Aesthetic 

evaluation played a part in the initial acceptance of works, but when it came down to 

concrete programming decisions, social influence was the key.  Nor would Smyth’s career 

have been possible without the financial backing that enabled publication of her works, and 

guaranteed performances.  With the exception of Brewster, her chief supporters were all 

women: the Empress Eugénie was a steadfast figure behind Smyth’s early enterprises, Mary 

Dodge made the first English staging of The Wreckers possible while Violet Gordon 

Woodhouse networked with Smyth to secure the artistic interest needed to bring it to 

fruition.  Some aspects of Smyth’s experience were peculiar to her as a woman composer, 

as when initial rejections were based on the assumption her sex would deter audiences.  But 

the narrative includes difficulties commonly faced by composers in achieving performance 

of large-scale works, and many of these problems resulted from local circumstances, 

personal and political.  The following three chapters examine three aspects of the critical 

                                                
437 Diary, qtd in St. John, p.182. 
438 The Boatswain’s Mate was the only exception to this. 
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reception of these works, and the context provided by Chapters 1 and 2 enables informed 

interpretation of the varied commentary in the overlapping areas of gender, music and 

nationality. 



 

Kertesz © 2001 

Chapter 3:  A hindrance or a help: issues of  gender 

My main argument is, that as things are to-day [sic] it is absolutely impossible 
in this country for a woman composer to get ahead and to keep her head 
above water … Note for instance how differently the Press reacts in the case 
of men and of women.  Once I had grasped that it would take all one’s 
courage to keep going at all, I gave up reading Press notices.1  

Ethel Smyth frequently and publicly deplored the sex bias that she felt kept her from 

achieving musical success in her lifetime.  She blamed the Press in particular for failing to 

recognise the quality of her music and considering only men’s music worthwhile.  Her 

feminist convictions and belief in the injustice she had suffered were well known.  Indeed, 

Smyth’s complaint of unfair treatment is central to her own account of her career.  As old 

age made her increasingly bitter, she was unable to recognise the undoubted successes she 

had achieved.  

Years of “our first woman composer” in the Press combined with the dislike 
male musicians have of a woman in supremacy & the real justifiable disbelief 
in a woman turning out first-class work does its work.  I now know I shall 
never reap during my life time though [...] it could have been done.2 

This chapter examines the presence and absence of gender issues in the reviews of the 

works selected for this study.  It should be noted that in so doing only a fraction of the 

content of the reviews is discussed, other issues will be dealt with in the following chapters 

and the categories constantly overlap.  The critics’ comments on gender follow three main 

themes:  

1. those which approach the woman composer question and judge the music 
according to the double standard, saying it is good for a woman;  

2. those which draw on “gendered typology” by discussing feminine and masculine 
elements of the musical style, including the many variations of positive and 
negative evaluation of these features; and  

3. those which refer to social change or the composer herself in reflections on the 
growing women’s movement and Smyth’s own public persona. 

Examining the critical reception of Smyth’s music makes it possible to evaluate her 

claims of discrimination.  Reflections on her sex dogged Smyth throughout her early 

career, but a chronological survey of performance reviews reveals that while explicit 

references were very significant in reviews of the Mass, there is a general decline in the 

                                                
1 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, pp. 4, 28. 
2 Smyth, Diary 2, p. 57 (17 July 1923).   
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importance of gender in the criticism as the years passed, in favour of contemporary 

musical issues and reflections on Smyth’s status and persona.  Nineteenth-century aesthetic 

preoccupations with women’s creativity do not disappear altogether, but Smyth 

confounded many of these notions as her career progressed, by the success she gained in a 

very ‘masculine’ genre—opera.  Her involvement with the suffragettes caused a new 

identification and understanding of her music on the part of the critics, as she and her 

music were associated with a political movement.  This perhaps provided a focus for the 

elements in her life and music that had previously defied standard critical classification.  

After her public performance as a suffragette, the very eccentricity attributed to their 

‘greatest woman composer’ as a national character may be interpreted as an attribution of 

femininity.  

It is perhaps understandable that Smyth scholars should have focussed on sex 

discrimination in the reviews of her works, given her own emphasis of this problem in her 

writings and the widespread nature of critical double standards towards creative women.  

Smyth shared her desire to be treated as an artist in her own right with the mid nineteenth-

century women writers discussed by Elaine Showalter. 3 They 

did not wish reviewers to be kind to them, to overlook their weaknesses, to 
flatter them on their accomplishments simply because of their sex; in this 
repudiation of the courtesy ladies might exact from gentlemen, they were 
rebelling against the feminine ideal and all its restrictions.  As long as ladies 
had to request masculine indulgence and protection, they could not expect to 
be considered as equals.4 

It will become clear that gallantry, when self-consciously practised by critics, is just another 

means of marginalising a woman’s creative contribution.   

There are a number of studies on the reception of women’s music and performance.  

Many of these focus on perceptions of gender in the reviews, the woman composer 

question and the use of gendered attributes.  Jill Halstead collected material relating to 

twentieth-century English women composers and criticised the absence and devaluation of 

                                                
3 Elaine Showalter, “Women Writers and the Double Standard”, Woman in Sexist Society, ed. Vivian 
Gornick & Barbara K. Moran (New York: Basic Books, 1971), pp.323–43.  Showalter writes of the 
generation of women writers to which the Brontës, Mrs. Gaskell, George Eliot, Geraldine 
Jewsbury, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning belonged. 
4 Showalter, p. 323. 
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women’s musical contribution in music literature.5  She provides many examples of the 

double standard working against women, and ample proof that the kind of comments 

provoked by Smyth’s music continued well beyond World War II, and Smyth’s death.  

Women who were active in music have been silenced in history until recent efforts by 

feminist scholars to restore their contributions.  This research has revealed that women 

were mainly active in low status music-making, unable to break into the world of public 

music and large-scale composing for a variety of environmental, financial and social 

reasons, which have been thoroughly examined in recent scholarship.6  The importance of 

music for nineteenth-century women as a domestic virtue and an accomplishment for 

success in the marriage market applies to Smyth inasmuch as she was educated with her 

sisters to be an upper-class female, who could sing and play pleasingly.7  But Smyth 

transgressed her sex and her class by wanting to devote herself to music, in fact to become 

a professional composer.  Although her oeuvre contains some songs for voice with piano 

accompaniment, and a number of chamber works, these do not conform to the style of 

salon music or popular parlour song that was deemed acceptable from a woman composer.  

Smyth not only took on the major genres but, unlike her contemporaries Vaughan 

Williams and Holst, refused to modify her style to suit amateur performance, even in her 

choral works. 

Smyth tended to reinforce the widespread view that she was England’s first 

professional woman composer, but Sophie Fuller’s research explodes this myth, for she 

documents other English women composing in large-scale genres and breaking into 

concert and opera programmes during Smyth’s lifetime.  Critics seemed unable to 

                                                
5 Jill Halstead, The Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered Politics of Musical Composition (London: 
Ashgate, 1997), pp.139–70.  This chapter also contains a useful review of literature on women and 
music, particularly recent publications.  
6 See for example Nancy Reich’s article “European Composers and Musicians ca.1800–1890”, 
Women and Music: A History, ed. Karin Pendle, pp.97–122.  Also the volume edited by Carol Neuls-
Bates, Women in Music: an Anthology of Source Readings from The Middle Ages to The Present (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1982) and Derek Hyde’s interesting research in New-Found Voices, despite his 
weaker analysis. 
7 A specific case study that explores the importance of music as an accomplishment for young 
ladies can be found in Julia Eklund Koza’s article “Music and the Feminine Sphere: Images of 
Women as Musicians in Godey’s Lady’s Book, 1830–1877”, Musical Quarterly 75 (Summer 1991), 
pp.103–29.   
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remember women composers, viewing each instance as exceptional, so I note here—rather 

than as each instance arises—that Smyth was in good company.8  

1. The problem of the woman composer 

Smyth did not allow herself to be confined by the standard categories of women’s 

musical occupations: she composed large-scale public works, she saw them performed, and 

she made quite sure that her contribution was not invisible.  As Halstead points out:  

the compositional genre adopted by a composer can be viewed as a very 
important, even political, decision, influenced by many social factors.  
Musical genre dictates the place and purpose of performance, the audience 
and the scale of value by which the work will be judged.  There was strong 
social disapproval of women who attempted to step outside the 
circumscribed position of an entertainer of family and friends.9 

The connection of value with specific genres and spheres of activity can be mapped in 

a binary opposition.  Halstead suggests that the genres could be classified as “formal and 

informal, elite and popular, complex and simple, valued and not valued, public and private, 

large-scale and small-scale”, in which scheme the former is always accorded higher prestige 

or value than the latter.10   

Grace, charm and subtlety, melodic writing in small-scale forms such as songs and 

chamber music—appropriate both to their domestic sphere and their amateur status—

were seen as the preserve of women.  Large-scale works involving technical complexity 

and power—such as symphonies and operas—belonged to the realm of men.  Just as 

Smyth did not accept the intellectual restrictions that kept women from composing in 

major genres, she did not bind herself to mood and style considered appropriate 

expressions of the feminine temperament, leading to trenchant criticism of the ‘harshness’ 

of her music, unameliorated by feminine grace.   

The conflict between Smyth’s perceived identity as a woman composer and her 

aspiration to high-status genres is played out in reviews throughout her career.  

Expectations, education and performance opportunities functioned in concert to deter 

women composers from the larger genres, and Smyth did indeed ‘surprise’ some critics 

                                                
8 Fuller, “Women Composers”, pp.20–21, 122, 
9 Halstead, p.185. 
10 Halstead, p.173. 
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with her works.  T. L. Southgate’s curiosity was piqued by her choice of a Mass for 

composition, commenting that few composers “would care to attempt” the genre, and that  

the occasions on which such productions can be given are extremely limited.  
With these considerations in view, it becomes a point of some interest to 
wonder why a young lady would have elected to write a work of this peculiar 
character.11 

Smyth was confronting because she was seen as one of very few women who exercised 

their craft in genres considered the exclusive domain of men.  Paul Lorenz could think of 

only one other female opera composer, when confronted by Fantasio in 1898: 

Apart from Frau v. Bronsart, there is currently no woman known who 
understands how to create large dramatic compositions, and the history of 
music names only very few (female) composers for orchestra.12 

Smyth posed a heightened challenge by choosing music-drama as the vehicle for her 

second and third operas.  In 1904 Arthur Elson remarked that the success of Der Wald 

“proves that women may safely attempt the highest form of opera”,13 but S. K. Kordy was 

contemptuous of Smyth’s presumption in attempting an opera: “That where men show 

themselves to be weaklings, a lady should beat the stronger sex!  It is too paradoxical to be 

possible.”14  After seeing Der Wald, D. Warte concluded that  

The work of the [female] English composer did nothing to weaken the 
prejudice that one is generally accustomed to show for female compositional 
activity, especially in the field of music drama.15 

                                                
11 T. L. Southgate, “Miss Smyth’s Mass”, Musical News (21 January 1893), p.55.  Thomas Lea 
Southgate (1836–1917) was an amateur musician, organist and writer who co-founded the Musical 
Standard in 1862, remaining actively involved until 1891.  This review was written while he was co-
editing the Musical News with Edmund Hart Turpin between 1891 and 1895.  [Ball, p.465] 
12 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 

Neben Frau v. Bronsart ist augenblicklich keine Frau bekannt, die große dramatische 
Kompositionen hervorzubringen verstünde, und die Musikgeschichte nennt 
überhaupt nur wenige Komponistinnen für Orchester. 

Ingeborg von Bronsart (1840–1913) had in fact written four operas, all of which were performed 
between 1867 and 1909, two of them throughout Germany.  Deaville points out that “the literature 
of the period emphasized Bronsart as the first major female composer of opera in Germany”.  
[“Tageschronik”, Die Musik 2.15 (1903), p. 233; James Deaville, “Bronsart [née Starck], Ingeborg 
(Lena) von”, TNGO, pp.613–14]   Bronsart was not an isolated case.  In her short article, Reich 
lists Loïsa Puget, Louise Bertin, Marie de Grandval and Pauline Viardot as nineteenth-century 
opera composers in addition to Bronsart.  [Reich, p. 107]  Augusta Holmès composed four operas, 
of which only Le montagne noir was produced.   
13 Arthur Elson, Woman’s Work in Music (Boston: L. C. Page, 1904), p.238. 
14 Kordy, “London, in der Season”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.39 (17 September 1902), p.488. 
15 “Erstaufführungen”, Deutsche Bühnen-Genossenschaft (18 May 1902), p.180. 



141 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 3 

Numerous writers acknowledged that Smyth was exceptional, including the critic for 

The Morning Post, who began his review of Der Wald by recalling the accepted wisdom that  

[l]adies who devote their attention to musical composition are, as a rule, 
content to exercise their talents in the writing of song.  There have, of 
course, been exceptions to this rule, and Miss E. M. Smyth is one of them.  
This lady has for some years worked assiduously at music, cultivating it in its 
most serious and arduous forms.16 

The critic’s use of “assiduous” to describe Smyth’s endeavours, and “arduous” for the 

forms she chose, reveal his sense that her activity required disproportionate labour and was 

perhaps not appropriate for a woman.17  Despite his praise for the work, he devotes several 

lines to a consideration of her eccentricities, necessarily attendant on a woman who forgets 

her place sufficiently to write operas.   

During the early part of her career Smyth suffered from the widespread belief that 

women were incapable of creative expression.  It was a truism of nineteenth-century 

aesthetics that women’s very nature precluded them from possession of genius, which was 

exclusively associated with maleness;18 the apparently paradoxical element in the Romantic 

notion of genius is that men were considered capable of genius thanks to their ability to 

embody both the feminine and the masculine, while women were seen as incapable of 

transcending their biological femaleness, their subjectivity.  As Battersby says,  

One thing that the history of the concept of ‘genius’ revealed is that being a 
woman and being ‘feminine’ are radically different things.  It is women who 
have been excluded from culture; not the ‘feminine’.19  

The notion that women cannot be truly creative is frequently expressed in the Smyth 

criticism by the accusation that her music lacks sufficient inspiration, originality or 

invention [Erfindung], this last being the preferred term of the German critics.  The Mass, 

Der Wald and The Wreckers all attracted this censure, while the comic opera Fantasio was 

praised for its “rich musical invention” by two critics, and criticised for a deficiency in 

                                                                                                                                         

Das Werk der englischen Komponistin war nicht dazu angethan, das Vorurtheil zu 
entkräften, das man gemeinhin der weiblichen Kompositionsthätigkeit, zumal auf 
musikdramatischem Gebiet, entgegenzubringen pflegt. 

16 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Morning Post 19 July 1902, p.5. 
17 The critic later commented that “the composer has studied her art to good purpose”.  “Royal 
Opera Covent Garden”, Morning Post 19 July 1902, p.5. 
18 The development of this notion is traced by Christine Battersby in Gender and Genius.  (London: 
The Women’s Press, 1989). 
19 Battersby, pp.198-99 
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melodic inspiration by two others.20  The Era’s critic was “compelled to say that there is 

little inspiration in the Mass”,21 while some critics found The Wreckers “utterly devoid of 

any real musical inspiration”.22  But it was the German critics of this work who had least 

faith in its composer’s inspiration—of the thirteen reviews collected from the German 

press of the Leipzig and Prague performances, seven of them contain commentary on the 

poverty of Smyth’s invention—although many admit her other compositional strengths.  

Dr. Viktor Joß of Prague contributed a review, which is comparable with the 1902 Berlin 

response to Der Wald in its flow of invective.  His opinion of Smyth’s inspiration was that 

“[t]here is almost no trace of musical invention to be found in her work”.23   

Smyth’s technical skill, combined with her characteristic and forceful style, was 

understood as ‘masculine’ by many critics,24 but the following two excerpts from reviews of 

the Leipzig premiere of The Wreckers reveal that critics were not fully convinced by this.  

The music, which at first amazes with a certain masculine energy of 
conception, on closer scrutiny very soon reveals a terrible lack of real, 
elementally forceful invention […]25 

She has spirit and power to create atmosphere; on the other hand, the 
invention is weak, and its lack is only apparently concealed—and for the 
superficial listener—by that colourful, bewildering daring harmony and by 
skilful borrowing from beautiful and characteristic Cornish (Celtic) folk song 
and chorale.26 

                                                
20 “Reiche musikalische Erfindung” was attributed to the composer of Fantasio by writers in both 
the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik [94.22 (1 June 1898), p.254] and the Musikalisches Wochenblatt [29.24 (9 
June 1898), p.343], while her melodic writing was criticised in the Weimarische Zeitung [27 May 1898, 
p.1] and the Allgemeine Zeitung [12 February 1901, p.2].  
21 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
22 “Englishwoman’s Opera”, Daily Mail 23 June 1909, p.3. 
23 Dr. Viktor Joß, “Prag”, Signale (2 January 1907), p.16.  Joß (b. 1869) was a composer, pianist and 
writer.   

Von musikalischer Erfindung ist in ihrem Werk fast keine Spur zu finden, und die 
Technik der Oper bildet für sie ein Buch mit sieben Siegeln. 

24 See discussion below. 
25 C. K., “Leipzig”, Musikalisches Wochenblatt/Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 22 November 1906, 
p.863/925. 

Die Musik, im ersten Moment durch eine gewisse männliche Energie der Konzeption 
verblüffend, lässt bei näherem Zuschauen doch gar bald einen argen Mangel an 
wirklich urkräftiger Erfindung.  

26 Walter Niemann, “Das Strandrecht”, Kunstwart 20.6 (2. Dezemberheft 1906), p.362. 
Geist und Stimmungskraft hat sie; die Erfindung dagegen ist schwach, und ihre 
Mängel werden nur äußerlich und für den oberflächlichen Zuhörer durch jene 
farbensprühende, verblüffend kühne Harmonik und durch geschickte Anleihen beim 
schönen und eigenartigen cornwallischen (keltischen) Volkslied und Choral übertäubt. 
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The writers imply that Smyth has attempted to bluff her listeners and critics with her show 

of skill, and are at pains to demonstrate that they were not fooled.  Erfindung is clearly 

associated with masculinity, and the critics reveal their discomfort with Smyth’s use of 

modern techniques of harmonic colour and ‘exotic’ folksong.  

The existence of women composers and ‘great’ women composers 

No doubt many use the term “lady composer” in all innocence. […]  But if 
anyone will clear his mind of cant for one moment he must surely perceive, 
that as long as there have been no great women composers, to put you in 
that class is to imply that your work is fifteenth-rate; compliments addressed to 
you on these lines are therefore worthless and offensive.27 

Smyth suffered from not being part of a recognised tradition of women composers.  

She posed a challenge for her early critics, who hardly knew how to begin discussing a 

Mass by a young woman.  Few of them actually engaged with the substance of her music; 

they categorised Smyth in terms of contemporary gendered aesthetics, they attributed her 

music to various influences, and generally expressed their amazement. 

Public musical achievement by women was always seen in isolation, enabling the critic 

of The Musical Opinion to describe the 1893 performance of Smyth’s Mass as “an occurrence 

without precedent”,28 denying her the history and tradition of other women composers.29  

The general scepticism about women’s compositional ability resulted in short critical 

memory and a monotonous repetition of surprise at such female achievement.30 Smyth was 

well aware of this situation and took the precaution of publishing the score of her Mass 

under her initials only,31 for she was not yet well known in 1893.  For a period Smyth 

                                                
27 Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, p.384. 
28 “Musical Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion and Music Trade Review (hereafter Musical Opinion) 
185 (1 February 1893), p.274. 
29 Fuller’s lists of compositions include Mass movements by Maude Valerie White and works for 
chorus and orchestra by Rosalind Ellicott, who was commissioned to compose a cantata for the 
Gloucester Three Choirs Festival in 1889.  [“Women Composers”, pp.338–39, 391] 
30 See Judith Olson’s assessment of Luise Adolpha Le Beau’s career, where she speaks of the 
“tremendous skepticism Le Beau encountered in almost all of her professional contacts”.  Judith E. 
Olson, “Luise Adolpha Le Beau: Composer in Late Nineteenth-Century Germany”, Women Making 
Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150–1950, ed. Jane Bowers and Judith Tick (Urbana & Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1986), p.289. 
31The advertisement for the Novello (vocal) score listed her as ‘E. M. Smyth’.  [Musical Times 34 (1 
February 1893), p. 112] 
This was noted by the columnist of the Musical Opinion, who commented that “Miss Smyth…[who] 
desires no favour for her sex, uses only the initials of her prénoms on her musical compositions” 
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gained limited acceptance: when The Wreckers was performed in London in 1909 she was 

approaching the height of her career and the critic of The Daily Telegraph did not treat her as 

a newcomer.  He acknowledged her track record, and sought to inform those whose 

memories were shorter: 

To those who reflect on the subordinate position occupied by women in the 
realms of composition, as compared with that of the creators of really great 
music, the mastery of means here displayed by Miss Smyth might, indeed, 
seem surprising, had not previous works from her pen prepared them in large 
measure for the revelation.32 

Throughout Smyth’s early career critics reflected that “clever female composers” could 

be found in the present as in history, but a ‘great’ woman composer was yet to appear.33  

Although some were open to women entering the compositional field, there was a general 

belief that as there had been no great women composers in the past, there were unlikely to 

be any in the future.34   

In 1893 the critic of The Star declared a great female composer impossible, citing 

current psychological debate:  

Is a great female composer possible?  “No,” says your psychologist, and 
proceeds to show that woman is deficient in certain qualities without which 
nothing great in musical creation can be.  With woman, however, it is just the 
impossible that is sure to happen.  Besides, some day a woman will make 
herself a great composer, out of pure “cussedness.”  She can’t do it—that we 
know; but she will.  That’s “cussedness.”  Among those ladies who, as 
composers, have flown with most impunity in the face of Providence, a 
conspicuous place must be accorded to Miss E. M. Smyth.35   

The author could not have known just what a reputation for “cussedness” Smyth was to 

gain over the course of her long career.   

The critic of The Era was disappointed by Smyth’s Mass, having been led to expect 

music “which should falsify the opinions of the unflattering philosopher, Schopenhauer, 

                                                                                                                                         

[Musical Opinion 185 (1 February 1893), p. 271], and was also commented on by Otto Ebel.  [Women 
Composers, a Biographical Handbook of Woman’s Work in Music (New York: Chandler, 1902), p.132]    
32 “The Wreckers”, Daily Telegraph 23 June 1909, p.9. 
33 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
34 This is George Upton’s thesis in his little book Woman in Music, which had passed its 6th edition 
by 1909.  See discussion below. 
For an excellent discussion of the debate over women composing, in the north American context, 
see Judith Tick’s article “Passed Away is the Piano Girl” [Women Making Music: The Western Art 
Tradition, 1150–1950, ed. Jane Bowers & Judith Tick (Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1986)], pp.325–48. 
35 “The Albert Hall”, Star 19 January 1893, p.4. 
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that ladies never do anything great in imaginative work”.  He found instead excessive 

ambition and little inspiration, insufficiently compensated for by “a capacity rare in her sex 

for dealing with the more abstruse forms of musical art”.36  This general prejudice was 

candidly acknowledged by Richard Batka in late 1906: 

We value and honour woman as a reproductive artist, but we lapse 
immediately into the most ungallant scepticism when she lays aside the music 
of another, to surprise us with her own music, composed by herself.37 

Some critics however, found in Smyth a sign of hope for women composers.  Der 

Wald provoked W. W. C. [Walter Wilson Cobbett?] of The Musical News to muse that  

“Der Wald” contains the presage of happier times to come for woman as a 
creative musician.  Without being able to write in terms of unqualified praise 
of the music, it is impossible to deny that the work as a whole is the 
weightiest achievement of any woman in this ambitious field of art […].38 

Richard Specht provided a further example of this dismissive kind of praise.  He listed a 

number of women composers, characterised the composition of each one in negative 

terms and declared them all derivative; they only composed out of “ambition or vanity, 

clueless naivety or musical insanity”.39  Specht claimed an exception, however, for Smyth, 

who had “knocked down” the “low regard for (female) composers in general” and proved 

to him that “femininity is no impediment to original compositional production”.40 

Smyth’s very excellence prompted reflection on what the ‘great’ woman composer 

would be like, when and if she finally appeared.  Equally thought-provoking—or perhaps 

provocative—to the critics was Smyth’s bold, confident compositional style, which led 

some to dream of the opposite: 

                                                
36 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
37 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), p.88. 

Wir schätzen und ehren die Frau als reproduktive Künstlerin, aber wir verfallen sofort 
dem ungalantesten Skeptizismus, wenn sie die Noten anderer beiseite legt, um uns mit 
eigenen, selbst komponierten zu überraschen.   

38 W. W. C. [Walter Wilson Cobbett], “Der Wald”, Musical News 26 July 1902, p.72. 
39 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1213. 

[A]us Ehrgeiz oder Eitelkeit, ahnungsloser Naivetät oder musical insanity [sic] 
This unflattering list is applied to composers including Ingeborg von Bronsart, Mathilde von 
Kralik, Kitty von Escherich and Cécile Chaminade. 
40 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), pp.1213–14. 

Denn die Geringschätzung gegen Komponistinnen im allgemeinen ist von einer 
unbekümmert resoluten, keinem Hindernis ausweichenden, in froher Energie ihren 
Weg gehenden Engländerin über den Haufen gerannt—fast hätt’ ich gesagt: geboxt—
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Amateurs who took the trouble to think about the matter beforehand may 
naturally have looked for a revelation of the feminine in music.  Clever 
female composers have existed in the past, and are to be found amongst us 
now.  Yet the world is still waiting for one who shall be called great–one 
who, with a woman’s ideas and feelings in connection with the divine art, 
shall do among women what Beethoven did among men.  It would be vain to 
speculate why this gracious apparition has not arrived, but our ignorance and 
helplessness in relation thereto need not blind us to the probability that 
when, if ever, she does come, the world of music will be very much the 
richer.  The delicacy and refinement, the quick feeling, quicker intuition, and 
subtle emotionalism which characterise the “eternal feminine” will give us 
altogether a new song when they work […] through the influence of musical 
genius.  Of one thing we may be sure–when the great female composer does 
appear she will not be a follower and emulator of her masculine colleagues.  
That rôle, no doubt, is extensively played nowadays in a general way, but the 
musical woman will be womanly.  What more can be desired than the 
qualities which that term comprehends?41 

Female composers have always done best when trusting to feeling and 
emotion, and if ever a great feminine composer is to stand side by side with 
Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Bach, and Handel, it will be a woman who gives 
expression to the sweetness and tenderness, the faith and emotion which 
have made the sex so angelic.42 

These two quotations from 1893 reveal the discomfiting effect of Smyth’s Mass, and a 

concern that her concentration on apparently ‘masculine’ style negated her true feminine 

nature, while simultaneously ‘emulating’—or trespassing on the domain of—her male 

contemporaries.   

Some critics engaged in a critique of the dismissive pseudo-psychology that declared 

women incapable of real creative contributions.  In an article published in 1910, in which 

he responded to the 1909 edition of Upton’s Woman in Music,43 Ernest Newman exposed 

what he termed the “absurd argument that because women have not done any great 

creative work in music in the past they will never do it in the future”.44  Upton’s “historical 

and aesthetic” reflection attempted to reveal “the exact reasons why woman has failed to 

create important and enduring works in music”.45  He canvassed the old discussion about 

                                                                                                                                         

worden.[…] die es gezeigt hat, daß die Weiblichkeit kein Hemmnis für ursprüngliche 
tondichterische Produktion ist. 

41 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
42 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
43 George P. Upton, Woman in Music (London: Stanley Paul; Chicago: A. C. McClurg, 1909). 
44 Ernest Newman, “Women and Music”, Musical Times 51 (1 June 1910), p.359. 
45 Upton, pp.17–18. 
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woman’s emotional nature, which suited her to fine appreciation of art, but prevented her 

from gaining the rational distance or scientific competence required to create it.46  Upton 

not only suggested that women have had “equal advantages with men” and failed to equal 

their achievement, but added that women are less able to face discouragement.47  He 

concluded that woman’s greatest contribution was “her influence upon the production of 

music”, and thus devoted over two thirds of the book to a survey of women’s influence on 

great composers.48  

Newman rebutted Upton’s thesis by providing alternative answers to the question 

“why have there been no great women composers”.  He outlined the difficulties—

educational, institutional, financial—that faced them and noted that women artists have 

been drawn only from the small section of society that contains professional musicians and 

the wealthy, thus precluding the emergence of a “large crop” of good women composers.  

He also pointed out that a significant proportion of women composers have been 

executants, mainly pianists, singers or violinists,  

whose gift for composition is no more than that of any ordinarily good 
musician.  As the same group among the men does not produce original 
work of any great value, we must not expect too much from the women. 

Newman’s final paragraph returned to more conventional arguments, well familiar to 

polemicists like Smyth.49  He explained that for genius to gain expression, it must  

coincide in the same individual with (1) inherited income, or (2) the favour of 
a patron, or (3) the possession of an official or academic post, or (4) a 
business that provided means and leisure, or (5) some similar economic 
surety.50 

He noted that not only are positions such as organist, opera conductor, and court music 

director closed to women, but that a poor creative man may be accepted into society that 

                                                
46 Upton, pp.18–19, 23–24, 30–31. 
47 Upton, pp.32, 25–27. 
48 In this section Upton considers J. S. Bach, Handel, Beethoven, Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, 
Schumann, Mendelssohn, Chopin, Weber and Wagner.  A short section on women performers 
entitled “Woman as the Interpreter of Music” is followed by an appendix that includes a brief list 
naming 48 “female composers” from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, and an extended 
list of works by male composers dedicated to women.  These ‘great’ composers include Mozart, 
Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, Mendelssohn, Chopin, and Weber.  [Upton, pp.210–18]  
49 Newman only mentioned Smyth herself to illustrate one point, the need for women to disguise 
their sex from publishers and audiences, as she did with the publication of the Mass. 
50 Newman, “Women and Music”, p.361. 
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will turn its back on a poor woman.  Smyth confirmed Newman’s point; she never doubted 

that her career had only been made possible by 

good health, a fair dose of persistence and fighting instinct, and, most 
important of all, a small independent income which rendered possible a 
continuous struggle for musical existence such as no woman obliged to earn 
her livelihood in music could have carried on.51 

Newman’s conclusions are liberal, and effectively refute Upton’s conservative 

arguments. 

All things considered, then, the wonder is not that women should have 
produced so few good composers, but that they should have produced any, 
[…] At all events, until women composers have had the opportunity of 
working for a few generations under the same social and economic 
conditions as men composers, and have then failed to produce a work of 
unmistakable genius, it is surely the most superficial dogmatism to say that 
they have no creative gift merely because they are women.52 

Smyth herself considered the question of why “up to now there have been no great 

women composers” at the opening of her polemic Female Pipings in Eden.53  She ascribed 

the situation in England to a combination of conservative political conditions regarding 

women, the lack of a strong musical tradition and to human nature.54  She was aware that 

not only the weakness of English composition, but also the absence of a recognised 

tradition of women composers inhibited the appearance of a ‘great’ woman composer, and 

reused her beloved mountain metaphor:  

[W]hen a man becomes a Mount Everest in music, remember he is standing 
on the shoulders of a mighty range; but a woman must needs hurl herself 
upwards from the dead level by her own volcanic energy. 55 

One might add Newman’s claim that women composers must be drawn from a wider 

cross-section of society before foothills and ranges—over which an Everest towers—can 

appear. 

Although Newman’s detailed critique was rare, he was not alone in being conscious of 

the great handicaps faced by women composers.  Several English critics commented on 

                                                
51 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.37. 
52 Newman, “Women and Music”, p.361. 
53 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.4. 
54 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.5. 
55 Ethel Smyth, “England, Music, and—Women”, English Review 22 (1916), p.197.  
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their colleagues’ response to Smyth’s works, before the issue of discrimination was placed 

firmly on the agenda by the composer’s involvement in the suffrage struggle.   

Comments on sexism  

Critical awareness of the prevailing sexism crept into some performance reviews, 

although this remains rare.  A writer for the ‘gossip’ column of The Musical Opinion reflected 

on this in relation to Der Wald’s reception in London: 

It has been rather curious to read the patronising remarks of some of the 
critics on the score of Miss Smyth’s sex.  They have implied that the work is 
wonderful for a woman.  I would rather say that it is the one English opera 
of any importance either by man or woman which has been produced at 
Covent Garden.56 

These sentiments were closely echoed by E. A. B. [Baughan] in The Daily News, who 

declared it an insult to say that The Wreckers “is good for a woman”.  He wrote a very 

thorough and critical review, remarkably free of gender bias, and concluded that The 

Wreckers was “musically the best music-drama written by any British composer of modern 

days”.57 

This signals a change of focus in the criticism of Smyth’s operas, for the issue of 

English opera is the major preoccupation in the reviews of The Wreckers and The Boatswain’s 

Mate.  Although interest in Smyth’s sex becomes secondary in reviews of The Wreckers  

(1909 and 1910),58 they still contain passing references to it, especially declarations of her 

pre-eminence among women composers.  It is curious that The Wreckers, and not the two 

earlier works, inspired the only reviews in this study which mention Smyth’s sex in their 

titles, with headings like “A Woman’s Opera”59 or the more nationalist “Englishwoman’s 

Opera”.60  Smyth suggested that by this time women were posing more of a threat than 

                                                
56 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
57 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers.  First Production of Miss E. M. Smyth’s Opera”, Daily News 
23 June 1909, p.3.  Edward Algernon Baughan (1865–1938) was a businessman and journalist who 
edited the Musical Standard (1892–1902) and was music critic for the Daily News (1902–12).  [Ball, 
p.50; Christopher Kent, “Periodical Critics of Drama, Music, & Art, 1830–1914: A Preliminary 
List”, Victorian Periodicals Review 13 (Spring & Summer 1980), p.36] 
58 Reviews from two seasons are under examination here: a week of afternoon performances 
beginning on 22 June 1909 at His Majesty’s Theatre, under Thomas Beecham; and the Beecham 
season at Covent Garden in March 1910. 
59 A. K. [Alfred Kalisch], “A Woman’s Opera”, Manchester Guardian 23 June 1909, p. 7. 
60 “Englishwoman’s Opera”, Daily Mail 23 June 1909, p. 3.  It is interesting to note that in the Daily 
Mail’s review of the 1910 performance of The Wreckers they again used a heading of this kind: 
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formerly, not only due to the increasing militancy of the battle for women’s suffrage, but 

because women’s activity was beginning to have an economic impact.  In “A Burning of 

Boats”, she identifies this as the period when she was condemned to be known as a “lady 

composer”.61 

By the time of The Boatswain’s Mate however, Smyth is seen as a composer in her own 

right, and she is rarely discussed as a ‘woman composer’.  This is due in part to Smyth’s 

establishment of herself as a composer on the English scene: it had taken her several 

decades, but the flurry of performance that followed the productions of The Wreckers in 

1909 and 1910 brought her more frequently before the public.  The apparent acceptance of 

Smyth as a composer was also due to other pressing issues in her reception, issues 

integrally related to sex.  Smyth’s public role in the militant fight for women’s suffrage 

before the outbreak of war, followed by an opera with avowedly feminist sentiments, 

affected the interpretation of many critics. 

Smyth’s personal politics rarely featured in reviews of the revival of her Mass in 1924, 

which came just over a year after she was created a Dame of the British Empire.  She had 

waited 31 years to hear the Mass performed a second time, and many critics deplored the 

injustice of this long neglect.  Several referred to her claims that discrimination was the 

cause, but Eric Blom concluded that to emphasise Smyth’s sex and call her “pre-eminent 

among creative women musicians is to give a giant credit for having won a race against 

pygmies”.62  This ambivalent statement may constitute valuable praise for Smyth, but is 

hardly flattering for women. 

Ernest Newman interpreted the events differently, praising the Mass and quoting 

Smyth’s own query: “ ‘Will anyone point to the masterpieces of the ’nineties that naturally 

put its poor nose out of joint?  Where are they today?’ ”  Newman praised the Mass and 

ascribed its long neglect to the fact that  

[T]he people in musical power at the time—and later—did not know what to 
make of a “female composer” who wrote, not music of “feminine charm,” 
but music of as strong intellectual fibre as that of any man.  Whether there 
was anything so definite and conscious as “sex-antagonism” or not, there was 

                                                                                                                                         

“Woman’s Opera”.  [“Woman’s Opera”, Daily Mail 2 March 1910, Beecham season, 1910 
Scrapbook, Covent Garden Archive. 
61 It is not clear from the context exactly when Smyth is referring to in this passage; she may be 
discussing a period including the English performance of Der Wald, or perhaps only after this, 
during her attempts to get The Wreckers performed.  Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, p.384. 
62 E. B. [Eric Blom], “Dame Ethel Smyth’s Mass”, Manchester Guardian 10 March 1924.  
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certainly in the air a lamentable amount of sex-blindness; had her Mass been 
brought out as the work of John or Henry Smyth it would have had a 
different reception from the Press and met with a different fate.63 

Newman’s implication that “sex-antagonism” is necessarily conscious is questionable, but 

his appraisal is the most thoughtful of contemporary writers.   

Dilettantism and ambition provoke moral outrage and gallantry 

Whether conscious or not, a number of critical strategies were employed to indicate 

that Smyth, as a woman composer, should not be judged alongside her male peers.  She 

was declared a dilettante and accused of excessive ambition by some; others reacted with 

moral outrage to her choice of subject matter, calling it unsuitable for a lady; the double 

standard was further employed in expressions of gallantry towards a lady composer, which 

precluded full critical appraisal of her music. 

Although Smyth pursued her opera composition with seriousness, dedication and 

considerable skill, many were the critics who thought her works not good enough to be 

performed at major theatres.  I have already mentioned the uniformly negative response of 

the Berlin critics to Der Wald in 1902, and it was from among their number that most of 

the open accusations of dilettantism arose.  In Chapter 2 I have described the conditions 

of the Berliner Hofoper at this time, and the low standard of novelties performed in that 

season.  Smyth was an outsider on many counts, not least of which was her professional 

status.   

German opera composers followed well-established career paths from institutional 

study of performance and composition, orchestral playing or a concert career,64 followed 

by assistant conducting in regional opera houses, production of their early operas in these 

same regional opera houses, all the while aspiring to a position as Kapellmeister or municipal 

music director and to performance of their works in the leading theatres of the period.65  

Smyth may have seemed an unworthy upstart before a note of her music had been heard: 

she had barely lasted a year at the Leipzig Conservatorium, and Herzogenberg, although 

respected, was known to be conservative and unsympathetic to modern opera.  The 

                                                
63 Newman, introduction, Impressions that Remained, p.xii.   
64 Stavenhagen, for example, was a noted concert pianist. 
65 Goslich gives brief biographies of many opera composers from earlier in the nineteenth century 
that conform to this pattern, despite individual variations.  
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performances of Fantasio at Weimar and Karlsruhe had been too insignificant and 

insufficiently successful to act as qualifiers for a first-rate institution.  

But it seems to have been Smyth’s sex that called forth the peculiarly patronising tone 

of the comments about her ‘dilettantism’.  Dilettante was a term particularly applied to 

ladies who ‘dabbled’; like wealthy piano students who gave virtuoso recitals of music 

clearly beyond their abilities.  A dilettante composer was not to be judged against real 

(male) composers of serious music, but only against other dilettantes, mostly women.66  

Smyth was also seen to have gained her performance in Berlin through connections rather 

than artistic merit.  The Berlin critics denied Smyth any compositional competence, she 

was allowed neither skill nor inspiration.  L. S. of the Berliner Tageblatt did not even judge 

her against other women composers, instead declaring Der Wald: 

the well-meaning work of a dilettante, who as such is certainly not without 
talent, but who has not learnt nearly enough to conceal her lack of invention 
with even a degree of skill […].67 

She was rated even lower in the National-Zeitung, where her music was dubbed “really 

incredibly childish, and even below the level of dilettantism”.68  This critic infantilises 

Smyth, finding no trace of musical expression, of content, even of thought.  At least L. S. 

condescended to admit that producing the score would have given her pleasure, and there 

was no reason to hurt her feelings over it, focussing the rest of his comments on the poor 

choice of the Intendanz.69  By such means, the Berlin critics sought to put the female upstart 

back in her place. 

The spectre of the dilettante rose again when The Wreckers was performed in Leipzig 

and Prague.  Detlev Schultz recognised Smyth’s skill in orchestration, yet nevertheless 

made this observation:   

                                                
66 Eugene Murray Gates, “The Woman Composer Question: Four Case Studies from the Romantic 
Era”, diss., University of Toronto, 1992, p.29. 
67 L. S., “Feuilleton”, Berliner Tageblatt 10 April 1902, p.2. 

Es ist die gutgemeinte Arbeit einer Dilettantin, die als solche gewiß nicht ohne 
Begabung ist, die aber bei Weitem nicht genug gelernt hat, um die mangelnde 
Erfindung auch nur einigermaßen geschickt zu verdecken. 

68 “Kunst, Wissenschaft und Literatur”, National-Zeitung 10 April 1902, Morgen-Ausgabe, p.4. 
[…]die Musik aber, die Miß Smyth geschrieben hat, ist geradezu unglaublich kindlich, 
und steht sogar unter dem Maße des Dilettantenhaften[…] 

69 L. S., “Feuilleton”, Berliner Tageblatt 10 April 1902, p.2. 
Ihr wird es Freude bereitet haben, die Partitur herzustellen, und es liegt gar keine 
Veranlassung vor, sie deshalb zu kränken. 
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We consider the arbitrary way in which the composer has a go at 
experimenting with new sounds and tonality to be dilettante.  Dilettante 
tendencies are also pointed to by the inadequate vocal phrasing and the weak, 
thereby often wild, polyphony of the opera.70 

Joß attacked not only Smyth’s orchestration, but also her combination of melodrama and 

singing when he declared that the opera showed “dilettantism in all its nakedness”.71 
 

Another way of defusing the threat posed by a woman trespassing on male preserves 

was to accuse her of attempting something beyond her reach.  The Mass evoked many 

comments imputing excessive ambition to its composer, and even the few critics who were 

silent on the subject of her sex imply that recognition of her limitations would be sensible.  

The critic of The Musical Times suggested that Smyth possessed excessive ambition in 

attempting a work on a scale which would have suited the great masters, but which was 

rather beyond her talents.   

We offer the foregoing comment in all good will to the clever and ambitious 
composer, who, it seems clear enough, has a capacity for really fine and 
striking work, provided she keep within bounds which have served for many 
others of still higher gifts.  Bach and Beethoven have written works which 
exhaust the resources of musical expression, but that is no reason why others 
should go so far and, almost of necessity, fail.72   

A similar opinion was expressed in the review in The Pall Mall Gazette, where the critic 

recognised Smyth’s skill in “much clever writing”, but felt that she strove “for effects 

beyond her means” in the “contrapuntal passages” in particular.73  ‘Stave’ of The Morning 

Leader revealed his belief that women composers had something to prove by classing the 

Mass as “one of the most commendable attempts” that had been made recently “by 

women to demonstrate their capacity in the direction of musical composition”.  He 

identified an improvement in Smyth’s composition but criticised her constant “desire […] 

to be utterly original and unconventional”, on the basis that she had not the experience, 

                                                
70 Detlev Schultz, “Theater und Musik.  Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 
1906, p.2. 

Wir halten die Willkür, mit der die Komponistin mit neuen Klängen und mit der 
Tonalität drauflos experimentiert, für dilettantisch.  Dilettantische Züge weist auch 
der dürftige Vokalsatz und die schwache, dabei oft wüste Polyphonie der Oper auf.  

71 Joß, “Prag”, Signale (2 January 1907), p.16. 
Dilettantismus in seiner ganzen Nacktheit 

72 “Royal Choral Society”, Musical Times 34 (1 February 1893), p.86. 
73 “Royal Choral Society”, Pall Mall Gazette 19 January 1893, p.2. 
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and was simply trying to create “novelty in effect”. 74  Both the technical skill of 

counterpoint and the gift of originality were declared lacking by these critics, and Smyth 

was considered ‘ambitious’ in aspiring to them; but surely every young composer must 

aspire to skill and inspiration, and the way the critics framed their comments suggests that 

they saw Smyth overstepping the limits of the appropriate because she was a woman 

composer. 

The critics were right in their observation that Smyth aspired to large forms and 

sophisticated techniques.  Her ‘ambition’ was soon to be manifested in the composition of 

a music-drama, the apex of modern musical expression.  Despite the belief that women 

lacked the creative strength required for opera composition, an English critic of Der Wald 

ascribed to Smyth “honest and high aim”,75 without accusing her of ambition.  Perhaps by 

this stage of her career, she had carved out a sufficient niche for herself in England to 

make her choice of genre more acceptable.  In Berlin and New York, however, Der Wald 

provoked extremely harsh responses.   

The critic of The New York Times declared it a case of  

vaulting ambition and a general incompetency to write anything beyond the 
most obvious commonplaces.  It is quite lacking in dramatic expressiveness, 
in characterisation, in melodic ideas, in distinction of any kind. 76   

The critic of the National-Zeitung found in the Berlin production evidence of neither skill 

nor talent, despite the outward trappings of serious opera.  He detailed the work’s lack of 

melodic invention, musical expression, even the first technical preconditions for 

constructing an opera: “In most striking contrast to the poverty of the music’s content 

stands the great extravagance of superficial orchestral resources, and the array of forms 

from grand opera.” 77  Smyth could not prove her worth to some critics for, in 1909, the 

                                                
74 Stave, “Royal Choral Society”, Morning Leader 19 January 1893, p.3. 
75 “The Royal Opera”, Times 19 July 1902, p.8. 
76 ‘ “Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 
77 “Kunst, Wissenschaft und Literatur”, National-Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.4. 

Kein einziger Gedanke taucht in dem trostlosen Stimmengewirr auf, Alles ist hohle, 
inhaltlose Phrase, Langeweile und Oede begleiten das Werk vom ersten bis zum 
letzten Takte.  Wir wüßten thatsächlich nicht, was wir an dieser Oper loben könnten, 
denn wir vermögen kaum die ersten technischen Vorbedingungen zum Aufbau eines 
musikalischen Dramas in ihr zu entdecken.  Es erübrigt sich, im Einzelnen 
auszuführen, daß von dem, was man sonst melodiöse Erfindung und musikalischen 
Ausdruck nennt, in dem Werke der Miß Smyth auch nicht die Spur zu entdecken ist.  
Vergebens erwartet man an irgend einer Stelle ein ansprechendes Liedchen, oder das 
Aufleuchten eines anmuthigen Gedankens, der über die Oede minutenlang 
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critic of the Musical Times judged Smyth’s “new work The Wreckers […] an ambitious work, 

if indeed, it is not a shade too ambitious”.78 

If Smyth allowed her alleged ambition to take her into genres and styles considered 

beyond her means, her choice of subject matter for these works was also considered 

unseemly.  In Germany, she shocked the critics as the English were never shocked, even 

when Smyth applied her suffragette feminism to the composition of The Boatswain’s Mate.  

The subject and story of The Wreckers were found unpleasant and unsuited to German 

taste.79  Heuß found Smyth’s apparent attempt to emulate the “rough hues of Wagner’s 

Flying Dutchman” distasteful, thundering that “no man should compete with gods, especially 

not a woman”.80  He repeated his criticism of her subject material: “How a woman should 

arrive at such cruel and wild material is […] doubly inconceivable”.81   

Smyth had crossed not just one boundary, but many.  Her sex is the key issue: she had 

trespassed into the male preserve of composition, even into the inner sanctum of opera,82 

and had also set a text of moral depravity, thus proving herself an unnatural woman, 

confirming her status as an interloper.   

Outrage was only one way of indicating Smyth’s trespass into male territory and 

refusing to take her artistic creation seriously.  The other side of this coin was excessive 

courtesy.  A ‘lady’ writing a major work was so new and strange that self-conscious 

gallantry is found in many reviews, or at least an apology for the ungallant behaviour of 

criticising a lady.  But gallantry was effectively another means of belittling the composer, of 

implicitly asserting that women could not be treated or judged side by side with men.   

Once again the critic of the Leipziger Volkszeitung set the standard by stating that 

courtesy forbade him to speak about the music: 

                                                                                                                                         

hinwegtäuschen könnte, und selbst in einem Bauerntanze, der in eine der ersten 
Szenen eingefügt ist, vermißt man jede Frische und Originalität.  Im auffälligsten 
Gegensatze zu der inhaltlichen Dürftigkeit der Musik steht der große Aufwand an 
äußerlichen orchestralen Mitteln, und das Aufgebot der Formen der großen Oper. 

78 “The Wreckers”, Musical Times 50 (1 July 1909), p.467. 
79 This issue is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. 
80 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), p.239. 

Das rauhe Kolorit von Wagners Fliegendem Holländer mochte es der Komponistin 
angetan haben, aber mit Göttern messe sich kein Mensch, besonders auch keine Frau. 

81 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), pp.238–39. 
Wie an einen so rohen und wilden Stoff—[…]gerade eine Frau gelangen konnte, ist 
doppelt unbegreiflich. 
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One should always be polite to composing ladies, for one knows that nothing 
really significant has ever been achieved here, even though the number of 
female composers is not small. 83 

In the case of Der Wald such politeness was used to damn the work in no uncertain 

terms.  The critic of the Neue Preußische Zeitung was uncertain, for he thought Smyth had, by 

composing, almost removed herself from that class of women who commanded courtesy.   

We would now also like to say something about the regrettable music, […] if 
we did not also have the feeling, that one should be impolite to no lady, not 
even a composing Miss.84  

Needless to say the critic’s brief description of the work’s failure at performance and 

comment on the composer’s lack of skill would have been offensive to that lady, but he 

maintained his elaborate concern with courtesy while reflecting on how or why Der Wald 

was accepted for performance at all.   

What induced the Royal Opera to perform the work is a mystery to us.  We 
would gladly assume that it happened out of courtesy towards a lady if the 
failure had not been certain from the first, so that the matter ultimately came 
to a kind of rudeness.85 

His closing sentence was the unspeakably smug: 

And with the edifying consciousness that we have expressed ourselves quite 
extraordinary politely, with these words we take leave of Miss Smyth and her 
opera.86 

                                                                                                                                         
82 That she thus deprived German men of seeing their (supposedly) much worthier works staged 
and allegedly sought to emulate great composers such as Wagner was also disapproved of.  This 
issue will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
83 “Kunstchronik: Neues Theater”, Leipziger Volkszeitung 12 November 1906, p.2. 

[D]ie Höflichkeit verboten hätte, auch über die Musik zu sprechen.[…]Man soll gegen 
komponierende Damen immer höflich sein, da man weiß, daß hier noch nie etwas 
wirklich Bedeutendes geleistet wurde, wenn auch die Zahl der weiblichen 
Komponisten nicht klein ist. 

84 “Theater und Musik. Königliche Schauspiele”, Neue Preußische Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.2. 
Wir würden nun auch noch gern etwas über die mißliche Musik sagen, wenn wir nur 
die Fähigkeit besäßen, über etwas zu schreiben, was nicht vorhanden ist, und wenn 
auch wir nicht das Gefühl hätten, daß man keiner Dame, nicht einmal einer 
komponirenden Miß, unhöflich kommen darf.[…] 

85 “Theater und Musik”, Neue Preußische Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.2. 
Was die Königl. Oper veranlaßt hat, das Werk aufzuführen, ist uns ein Räthsel.  Wir 
würden gern annehmen, daß es aus Höflichkeit gegen eine Dame geschehen ist, wenn 
der Mißerfolg nicht von vornherein festgestanden hätte, so daß die Sache schließlich 
auf eine Art Unhöflichkeit hinauslief. 

86 “Theater und Musik”, Neue Preußische Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.2. 
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The question of why Smyth’s works reached the stage was raised by critics throughout 

her career, but it was particularly the German critics of Der Wald who brought Smyth’s sex 

into the debate.  The critic of the Vossische Zeitung took the opportunity to practise his wit, 

exploiting the unfortunate pun created by the German transliteration of Miss into Miß, 

with the German prefix “miß-”, equivalent to the English “mis-”, implying unfavourable 

meaning.  

The Generalintendantur never has any luck with their new acquisitions.  How 
could they agree to perform an opera that flowed from the pen of an English 
Miss?  That would have to be a failure [Mißerfolg] under any circumstances.  
But jokes aside!87 

Beyond wit, there was the suspicion that Smyth had not gained performance for her 

opera on artistic merit alone, if at all.  The Generalintendant’s incompetence was by this stage 

so publicly exposed, that the following could hardly damage his reputation further:  

The Intendant [at Berlin] is a gallant gentleman and can refuse young ladies 
nothing; he has not however rendered Miss E. M. Smyth a service, by 
bringing her one-act operatic work “Der Wald” to performance in the Royal 
Opera House.88 

It is interesting to note that Smyth, now 44, was still being referred to as a ‘young lady’, 

which denied her years of experience and suggested also that the author had not met her in 

person, to assess her ‘feminine charms’. 89  There was some curiosity about the matter.  M. 

St. declared it the only point of interest about the whole opera in his brief review for the 

                                                                                                                                         

Und mit dem erhebenden Bewußtsein, uns ganz außerordentlich höflich ausgedrückt 
zu haben, scheiden wir hiermit von Miß Smyth und ihrer Oper. 

87 W. B., “Theater und Musik; Königliches Opernhaus”, Vossische Zeitung (10 April 1902), Morgen-
Ausgabe, Erste Beilage, p.2 

Mit ihren Neuerwerbungen hat die Generalintendantur nun einmal kein Glück.  Wie 
konnte sie sich auch zu der Aufführung einer Oper verstehen, die aus der Feder einer 
englischen Miß geflossen ist?  Das mußte ja unter allen Umständen ein Mißerfolg 
werden.  Doch Scherz bei Seite! 

88 W. Kl., “Kleines Feuilleton”, Frankfurter Zeitung 14 April 1902, Morgenblatt, p.2. 
Der hiesige Intendant ist ein galanter Herr und kann jungen Damen nichts 
abschlagen; einen Dienst hat er aber Frl. E. M. Smyth nicht erwiesen, als er ihr 
einaktiges Opernwerk “Der Wald” im Kgl. Opernhaus zur Aufführung brachte. 

89 Another example of this tendency can be found in the life of Rebecca Clarke.  She was described 
as “still quite young” as an excuse for weakness in composition, when she was 39 years old.  [Liane 
Curtis, “Rebecca Clarke and Sonata Form: Questions of Gender and Genre” Musical Quarterly 81 
(Fall 1997), pp. 417–18]  
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Signale.90  The harshest speculative comment on Smyth’s unknown methods was made by 

Dr. Erich Urban, writing for Die Musik.  He suggested that: 

The one-act work surely did not get into the building on the Opernplatz by 
regular, direct paths.  After all—one says to oneself, it could have been 
“[unethically] obtained”.91 

Smyth felt quite justified in using every means at her disposal to get her works 

performed, but usually this simply meant employing the machinery of Society to her 

advantage.  She was fighting great odds to gain performance in opera houses.  Yet Smyth’s 

complaints that her music was neglected have at times been met by the claim that her 

career in fact benefited from her sex.  Writing in The Sackbut in 1924–25, Yvonne Pert 

suggested that Smyth “has had a very great amount of attention which might not otherwise 

have been given to her, precisely because a woman composer in the larger forms of music 

was something of a curiosity in her time”.92  Indeed a critic for The Musical Times responded 

to the 1924 revival of Smyth’s Mass by expressing himself perplexed that more fuss had 

not been made of the work in 1893, if only out of gallantry.93   

Pert then posited that Smyth’s music lost its appeal with its novelty, for “much of her 

work appears as simply conceived according to masculine models, and as essentially less 

distinguished and original than those by reason of this reflexion of influences”.94  This 

harsh judgment provides another example of the double bind by which women composers 

                                                
90 M. St., “Dur und Moll.  Berlin”, Signale 60 (16 April 1902), p.429. 

Das einzige Interesse, das etwa vorhanden sein könnte, wäre Klarheit darüber zu 
schaffen, auf welchen Wegen und auf welchen Treppen die englische Miß, von der 
eben weiter nichts bekannt ist, als daß bereits eine Oper von ihr in Karlsruhe 
durchgefallen ist, überhaupt Eingang in das Berliner Opernhaus gefunden hat. 

91 Dr. Erich Urban, “Oper.  Berlin”, Die Musik 1 (1902), pp.1480–81.  Urban was one of the best 
known Berlin critics of the early twentieth century.  [Dietrich Sasse, “Berlin”, MGG, col. 1739] 
The word “erworben” in the original German literally means “obtained”, but the quotation marks 
indicate the author’s implication of underhand dealings.  Precisely what he meant by this, it is 
impossible to ascertain. 

Das einaktige Werk ist sicherlich nicht auf ordentlichen, geraden Wegen in das Haus 
am Opernplatz gelangt.  Immerhin,—man sagte sich, es hätte auch “erworben” sein 
können. 

92 Yvonne Pert, “The Woman in Music”, Sackbut 5 (1924–25), pp.43–44. 
93 C. [Richard  Capell], “Dame Ethel Smyth’s Mass at Birmingham, Musical Times 65 (1 March 
1924), p.256. 

[T]hey must have been a singularly unimaginative, ‘stuffy’ generation not to have 
cared to make some rather special fuss, if only out of a spirit of gallantry, over the 
dashing, earnest, gifted young woman. 

Percy Scholes suggests that the critic would probably have been Richard Capell. [The Mirror of Music: 
1844-1944 (London: Novello, 1947), p.127]  
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were criticised however they composed, whether they adopted a supposedly ‘masculine’ 

style, or clung to an acceptably ‘feminine’ style.  

W. McNaught wrote in his obituary of Smyth that 

Ethel Smyth herself seemed to be quite unaware how much of the success 
that she did achieve was due to the picturesque accessories of her case. […] 
Who would have dared to tell her that her sex had been, not a hindrance, but 
a positive help?95 

A similar criticism can be found in the Birmingham Post, where A. J. Sheldon responded to 

the 1928 publication of Smyth’s polemic A Final Burning of Boats.  Her complaint that she 

had “never existed musically” for the conductors Landon Ronald or Albert Coates, despite 

their “ever lavish […] endearing epithets to ‘the ladies’ ”,96 was answered by Sheldon’s 

claim that “[n[early every English composer contemporary with Dame Ethel could take 

sides with her in regarding them as unsympathetic”.97  The argument that Smyth faired no 

worse than many of her male contemporaries was never accepted by the composer herself. 

‘Good for a woman’ 

[A]ll my life I have been damned by the faint praise which is all a “premier 
lady composer” deserves.98 

This is just one example of Smyth’s complaints about the “label” with which she was 

branded.  She argued strongly against application of the critical double standard to her 

music, where one rule was applied to men’s music, and quite another to ladies’ effusions.  

Although overt statements judging Smyth’s music only against the achievements of her sex 

become less common as her career progresses, they retain a presence.  Early reviews often 

included an expression of surprise at Smyth’s skill, or the announcement that she was the 

first woman to have made such a contribution to composition.  The widespread and long-

                                                                                                                                         
94 Pert, p.44. 
95 McNaught, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, p.211. 
96 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.30. 
97 A. J. S[heldon]., “The World of Music.  Sex Antagonism”, Birmingham Post 10 April 1928, Edwin 
Evans Collection, Westminster Public Library.  A. J. Sheldon (1874–1931) was a music critic who 
succeeded Ernest Newman at the Birmingham Post in 1919, after acting in this capacity for the 
Manchester Courier.  [J. Sutcliffe Smith, The Story of Music in Birmingham (Birmingham: Cornish 
Brothers, 1945), p.104; Nigel Clifford Scaife, “British music criticism in a new era: studies in critical 
thought 1894–1945”, diss., University of Oxford, 1994, p.28] 
98 Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, p.385. 
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lasting opinion that she was the best woman composer known so far proved particularly 

irksome.  

An element of surprise can be detected from a critic’s choice of adjective even where 

the composer is not explicitly identified as a ‘lady’.  Certain qualities displayed by Smyth’s 

music were considered unusual for a woman: “considerable command of resource and an 

adeptness in writing for the orchestra” were detected in Der Wald,99 while the Mass 

exhibited “a surprising amount of learning”.100  Nor did the passing of time render Smyth’s 

technique less remarkable.  It seems to have been her technical skill, the result of an 

intensive training that was still unusual for women, that impressed the critics, but many of 

them couple praise with criticism.  The Era’s critic lamented the lack of beauty in Smyth’s 

“immense striving after grandiose effects”.101  As late as 1925, a revival of the Mass evoked 

the comment that “the contrapuntal skill is amazing”.102 

Expressions of surprise imply an unstated comparison.  But explicit comparison, either 

with women or with men, is also found in the reviews, albeit rarely.  T. L. Southgate 

dismissed the weaknesses he had pointed out in the Mass by concluding that “these are 

trivial compared to the merits of what is probably the most advanced and complete work 

that any female pen has given us.”103   

When the Mass was followed a decade later by Der Wald, Smyth’s first opera to be 

placed before English audiences, one critic displayed some partial knowledge of women’s 

compositional history, which stands out from the general critical ignorance of women 

composers: 

Miss Ethel M. Smyth is the second British woman composer who has 
successfully essayed the writing and composing of grand opera.  Although 
the sustained effort of Miss Smyth in “Der Wald” does not nearly equal that 
of the late Miss Augusta Holmès, it shows talent of high order104 

The following year, an American colleague proved more charitable towards Smyth, 

criticising two other women composers: 

                                                
99 “Royal Opera, Covent Garden”, Evening Standard 19 July 1902, p.2. 
100 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p. 15. 
101 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p. 15. 
102 “Dr. Ethel Smyth’s Mass”, Evening Standard 2 February 1925, Royal Choral Society folder, Edwin 
Evans Collection, Westminster Public Library. 
103 Southgate, “Miss Smyth’s Mass”, Musical News (21 January 1893), p.56. 
104 “Opera at Covent Garden”, London Musical Courier 16 (4 July 1903), p.6. 
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Miss Smyth’s instrumentation avoids the leaning toward violin episodes in 
unison, so noticeable in the orchestral works of other women—Chaminade 
and Holmès, for instance.105 

Almost equally rare were comments explicitly comparing Smyth’s music with that of 

her male colleagues, if one excludes the many attributions of influence.106  The critic of The 

Standard was sufficiently impressed to declare that by Smyth’s “operatic efforts, she is one 

of the few women who have seriously threatened to dispute man’s supremacy in the world 

of creative music”.107  The American critic quoted above praised Smyth for avoiding the 

pitfalls open to the “operatic writer who has nothing to say”,108 surely an implicit 

comparison with men given the scarcity of female opera composers.   

The Frankfurter Zeitung review contains a crescendo of rather ambiguous praise for the 

composer of The Wreckers.  Initially the critic suggested that it would “inspire at least high 

esteem for feminine compositional talents”, then he commented that “[t]he uninitiated 

would hardly suspect a woman behind the work” and finally, after listing a number of the 

opera’s strong compositional features, he declared that “E. M. Smyth leaves some male 

opera composers behind her”.109 

The response of English critics to The Wreckers suggests that she had reached a certain 

status, yet in 1910 Smyth is declared “the first woman British composer to write in an 

effective dramatic style”.110  By the time of The Boatswain’s Mate premiere in 1916, however, 

very few critics comment on Smyth’s sex and then only in the context of reflections on 

prejudice.  The Athenaeum’s columnist recognised her excursion into comic opera as 

sufficiently significant to put her on a par with the men: “Dr. Ethel Smyth may well hope 

to be one of the leaders in the composition of such work.  She has all the necessary 

qualities”.111   

                                                
105 Musical Courier, qtd. in “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News (18 April 1903), p.372. 
106 Attributions of influence will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
107 “Beecham Opera Season”, Standard 2 March 1910, Beecham season, 1910 Scrapbook, Covent 
Garden Archive. 
108 Musical Courier, qtd. in “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News (18 April 1903), p.372. 
109 “Die Oper einer Frau”, Frankfurter Zeitung 14 November 1906, Abendblatt, p.2. 

flößte[…]zum mindesten hohe Achtung vor dem weiblichen Kompositionstalente 
ein.  Man würde als Uneingeweihter kaum eine Frau hinter dem Werke vermuten;[…] 
läßt E. M. Smyth manchen männlichen Opernkomponisten hinter sich. 

110 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, [Post?] 2 March 1910, Beecham season, 1910 Scrapbook, Covent 
Garden Archive. 
111 “Music. Opera and Concerts”, Athenaeum February 19161, p.95. 
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But Smyth was mainly viewed as a leader among women.  Some critics adopted a 

didactic or patronising tone, that belittled her contribution despite their compliments.  

Perhaps this is what Smyth described as the “the faint praise which is all a ‘premier lady 

composer’ deserves”.  Two examples can be taken from German reviews.  Writing of the 

Weimar premiere, Paul Lorenz was very aware that Fantasio was Smyth’s first opera, and 

framed his comments accordingly:  

The musical thought, knowledge and ability that Miss Smyth demonstrates, 
certainly invites from everybody a superb admiration for the lady who 
created the opera.112 

But he could not resist giving advice throughout his lengthy review.  This superficial 

courtesy was not found in the German reviews of Der Wald, where the critics made puns 

(as discussed above), and other snide remarks: 

Miss Smyth, the composing Amazon of opera, has certainly composed as 
well as she could, in order to come out of her “Forest” unscathed.113 

Despite such comments, Smyth’s sex is no longer a central issue of contention in 

reviews of Der Wald.  Passing references to gender return to familiar themes.  The 

observations that Smyth is the first woman to make such a significant contribution to 

music, or that she is better at it than any other woman before her, appear repeatedly, 

sometimes qualifying the assertion that Smyth is not a great composer.  The critic of The 

Times insisted that Der Wald was serious, and did not wish to “find fault” with it.   

Rather our idea is to praise the work, for it is not only a remarkable advance 
upon Miss Smyth’s earlier opera, but through it there sounds a note of 
sincerity, or at least of sincere endeavour.  And that goes for much.  Der Wald 
is not a great opera.  Nor is Miss Smyth a great composer, though she is 
probably the leader of her sex. 114 

                                                
112 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 

Das musikalische Denken, Wissen und Können, das Frl. Smyth bekundet, nötigt 
gewiß jedermann eine vorzügliche Hochachtung vor der Dame ab, von der die Oper 
geschaffen ist. 

113 S. K. Kordy, “London, in der Season”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.38 (10 September 1902), 
p.476. 

Miß Smyth, die tondichtende Amazone der Oper, hat gewiß so gut componirt, als sie 
nur konnte, um aus ihrem “Wald” unversehrt herauszukommen. 

114 “The Royal Opera”, Times 19 July 1902, p. 8. 
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Although ‘sincerity’ was a quality frequently sought by critics of both male and female 

composers, the general effect of the critic explaining his desire to praise is a belittling of 

the opera. 

Smyth had been declared the best woman composer.  As early as 1902 The Daily 

Telegraph’s columnist showed some awareness of the debates such a title could provoke and 

engaged critically with the issue of gender.  He admitted that the critic could not easily 

forget that he is discussing a composition by a woman, but for himself ‘can frankly say that 

no sex allowance is…made.  Nor, in truth, is it called for’.115  Despite this carefully 

articulated stance, he has to give Smyth the hated classification: 

[…] with her […] lies the credit of speaking the strongest and most 
impressive word in music that her sex has ever uttered.  This may seem hasty 
and excessive praise to some; to others, with a cynical contempt for woman 
as a musical creator, it may have a hollow sound.  But the fact remains that a 
search of one’s memories recalls nothing that a woman’s pen has given to the 
art of music so intellectually worthy as the score of Der Wald.116 

Kalisch recognised the significance of The Wreckers in 1910, declaring the opera “a 

great credit to English music”, but he added that it was “probably the most important 

opera written or likely to be written by a woman”.117  If Smyth had read the reviews, which 

she claimed not to by this stage, she would have been incensed by this suggestion that 

women’s creative powers were limited, and would not develop further in the future.  Her 

writings express her impatience with the definitions of femininity and masculinity so 

frequently applied in reviews of her music. 

2. The feminine and the masculine in music and criticism 

Smyth described the situation aptly: 

When will our men rid themselves of this sex-obsession—so […] out of 
place in art criticism?  You see it at its most rampant in connection with 
music; if a work is too long it is feminine discursiveness (as if men were 

                                                
115 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p. 9. 
116 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p. 9. 
There are many examples of this kind of observation.  W. W. C. recognised similar qualities: “All 
the same, the music is extraordinarily clever, and we repeat, Woman’s highest achievement so far as 
we know in music.” [W. W. C., “Der Wald”, Musical News 26 July 1902, p.72]  
117 Alfred Kalisch, “The Wreckers”, World 8 March 1910, p.399. 
Alfred Kalisch (1863–1933) was a critic, librettist and translator of operas, who also signed himself 
“Crescendo”.  His sustained contribution to London criticism, in particular for The World (1899–
1915), is evident in his reviews of Smyth’s operas Der Wald and The Wreckers, which enable the 
tracing of his attitudes towards her work. 
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always brief and to the point, good Heavens!); if snappy and abrupt it is 
woman’s impatience; but if direct, lucid, and strong, “these are qualities we 
do not as a rule look for in women”.118 

The notions of femininity and masculinity applied metaphorically by critics in their 

reviews of Smyth’s music could easily be interpreted in light of late twentieth-century 

understandings of these categories, but one must be wary of transplanting sexual politics of 

our own time back a century, as these semiotic codes change constantly.119  Yet what 

Suzanne Cusick terms a “system of generally understood assumptions about the natures of 

women and men, and about their proper relationships to each other” has long operated in 

music aesthetics. 120  Although categories of gender cannot be separated from “historical 

process”, the “system of masculine superordination remains intact” even as the categories 

change.121  The fundamental nature of this binary understanding is suggested by Leo 

Treitler when he asserts that the notion of duality lies at the root of western thought. 

Knowing is embedded in a mythology in which reason and sensuality are 
mutually opposed, and that opposition is characterized as the duality of the 
masculine and the feminine.122 

Feminine and masculine, as used in the Smyth criticism, were defined according to the 

late nineteenth-century system of sexual aesthetics in which the attributes of femininity and 

masculinity could be mapped as a series of binary oppositions.  Eugene Gates describes the 

“critical double standard” based on the idea of male and female possessing 

“complementary […] intellectual and psychological traits”, which enabled critics to assess 

women composers’ output in relation to the supposed attributes of their sex. 123  

Judith Tick links the typical attributes of femininity with Romantic ideology in her 

study of American composers, describing the traditional definition of “women as 

                                                
118 Smyth, “England, Music, and—Women”, p.195. 
119 Jeffrey Kallberg, “The Harmony of the Tea Table: Gender and Ideology in the Piano 
Nocturne”, Chopin at the Boundaries: Sex, History, and Musical Genre (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard 
University P, 1996), pp.239–40, n.3.  Kallberg criticises McClary for falling into this trap. 
120 Suzanne Cusick, “Gendering Modern Music: Thoughts on the Monteverdi-Artusi Controversy”, 
JAMS 46 (1993), p.3. 
121 Leonore Davidoff, “ ‘Adam spoke first and named the Orders of the World’: Masculine and 
Feminine Domains in History and Sociology”, Politics of Everyday Life: Continuity and Change in Work 
and the Family, ed. Helen Corr & Lynn Jamieson (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990), 
pp.232–33.  The “global subordination of women to men” is widely accepted. [R. W. Connell, 
Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1987), p.183]  
122 Leo Treitler, Music and the Historical Imagination (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1989), p.12. 



165 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 3 

emotional and passive and men as objective and active”.124  She observed a “hardening of 

the polarities in music criticism”, which is corroborated by Kallberg’s comment that “Later 

nineteenth-century critics—male critics, I should now begin to stress—obsessively 

disparaged music that they associated with femininity and effeminacy”.125  

The common sexual aesthetics practised at the end of the nineteenth century has been 

observed by many scholars, but must be understood contextually, as temporally, 

geographically and socially specific.126  While comparison is often appropriate, the scholar 

must also be wary of conflating apparent similarities into a single unified picture.  The 

ascription of ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ attributes in musical criticism might be quite subtle, 

and may occur without the writer referring explicitly to gender, 127 but whether the 

reference is implicit or explicit, this “all-pervasive critical tactic”128 is generally used without 

reflection by critics of this period.129   

Derek B. Scott suggests that terms referring to ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ traits and 

their associated attributes lost their metaphorical status in the second half of the nineteenth 

century and gained real influence in musical reception when they came to be considered 

“biological truths”’ influenced by “psychological and physiological theories about women’s 

minds and bodies”.130  According to Scott, when what was considered ‘feminine’ in music 

was associated not only with what it was considered appropriate for women to compose, 

but also with the notion that women were actually made up of ‘feminine’ attributes, this 

resulted in the judgement that women writing in perceived ‘masculine’ styles were being 

untrue to their feminine natures.131  The converse of this affected the reception of allegedly 

‘effeminate’ music by men.  

                                                                                                                                         
123 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question”, p.43.  
124 Tick, p.338. 
125 Kallberg, p.42.  It is possible to construct a list of feminine characteristics from the reviews 
quoted by Kallberg here; it would include dreamy, pensive, mournful, despondent, sentimental, 
languishing, which were opposed to “manly vigour”, dignity and strength. [pp.42–44] Kallberg 
notes that this led to unprecedented reproach of Chopin’s nocturnes. 
126 See discussions of this sexual aesthetics with interesting examples and analysis in Fuller, 
“Women Composers”, pp.124–28 and Ball, pp.364–65. 
127 Cusick, pp.3–4. 
128 Paula Higgins, “Women in Music, Feminist Criticism, and Guerrilla Musicology: Reflections on 
Recent Polemics”, 19th-Century Music 17.2 (Fall 1993), p.191. 
129 Treitler, “Gender and other dualities”, p.24. 
130 Derek B. Scott, “The Sexual Politics of Victorian Musical Aesthetics”, JRMA 119.1 (1994), p.95.  
Scott took his illustration of this point from an article by Frederick Niecks dating from 1877.  
131 Scott, p.98. 
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G. B. Shaw’s celebrated letter to Smyth on the revival of her Mass in 1924 employs 

gender as metaphor, but also provides an excellent example of the negative judgement of 

what was construed as effeminacy being applied to male composers.132 

You are totally and diametrically wrong in imagining that you have suffered 
from a prejudice against feminine music.  On the contrary you have been 
almost extinguished by the dread of masculine music.  It was your music that 
cured me for ever of the old delusion that women could not do men’s work 
in art and other things.  (That was years ago, when I knew nothing about you, 
and heard an overture—The Wreckers or something—in which you kicked a 
big orchestra all round the platform.)  …Your music is more masculine than 
Handel’s. 

When have the critics and the public ever objected to feminine music?  Did 
they object to Arthur Sullivan, whose music was music in petticoats from the 
first bar to the last?  Can you name a more lady-like composer than the 
beloved and much imitated Mendelssohn?  Does the very jolly sugarstick 
called The German Requiem take you in because Brahms dabbed a little 
black on it, and wrapped it in crape [sic] ?  You scorned sugar and 
sentimentality; and you were exuberantly ferocious.  You booted Elgar 
contemptuously out of your way as an old woman.  And now you say we 
shrink from you because you are ‘only a woman’.  Good God!133 

Shaw saw clearly that Smyth was not bound by her sex, her alleged ‘femininity’.  

Nevertheless, he misconstrued Smyth’s argument that her sex caused her music’s neglect, 

transforming it into a platform for his own views on ‘effeminate’ music and its immense 

popularity.  Shaw did, however, recognise the force of Smyth’s character evidenced by his 

use of verbs like “booting” and “kicking” to describe her compositional style.   

Smyth’s energy was widely known, and Sydney Grew theorised from the 

“extravagance” of her music that “[w]omen creative artists of genius always tend to an 

excess of energy”, giving Elizabeth Barrett Browning as his second example.134  Smyth 

                                                
132 Scott, p.113.  Scott uses a short excerpt from this letter to illustrate his point about the use of 
gendered metaphor at the end of the nineteenth century, but give no indication that he is aware 
that the letter was written as late as 1924.  He does not outline chronology very clearly in this 
article, which leads to confusion in his argument. 
133 George Bernard Shaw, Letter to Ethel Smyth, 9 March 1924, qtd in St. John, p.185. 
Neville Cardus made a similar statement, comparing Smyth’s style to that of Elgar, Delius and 
Parry, in 1928.  It will be discussed below. 
134 Sydney Grew, Our Favourite Musicians from Stanford to Holbrooke, 2nd ed. (London: Peter Davies, 
1924), p.100. Sidney Grew (1879–1946) was a provincial critic and writer, who wrote program 
notes for the Birmingham Philharmonic Society and edited The British Musician (1936–38).  [Ball, 
p.451]  He was active during most of Smyth’s mature career, and referred to her memoirs and 
possibly those of her contemporaries for material.  The chapter on Smyth in Our Favourite Musicians 
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herself referred to the “extreme energy that has ever characterised exceptional women”, 

even referring to it as “volcanic energy”.135 

This notion of female energy contrasts strangely with the lists of attributes that can be 

mapped onto ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, based on the reason/emotion polarity.  

Fundamental to this duality is that the former implies excellence, to which the latter could 

only ever aspire from her lower rung.136   Beyond the basic division between reason and 

emotion, the category of emotion would then be divided between the sexes also, whereby 

men were vouchsafed “powerful emotion”, while women were left with the more ladylike 

“delicate emotion”.137  Further to this, the notion of femininity itself is not unitary.  

Cynthia Ozick identifies the contradictory beliefs about feminine traits in the following 

passage, naming it a “diluvial, though bifurcated, tradition”: 

One: she is sentimental, imprecise, irrational, overemotional, impatient, 
unperseveringly flighty, whimsical, impulsive, unreliable, unmechanical, not 
given to practicality, perilously vague, and so on.  In this view she is always 
contrasted with man, who is, on the other hand, unsentimental, exact, 
rational, controlled, patient, hard-headed, mechanically gifted, a meeter of 
payrolls, firm of purpose, wary of impulse, anything but a dreamer.[...] But it 
is also declared that, her nature having failed her in the practical world, she 
cannot succeed in the world of invention either: she is unequipped, for 
example, for poetry, in that (here is Description Two) she is above all 
pragmatic, sensible and unsentimental, unvisionary, unadventurous, 
empirical, conservative, down-to-earth, unspontaneous, perseveringly patient 
and thus good at the minutiae of mechanical and manipulative tasks, and 
essentially unimaginative.138 

Ozick thus makes the point that women cannot win, because critics place creative women 

in a “double bind”.  To quote Carol Neuls-Bates, “Thus the system of sexual aesthetics 

found both virtues and defects in a composition by a woman to be the inevitable result of 

her gender.”139  These “contradictory evaluative norms”140 are at work throughout fin-de-

siècle criticism of women’s art.  Although the female composer might be praised for 

                                                                                                                                         

was dedicated to Rosina Buckman, Smyth’s favourite Mrs Waters for The Boatswain’s Mate, and 
Buckman may also have been a source of information for Grew. 
135 Emphasis original.  Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, pp.47, 13. 
136 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question”, p.46. 
137 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question”, p.43. 
138 Cynthia Ozick, “Women and Creativity: the Demise of the Dancing Dog”, Woman in Sexist 
Society, p.311. 
139 Women in Music, ed. Carol Neuls-Bates, p. 223. 
140 Battersby, p.14. 
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sounding like a man, and criticised for being too feminine, it was also considered 

blameworthy to lack feminine qualities.   

Despite the important function of dualities in historical processes of defining “self and 

Other”,141 accepting a simple duality between masculine and feminine may over-simplify 

the situation.  R. W. Connell rejects the assumption that a single definition of either 

femininity or masculinity exists at any one time, although he admits that “[t]his unitary 

model of sexual character is a familiar part of sexual ideology”.142  He suggests that the 

categories retain the inherent “cultural opposition” but are not static, and that there is no 

dominant form of femininity.143  The “double bind” may thus be a result of co-existing 

definitions of femininity, such as the identification “of the feminine as both natural and 

moral in its role as ‘other’ to the masculine educated knower”.144 

In Smyth’s case, she was accused of being too masculine for demonstrating excessive 

ambition in her attempts to compose using major forms which employed substantial 

resources and advanced techniques.  Even loud, bold writing, hardly a rarity in Smyth's 

style, was seen as masculine, as was technical and formal mastery.  The charge of 

insufficient femininity was levelled at her because some critics considered her expressive 

range to be too limited at the tender, feminine end of the spectrum.  Femininity itself was 

less clearly defined, including vaguer attributes such as charm, simplicity and grace.145  

                                                
141 Treitler, “Gender and Other Dualities of Music History”, Musicology and Difference, ed. Ruth A. 
Solie (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), p.23. 
142 Connell, p.167. 
143 Connell, pp.179, 183.  Davidoff supports this claim in her statement that “[m]asculinity, like 
femininity, comes in a variety of contradictory forms.  For example, the manliness of the early 
nineteenth-century middle class embraced the man so easily moved to tears while simultaneously 
acting as household head and as ‘fit and proper person’ to hold public office”.  She describes a 
number of differing masculine identities in nineteenth-century society.  [Davidoff, pp.233, 246–47] 
144 Emphasis in original.  Davidoff, p.235. 
145 French fin-de siècle music criticism constantly discussed the feminine and masculine qualities in 
music, but this is situated in the contemporary social situation in France, where there was fear of 
the nation’s feminisation after their defeat in the Franco-Prussian War.  Annegret Fauser cites 
definitions of masculinity and femininity used by Vincent d’Indy, where the former is associated 
with force and energy, concision and clarity while the latter indicates verbosity, modulatory 
vagueness, spread curve of ornamented melody.  Citron also cites d’Indy’s use of gendered 
metaphors in his discussion of sonata form.  [Annegret Fauser, “Lili Boulanger’s La princesse 
Maleine: A Composer and her Heroine as Literary Icons”, JRMA 122 (1997), pp.100–01; Marcia 
Citron, Gender and the musical canon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp.133ff] 
This fascinating area of study is not really transferable to the German and English situations under 
examination here. 
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It seems that, to satisfy the critics, the female composer would need to achieve a 

suitably ‘masculine’ mastery of technique, without completely sacrificing her ‘true’ nature in 

the process.  Liza Lehmann, a contemporary of Smyth’s, trod a different path.  Popular 

and well known as a singer and as a writer of songs, Lehmann maintained a public image 

of femininity even when branching out into the larger genres of song cycles and opera.146  

Lehmann’s more ambitious works had been poorly received, but when her ‘romantic light 

opera’147  The Vicar of Wakefield was premiered in 1906, the critic of The Times pronounced 

the music charming, pretty, graceful.  He also pointed out that  

Never has there been a better example of the advantages resulting from the 
knowledge of one’s own limitations, and consequently never has Mme. Liza 
Lehmann produced more successful work.148 

Lehmann could not be found guilty of Smyth’s excessive ambition, for she projected 

herself as a “true woman” and devoted her later career to works “within the boundaries of 

what was perceived as the ‘feminine’ sphere”.149  

Femininity: absent or present  

Despite Lehmann’s example, Filson Young could not think of any “work of art by a 

woman in which femininity is given a real expression”; for he believed that men have a 

monopoly on the expression of true emotion in art.150  

There is a lack of tenderness in this music which is continually disappointing; 
and even in the beautiful love music in the second act—which is by far the 
best part of the opera—the passion is not a happy passion sweeping in a 
happy tide towards doom or towards bliss; but it is dark and brooding and 
spasmodic, a thing of the nerves rather than of the blood; a pain and not a 
joy even while it lasts.151 

                                                
146 Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.230.  Lehmann’s femininity was a key part of the public image 
that affected reception of her music. 
147 Liza Lehmann, The Life of Liza Lehmann by Herself (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1919), p.103. 
148 “Prince of Wales’s Theatre”, Times (14 December 1906), p.4. 
Lehmann quotes a number of positive reviews of this work in her autobiography, but points out in 
a footnote that she cannot take credit for the orchestration.  Her very words suggest feminine 
compositional humility: “My husband had kindly undertaken the orchestration, thereby saving me 
much fatigue”. [Lehmann, p.111, n.]  Fuller points out that Lehmann, like many of her female 
peers, never received training in orchestration, yet this was the only work in which her husband 
Herbert Bedford undertook this role.  [Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.224] 
149 Fuller, “Women Composers”, pp.235, 248. 
150 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811.   
151 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811. 
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The crux of his argument is in the last sentence, where Smyth’s musical passion is 

described as of the “nerves” rather than of the “blood” and therefore unhealthy; Young’s 

definition of satisfactory love music is arguable, but his identification of the difference 

rests squarely on contemporary notions of the different psychologies of men and 

women.152  It may also be related to the fact that Smyth was known to be unmarried, and 

could therefore be supposed never to have experienced a “happy passion”.  Few beyond 

her immediate circle would have known the nature of her relationship with Harry 

Brewster, and she herself stated that they “went very carefully__never rubbed the fact 

in”.153 

Accusations that Smyth’s music lacked femininity date back to the performance of the 

Mass in 1893.  At times they were framed as criticism, and at other times as pleasant 

surprise that her music did not fall into the traps common to other women composers.  

The critic for The Star noted that  

the peculiar quality known as ‘charm’ is not, however, as often felt as one 
could wish, its absence being, of course, most noticeable in those portions of 
the Mass that call for tender and sympathetic treatment.154 

Kalisch concurred, when speaking of The Wreckers; he found it merely curious that the 

opera “fails just in those qualities which one might expect to find in the work of a 

woman—restraint, subtlety, and charm”.155  Although Schultz had been perplexed by The 

Wreckers, he recognised Smyth’s strength and individuality in “portraying the desolate, 

rough prevailing mood of the text”.  He questioned, however, what he perceived as her 

lack of musical originality in setting those parts of the opera where “moods of happiness, 

of tranquillity, of love” do occur.156   

Lack of femininity might also be seen as an asset, in a reverse working of the critical 

double standard.  The absence of those elements of femininity which were seen to 

                                                
152 Bram Dijkstra discusses theories based on the belief that women are incapable of original 
invention, which result in women’s innovations being interpreted as incompetent while men’s are 
daring and original.  [Bram Dijkstra, Idols of perversity: fantasies of feminine evil in fin-de-siècle culture (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp.207–09] 
153 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Rutland Boughton, 22 July 1922, BL MSS 52366, Rutland Boughton 
Correspondence Vol. III, f.10. 
154 “The Albert Hall”, Star 19 January 1893, p. 4. 
155 A. K. [Alfred Kalisch], “A Woman’s Opera.  ‘The Wreckers’ in London”, Manchester Guardian 23 
June 1909, p.7.   
156 Schultz, “Theater und Musik.  Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2.   
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disqualify ladies from meaningful artistic creation drew praise from Bachmann of the 

Weimarische Zeitung in his response to Fantasio: 

I do not hesitate to call the music of the opera “Fantasio” interesting.  It 
bears throughout the stamp of an artistic personality just as strongly sensitive 
as it is creative, from which vague feminine sentimentality lies far distant, and 
is certainly independent, if not original in a deeper sense.157 

Many critics approached music by women with pre-conceived expectations of 

‘sentimentality’ and the belief that musical training would produce mannered technique 

without true musical substance.  The Wreckers confounded these more consistently than any 

other work, particularly in its Leipzig and Prague productions.  Richard Batka concluded 

that “[a] bluestocking opera with sentimental common music, which makes for a 

comfortable lyrical sofa at every opportunity [The Wreckers] is certainly not.”158  The critic 

of the Signale noted that “[t]he spirit of her musical language is anything but soft and 

womanly, rather it is harsh, radical, deterred by no roughness.”159  Schultz expanded on this 

in his lengthy review in Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten, adding the adjectives ‘discordant’ and 

‘anarchistic’ to the list, and suggesting that this was “in keeping with the prevailing mood 

of the text”.160  Richard Specht was struck by the same feature, but described it in 

passionate language, perhaps inspired by the opera itself: 

What is conspicuous about this lightless and wild legend, is above all its 
absolutely unfeminine-ness: no trace of sentimentality or indulging in soft 
feelings, of gossipy breadth.  Everything is terse; at the same time hammered 

                                                
157 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1.   

Ich stehe nicht an, die Musik der Oper “Fantasio” interessant zu nennen.  Sie trägt 
durchaus das Gepräge einer ebenso kraftvoll empfindenden als schaffenden 
künstlerischen Persönlichkeit, der weiblich verschwommene Sentimentalität weit 
abliegt, und ist, wenn auch nicht in tieferem Sinne originell, doch selbständig. 

158 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), p.91. 
Eine Blaustrumpfoper mit empfindsamer Allerweltsmusik, die bei jeder Gelegenheit 
einem bequemen lyrischen Sofa zustrebt, ist das “Strandrecht” natürlicherweise nicht. 

159 D.S., “Dur und Moll”, Signale 64 (14 November 1906), pp.1182.  It seems likely that the author 
of this review is also Dr. Detlev Schultz, for the much longer review published in the local paper 
Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten (12 November 1906, p.2) contains similar material and some identical 
phrases, and the name matches the initials signing the Signale review.  Detlef Schultz was also editor 
of the Signale in 1902. [Imogen Fellinger, Verzeichnis der Musikzeitschriften des 19. Jahrhunderts 
(Regensburg: Gustav Bosse Verlag, 1968), p.96] 

Der Geist ihrer Tonsprache ist nichts weniger als weich-frauenhaft, sondern hart, 
radikal, vor keiner Schroffheit zurückschreckend. 

160 Schultz, “Theater und Musik.  Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 
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in red heat; always the highest musical pressure gauge: everything tense to 
tearing point, strained to breaking point.161 

The high pressure described by Specht in almost orgasmic language—perhaps inspired by 

the music at the end of the opera—led him to criticise Smyth for her inability to 

differentiate between significant climaxes and lesser ones, citing this as the only “feminine” 

quality of the work.162   

A picture thus emerges of what was considered to be masculine in music and subject 

matter: music that exhibited passion as wild and untamed, rather than as sweet, socially 

acceptable love.   

Despite the number of critics who found no femininity in Smyth’s style, there were as 

many again who ascribed value to those passages that exhibited the features they defined as 

feminine.  This attitude is most clearly illustrated in assessments of the Mass in 1893 and 

led to a comparison of the individual movements on the basis of their suitability to a lady’s 

creative impulses.  The Sanctus and the Benedictus were judged to be appropriately 

feminine, and frequently praised above the more vigorous Gloria and Credo movements, 

with words like ‘charming’ and ‘unpretentious’.163  The ‘Sanctus’ is set for alto solo, 

beginning over low, soft brass then alternating with unaccompanied four-part female 

chorus, which creates a serene and mellow atmosphere only disturbed by the climactic tutti 

passage of the ‘Hosanna’, after which the serenity returns with the ‘Pleni sunt coeli’.  The 

‘Benedictus’ is scored for soprano solo accompanied by women’s voices and dolcissimo 

orchestra, including muted strings.  This creates a ‘sweet’ sound over string figuration 

providing a sense of gentle motion.  Expressive and simple in structure, and punctuated by 

no agitated climax at all, it could easily be identified as more ‘feminine’ in style. 

                                                
161 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1216. 

Was an der Musik zu dieser lichtlosen und wilden Sage auffällt, ist vor allem ihr 
durchaus unfeminines: keine Spur von Sentimentalität, von Schwelgen in sanften 
Empfindungen, von geschwätziger Breite.  Alles is knapp; gleichsam in Rotglut 
gehämmert; immer höchster, musikalischer Manometerstand: alles bis zum Reißen 
straff, bis zum Zersprengen gespannt. 

162 For further discussion of this point see Chapter 4. 
163 A number of critics preferred the Benedictus and/or the Sanctus to the other movements.  See 
the reviews in Referee, Daily News, Globe, Era, Daily Telegraph, Lady and Standard, for example:  

In such unpretentious movements as her ‘Sanctus’ and ‘Benedictus’ she is charming.   
[Referee 22 January 1893, p.2]  
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The critic of The Daily News asserted that “the lyrical are almost necessarily [the Mass’s] 

most effective portions”,164 without immediately being drawn into an exposition of the 

merits of the feminine style.  Yet he betrays his belief in them by declaring that  

After the turmoil of the Creed, the reposeful melodiousness of the Sanctus 
comes as an agreeable relief.  […]  The Benedictus […] is, however, 
indisputably the gem of the mass.  Here Miss Smyth is quite in her element, 
[…] this delicious little number […].165 

The music he liked was clearly undemanding, his use of words like ‘repose’ and ‘delicious’ 

suggest a link with domestic virtues, and serve to locate his ascription of value to qualities 

he defined as feminine.  The critic of The Globe concurred, writing “[t]he more tranquil 

Sanctus […] shone by contrast with the energetic movements which followed, and the 

Benedictus […] is a charming work.”166 

The critic of The Daily Telegraph echoed this sentiment also, but raised it in the context 

of his complaint that Smyth had allowed her technical means to dominate the deeper 

content of the music.  

For ourselves, we should have preferred a different process—that it to say, 
the subjection of the intellectual to the emotional, especially as the work 
contains passages—in the ‘Sanctus’ and ‘Benedictus,’ for example—which go 
to show that by this course Miss Smyth is able to attain both truth and 
beauty.167   

Such an assessment implies the author’s belief that other sections lacked full sincerity, in 

that they were deficient in ‘truth’.  Although sincerity was a virtue frequently referred to in 

reviews of new works at this time, in this instance the comment may also relate to the 

religious nature of the work.  George Bernard Shaw disparaged the Mass’s religious validity 

when he detected an “underlying profanity that makes the audience’s work easy”.168  He 

combined his reflection on the religiosity of the work with thoughts on the sex of its 

composer: 

                                                
164 Daily News qtd in Smyth Mass in D (Novello score), advertisement, Musical Times 34(1 February 
1893), p.112. 
165 Daily News qtd in Smyth Mass in D (Novello score), advertisement, Musical Times 34(1 February 
1893), p.112. 
166 Globe qtd in Smyth Mass in D (Novello score), advertisement, Musical Times 34(1 February 1893), 
p.112. 
167 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
168 George Bernard Shaw, “Miss Smyth’s Decorative Instinct”, World 25 January 1893.  As found in 
Bernard Shaw, Shaw’s Music: the complete musical criticism in three volumes, ed. Dan H. Laurence, vol. 2 
(London: Max Reinhardt, The Bodley Head, 1981), p. 791. 
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If you take an average mundane young lady, and ask her what service to 
religion she most enjoys rendering, she will probably, if she if a reasonably 
truthful person, instance the decoration of a church at Christmas. […]  Now 
I will not go so far as to say that Miss Smyth’s musical decoration of the 
Mass is an exactly analogous case; for there are several passages in which her 
sense of what is pretty and becoming deepens into sentimental fervor, just as 
it also slips back occasionally into a very unmistakable reminiscence of the 
enjoyment of the ballroom; but I must at least note that the decorative 
instinct is decidedly in front of the religious instinct all through, and that the 
religion is not of the widest and most satisfying sort.169 

Shaw was not greatly disturbed by this, and was clearly pleased that Smyth’s “ ‘Solemn 

Mass’ […] when it came to the point […] was not so very solemn”, later comparing it 

favourably with contemporary religious works, including Dvorak’s Requiem.170  He 

commented that he would very much like to hear comic opera from Miss Smyth’s pen.  It 

is hard to tell from the humorous and irreverent style of this review just what Shaw 

considered ‘feminine’ in composition, or even whether it mattered to him.  He seems to 

have considered lady composers likely to adopt superficial means, but did not criticise 

Smyth for having written a work that he judged “belongs to the light literature of Church 

music”, indeed he praised her avoidance of being “frivolous and vulgar, as so much 

Church music unfortunately is”.171  Despite Shaw’s praise for Smyth’s Mass, and his 

declaration that women would be as successful in music as they had been in literature, if 

they only “turned their attention to it”,172  he comes across as belittling women’s ability to 

compete with men in serious art.173 

Further evidence that some critics were looking for quite specific qualities in music 

written by women, qualities less likely to be praised in men’s composition, is given by the 

critic [Cobbett] who reviewed the Covent Garden premiere of Der Wald.  He reserved his 

particular praise for the “concerted vocal music”, announcing that “[i]t is admirable, and 

besides a certain dignity it has something of the femininity which we have a right to look 

for in a woman’s compositions.”174   

                                                
169 Shaw, “Miss Smyth’s Decorative Instinct”, World 25 January 1893, p. 791. 
170 Shaw, ‘Miss Smyth’s Decorative Instinct’, World 25 January 1893, pp. 790, 793. 
171 Shaw, ‘Miss Smyth’s Decorative Instinct’, World 25 January 1893, p. 792. 
172 Shaw, ‘Miss Smyth’s Decorative Instinct’, World 25 January 1893, p. 793.   
173 See Fuller’s examples of Shaw’s “own personal way of demeaning women’s music”. [“Women 
Composers”, p.128] 
174 W. W. C., “Der Wald”, Musical News 26 July 1902, p.72. 
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Masculinity: an asset or a liability  

Smyth’s music rarely satisfied such requirements of femininity, for the striking feature 

of her large-scale works was their power and energy, combined with her dramatic instinct 

and technical skill.  When considered to be assets rather than inappropriate characteristics, 

these were generally thought of as ‘masculine’ virtues.  Fuller Maitland’s judgement on the 

Mass, from Grove’s Dictionary, is worth repeating here: 

The most striking thing about it was the entire absence of the qualities that 
are usually associated with feminine productions; throughout it was virile, 
masterly in construction and workmanship, and particularly remarkable for 
the excellence and rich colouring of the orchestration.175 

Robert Hull concluded that such attributes simplified the critic’s task: Smyth was to be 

judged as a composer, not as a woman composer, given the “predominance of virile 

characteristics” in her “sturdy and forthright music”.176  

The ascription of virility to a woman composing large-scale works in a bold musical 

style was apparently inescapable.177  Judith  Olsen describes the problems faced by Luise 

Adolpha Le Beau, whose critics “consistently referred” to “certain characteristics of [her] 

style, especially her control of form and her power, energy, and spirit […] as männlich 

(manly)”, and considered basic compositional skills as “masculine and beyond the 

capabilities of most women composers”.178  Karen Henson writes of French critics 

describing Augusta Holmès’ music as virile, but Henson suggests that this composer was 

not compared with her male contemporaries, because her public persona was 

“unambiguously feminine”.  She was compared with the muses and thus denied the status 

of true authorship.179  Smyth could never have been described as “unambiguously 

feminine” and her persona thus intersected quite differently with critical reception of her 

music. 

                                                
175 J. A. Fuller Maitland, “Ethel Mary Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., p.490.   
176 Robert H. Hull, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, p.381. 
177 Even contemporary scholars employ this loaded language.  Hugh Macdonald described Augusta 
Holmès’ music as possessing “breadth and virility” in his recent article.  “Holmès [Holmes], 
Augusta”, The Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers, p.223.   
178 Olson, p.297. 
179 Karen Henson, “In the House of Disillusion: Augusta Holmès and La montagne noir”, Cambridge 
Opera Journal 9.3 (1997), p.240. 
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Smyth’s skill was frequently commented upon, even in unfavourable reviews.  In 1893 

the Mass attracted such phrases as “full of good workmanship”,180 and “technical 

mastery”.181  While the same ‘masculine’ features were recognised in Smyth’s music by 

many critics, where some praised, others criticised.  Norman Demuth reported that:   

It was once said that she proved her femininity by writing louder music than 
would ever occur to any mere male to do.182 

Smyth’s apparent attempt to outdo men at their own game was criticised from the 

beginning.  Several critics of the Mass in 1893 suggested that her grand effects and learned 

techniques were the result of a (musically detrimental) domination of intellect over 

emotion, and even an unseemly wish to compete with great men.183   

[S]he necessarily and properly fails when she endeavours to become too 
masculine in her methods.…In such unpretentious movements as her 
“Sanctus” and “Benedictus” she is charming, but her “Gloria” and “Credo” 
are unsatisfactory, because in these she attempts to handle large forms for 
which she has not the strength.  Why will so many women of the present day 
not recognise that they are women, and that they are most attractive when 
they are most womanly?184 

This refers perhaps to Smyth’s contrapuntal writing in sections of the ‘Credo’, and the bold 

opening and dynamic use of the full ensemble in the ‘Gloria’.  But the problem is not so 

much one of musical technique as of content and intention.  The critic of The Referee was 

explicit: he found it appropriate that Smyth failed when her music became too masculine, 

and he was obviously disturbed by women’s recent tendency to reappraise their roles.  

Evidence that he was not alone in holding this opinion can be found in The Daily Telegraph’s 

review, where it is suggested that “[t]he general character of the music not only points to 

more calculation than inspiration, but indicates a resolve to prove that a woman can write 

masculine music as well as a man”.185 

Young would have disagreed.  He considered that Smyth’s ‘masculine’ style was not a 

result of the composer’s conscious choice, rather that it was pre-determined by her sex.  

                                                
180 “Recent Concerts”, Saturday Review 28 January 1893, p.96. 
181 Southgate, “Miss Smyth’s Mass”, Musical News 21 January 1893, p.56. 
182 Norman Demuth, Musical Trends in the 20th Century (London: Rockliff, 1952), p.113.  He added 
that “This is true only in the fact that she scored generously and boldly.” 
183 See “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3; “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 
January 1893, p.15; “Dramatic and Musical Gossip”, Referee 22 January 1893, p.2. 
184 “Dramatic and Musical Gossip”, Referee 22 January 1893, p.2. 
185 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
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It is all very well to say that the question of sex is impertinent to the criticism 
of a work of art; but I am convinced in my own mind that part of the aridity 
and unkindness and sometimes excessive masculinity of the music is due to 
the fact that Miss Smyth is a woman and not a man.  I may probably have 
forgotten some obvious and classical example, but I cannot at the moment 
remember any work of art by a woman in which femininity is given a real 
expression.186 

Where Young complains of ‘aridity’ and the cheerless nature of Smyth’s music—surely 

related to the accusations of intellect conquering emotion—a later writer interpreted this 

‘austerity’ in light of a longer acquaintance with the music.  Rutland Boughton wrote a 

warm and supportive article on Smyth for The Music Bulletin in 1923, in which he explained 

that “[a] superficial acquaintance with [Smyth’s work] declares the austerity rather than the 

warmth; the latter quality makes its fuller effect in the after-impression”.  Boughton found 

this “wonderful association of warmth and austerity” to be a “sign of her greatness”, and 

he celebrated “the sweetness of fruit contained within Smyth’s tough rinds”.187    

Smyth’s understanding of female creativity   

Smyth developed her own beliefs about female creativity, at least partly in response to 

the critics’ connection of her sex with both her musical style and her compositional ability.  

Edward Dent received nearly 2000 words in defence of the structure of The Boatswain’s 

Mate from Smyth in two letters written on the same day in October 1925.188  These 

revealing letters demonstrate Smyth’s concern that her music was misunderstood.  She 

suggested to Dent that the real problem for critics lay in her lack of conventionality.189  

I venture to think that the “shortcomings” you say you perceived in the 
Bosun are owing to a certain directness—an absence of all conventionality in 
the spiritual outlook which I sometimes think Anna de Noailles is right in 
saying (as she does in a letter to me about Sappho & herself!) is a feminine 

                                                
186 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811. 
187 Rutland Boughton, “Introductions: II. Dr. Ethel Smyth, D.B.E.”, Music Bulletin 5.2 (February 
1923), pp.40, 42. 
188 Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925.   
Smyth appears to be responding to a comment of Dent’s that she had interpreted as a critical 
attack, but the source of her offence remains unclear. 
Edward J. Dent (1876–1957) was a noted musicologist, critic, composer and teacher, Professor of 
Music at Cambridge University (1926–41) and a powerful advocate of modern European music, in 
part through leadership of the ISCM. 
189 In writing her libretto, Smyth had consciously created naturalistic dialogue; even the lyrics for set 
numbers were, like the characters, “taken from life”. 
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trait.190  I think if women are anything, mentally or spiritually they are far 
more direct than men. […] 

In short there is a directness about [The Boatswain’s Mate] which I daresay, 
unknown to himself a little puts the male critic off, though I don’t think it in 
the least puts the man in the street off.  I mean I think there are probably 
quite natural internal reasons why I always have had a poor press—
something which is totally at variance with the effect my music—if it is well 
done—has on an audience. […] 

 You know me—I believe you like my literary work & I know you don’t 
hate me—at least I hope not.  Well. Can’t you entertain the idea that perhaps 
there may be a chance that you have stiffened yourself unconsciously against 
my very direct unconventional methods?  In the same way (to quote Gilbert 
Murray) that a great many people confuse novelty with originality—so a great 
many people do not realise that directness—going straight to the point—is 
far more upsetting, really—in the deepest part of ones subconscious than 
wanton extravagance, throwing of caps over mills, new disharmonies, new 
theatrical grips & dodges & so forth.191   

This is a fascinating example of Smyth’s construction and understanding of her own 

creative voice and her attempts to make sense of negative critical response.  She developed 

these ideas publicly as well as in private correspondence.192   

In “an address to the senior division of a girls’ school” Smyth described 

unconventionality as “a natural feminine gift”, and added to its attributes “receptivity to 

new and consequently unconventional ideas”.193  Here speaks the Ethel Smyth transformed 

by the suffrage struggle, in which the women had found the men of Parliament unable to 

contemplate the prospect of change or to comprehend that it might be so important that it 

was worth adopting unprecedented means of protest.  Smyth explained to the school girls 

that men are more conventional because they have for so long participated in public 

affairs—“for responsibility engenders caution” and may even cause moral cowardice.194  

She went on to define what she calls “first-class female intelligence” as  

                                                
190 Anna-Elisabeth de Brancovan, comtesse Mathieu de Noailles (1876–1933) was a French poet. 
191 Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925, pp.1, 3.  The second excerpt appears before 
the first in the original letter, but has been moved to clarify the sense of the quotation.  Some 
punctuation has been added or amended. 
192 Smyth discussed the directness of women’s “methods” again in her essay “A Final Burning of 
Boats”, and cited not only Noailles’ poetry as example, but also Vita Sackville West’s The Land. 
193 Smyth, “Double Faults and Others”, Female Pipings, p.127. 
194 Smyth, “Double Faults and Others”, pp.126–27, 130. 
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a knack of bringing it to bear at once on the matter in hand; of brushing away 
current methods of handling a question and treating it on its own merits.  [...] 
this spirit might be defined as instinctive directness.195 

Women must fight centuries of “mental and spiritual subservience” in order to practise 

their natural directness, they must think for themselves,196 and yet Smyth claims that they 

do this naturally, for “even an average woman has more inward freedom than men”.197   

When Smyth’s comments to Dent are read in this context, her understanding of the 

“internal reasons” for poor press is explained.  Why Smyth’s musical directness should 

have troubled critics so much more than ordinary people is not immediately clear, but 

perhaps she means that critics’ status as judges lead them to become more entrenched in 

their own standards—allowing caution to become conservatism—and thus less open to 

what Smyth called her unconventional means.  Yet Dent was not one of these conservative 

critics, and perhaps this is why Smyth was at such pains to explain her thoughts to him. 

In another article published in Female Pipings in Eden, “Where musical criticism goes 

astray”, Smyth suggested that “the critic’s chief difficulty” is encountering originality.  She 

called it “upsetting”, and asked the reader: “Is one not conscious of a slight contraction of 

spirit when bludgeoned by novel ideas [...] and to listen to new music is generally to suffer 

an act of violence.”198  Smyth claims that a very musical person is less likely “to jump to 

hasty conclusions” when confronted by such music, and she suggests that regular critics do 

not have time to consider their response, given the exigency of deadlines.   

It is difficult to ascertain clearly Smyth’s views on the similarities and differences 

between male and female creativity from her published writings, but she evoked their 

contrasting situations with a metaphor of the sea in the last chapter of Female Pipings in 

Eden. 

That men have been on the top of the wave since time was, whereas we are 
still fighting our way upwards from bottom of the sea, is a fact that will surely 
set an eternal stamp on our destiny as does the difference of sex. [...] 

                                                
195 Smyth, “Double Faults and Others”, pp.128–29. 
196 Smyth, “Double Faults and Others”, pp.129–30. Smyth cites Mrs Pankhurst on this point.  She 
referred again to “mental independence combined with instinctive directness” as being a peculiar 
characteristic of women in “Female Pipings”. [p. 50] 
197 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.13. 
198 Smyth, “Where musical criticism goes astray”, pp.75–76.  Smyth foreshadowed this opinion in 
her 1916 article “England, Music, and—Women”, when she said that “even in musically civilised 
countries originality is apt to affront”.  [p.192]  
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But perhaps what women are called upon to pass on, that quality I spoke of, 
cannot be found on the road up and down which everyone is tearing; 
perhaps it lies at the bottom of the sea, where we are at home; and perhaps 
our fate, not an ignoble one, is to bring it up to the surface.199   

Smyth’s constant references to the qualities of women, added to her belief that women 

have something unique to contribute to the arts, create a message that is liberating and 

hopeful.  Yet she complicated her message by countering the empty arguments of those 

wishing to bar women from playing in orchestras with the statement that “art is bi-sexual, 

the female element implicit with the male.”200  Her intent and meaning become clearer 

when she makes the same point in a different context.  She wrote in “England, Music, 

and—Women” of the strength of great women, deriding men who want members of the 

other sex to be one-dimensional, exclusively ‘feminine’ beings: 

There is literally no end to the nonsense talked on this theme.  Someone 
regretted the other day that up to now woman had failed “to reveal the secret 
of her sex” in her art […].  As if all creative spirits were not bi-sexual! […] 
Woman’s soul is not a one-stringed lute; perhaps he wishes it were!  And yet 
the odd thing is that having settled to their satisfaction what is womanly, men 
do not notice that their lives depend on our being something quite 
different.201 

Smyth seems to be making a case for the co-existence of the masculine with the 

feminine in women, just as it had long been believed that femininity co-existed with 

masculinity in the creative man.  She further suggests that gender does not exist in the 

music itself, and perhaps the arguments discussed above may be understood as having 

been provoked by reception of the music, rather than by the inherent qualities of the music 

itself.202  

Smyth’s ideas about women and music developed throughout her career; her battles 

with patriarchal structures and apparently closed systems of influence, combined with a 

sensitivity to criticism from the press, prepared her for complete commitment to women’s 

suffrage, when the time came.  It was after this experience that Smyth articulated her ideas 

by writing at length for publication, but she focused on practicalities: women’s access to 

                                                
199 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, pp.53, 55. 
200 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.47. 
201 Smyth, “England, Music, and—Women”, p.195–96. 
202 Elizabeth Wood and Jennifer Hughes write of a peculiarly female and lesbian compositional 
voice in Smyth’s music.  See especially Wood’s “Sapphonics” and Hughes’ dissertation “Sapphonic 
Listening”.   
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education and performance, how the music world functioned to exclude them, what must 

be done to rectify this. 

Although Smyth herself came quite late to feminism as a social movement, her music 

and its performance had been received by critics in the context of contemporary feminist 

activism, both in Germany and in England.  With The Boatswain’s Mate, Smyth began to 

express her newly confirmed ideas, and this led critics to reflect on her personal views and 

the validity of their expression in opera.  As she came into the public eye, not only her 

politics but her appearance and character were scrutinised and these factors shaped the 

criticism of her music, particularly in the latter decades of her career after World War I. 

3. The effect of Smyth’s feminism  

Discussion of women’s role and rights was widespread during the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century,203 and the English Press gave considerable space to the ‘Woman 

Question’, defined by Lilian Shiman as “a cluster of issues revolving around the role and 

position of women in the family and in society”.204  Women’s activism covered a wide 

range of issues, of which the fight for the vote was only part, although it came to dominate 

some sections of the women’s movements early in the twentieth century, when 

organisations like Emmeline Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union adopted the 

belief that women’s suffrage would lead to the attainment of the other goals.  Smyth’s non-

conformist behaviour and unorthodox choice of musical genre was viewed not only in 

light of the debate about women’s creativity, but also in the broader social context of the 

‘Woman Question’.  Even early in her career it was noted that:  

The champions of women’s rights scored a great triumph at the Hall in the 
production, on January 18th, of Miss E. M. Smyth’s Mass in D; the 
performance, by the [Royal] Choral Society, of so important a work by a 
female composer being an occurrence without precedent.205 

Other critics had referred to the society means by which Smyth secured this performance, 

or discussed the Mass’s musical worthiness, but this quotation placed it firmly in another 

of the intersecting contemporary contexts.  The Referee’s critic lamented that Smyth’s Mass 

                                                
203 See for example Lilian Lewis Shiman, Women and Leadership in Nineteenth-Century England 
(London: Macmillan, 1992), pp. 6, 122. 
204 Shiman, p.122. 
205 “Musical Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 185 (1 February 1893), p.274.   
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provided an example of modern women’s rejection of their true and attractive 

‘womanliness’.206 

In Germany, feminism took a different course from England, but women were 

nevertheless questioning their circumscribed lives and seeking opportunities to improve 

society.  German women had made none of the gains of English women: at the turn of the 

twentieth century they still lacked property rights, were excluded from university education 

and were prohibited from public association.207 The women’s movement was largely 

middle class and focused on charity and welfare work and on social purity campaigns such 

as the long-running attempt to abolish state regulation of prostitution; suffrage came to the 

centre of debate only after 1902.208   Women were nevertheless entering the professions 

and engaging in monumental struggles to achieve this, a development that did not escape 

the notice of musical critics. 

Several reviews from the German-language press refer to these developments in their 

discussion of Smyth’s works.  Fantasio was greeted at its 1898 Weimar premiere with almost 

no comment on the composer’s sex.  It is curious that only two of the nine reviews 

collected make passing reference to the fact that the composer is a ‘lady’, and only one 

engages in a discussion of some length on women’s creative ability.  Smyth clearly 

occupied an unusual position in Weimar, as the same surprising silence is observed on the 

issue of her nationality.  Smyth’s intimate connection with local nobility, especially her 

cordial acquaintance with the Grand Duke of Weimar, and her participation in the town’s 

society during her lengthy stay meant that she was known to local journalists.  The two 

most extensive reviews of Fantasio are found in the local press, and they reveal that 

although the critics were not overwhelmed by surprise at a lady composer, nor were they 

immune to reflecting on the change it represented.   

In the following excerpt from his thorough and lengthy review in the Weimarische 

Zeitung, Bachmann considers the changing position of women within professions and the 

academic disciplines: 

The performance of an opera that was composed by a lady is still such an 
unusual occurrence that it cannot but attract attention, especially in respect of 
the women’s movement of our time, of the struggle of women to be 

                                                
206 See above quotation from “Dramatic and Musical Gossip”, Referee 22 January 1893, p.2.  
207 Richard J. Evans, The Feminist Movement in Germany 1894–1933 (London and Beverly Hills: 
SAGE Publications, 1976), pp.8–14. 
208 Evans, pp.45, 52, 115. 
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considered equal to men as much in general, as particularly in points of 
intellectual creation, in science and in art.  Far be it from me to exhibit the 
widespread, albeit explicable, but at the same time unjust mistrust of 
feminine creation in the area of music.  Since many a [female] writer has 
delighted us with creditable creations, since ladies have also shown scientific 
competence, even in the most abstract science Mathematics, where Frau von 
Kowalevsky has achieved work of value, I see no reason why we should 
doubt women in music, that art which is most closely related to the feminine 
essence, and I will bring sincere interest and high regard to every serious 
attempt of this kind.209 

This measured and thoughtful passage introduced a detailed and critical examination of the 

opera’s strengths and weaknesses, but Bachmann declared that he would not forget his 

duty to art so far as to allow gallantry to silence him on any point that required criticism.   

Awareness of social change was not limited to sympathetic critics.  In late 1906, The 

Wreckers was performed at the Deutsches Theater in Prague; the production was under-

rehearsed and had been plagued by problems.  None of this was taken into account by Joß, 

whose vitriolic review expressed his opinion that the work had no redeeming features 

whatsoever.  He also clearly disapproved of women’s growing emancipation: 

Since the pope [sic] spoke his famous word that ordered women to keep 
silence in the churches, a great deal has changed: women have jostled their 
way into most male professions and tried to prove their equality—alas, how 
good it was in earlier days! … The little women will not let the laurels of the 
stage composer rest either, and so the inadequate had to become an event 
here.  If the opera “The Wreckers” had not yet been written, it would have 
had to be written, if only to serve as a sign of warning to our ladies, as a 
deterrent.  I could praise the women in other male professions and would 
rather entrust myself to the female surgeon’s scalpel, than endure again the 

                                                
209 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 

Die Aufführung einer Oper, die von einer Dame komponirt worden, ist immer noch 
ein so ungewöhnliches Ereigniß, daß sie nicht verfehlen kann, Aufsehen zu erregen, 
besonders in Hinsicht auf die Frauenbewegung unserer Zeit, auf das Ringen der Frau 
um gleiche Werthschätzung mit dem Manne wie überhaupt, so gerade im Punkte 
geistigen Schaffens, in Wissenschaft und in Kunst.  Mir liegt ein weit verbreitetes zwar 
erklärliches, gleichwohl aber ungerechtes Mißtrauen gegen weibliche Produktion im 
Gebiete der Musik gänzlich fern.  Seit so manche Schriftstellerin uns mit rühmlichen 
Schöpfungen erfreut, seit Damen auch wissenschaftlich Tüchtiges, selbst in der 
abstraktesten Wissenschaft, der Mathematik, Frau v. Kowalevsky Werthvolles 
geschaffen hat, sehe ich keinen Grund, warum in der Musik, derjenigen Kunst, welche 
dem weiblichen Wesen amverwandtesten ist, daran zu verzweifeln sein sollte, und 
werde jedem ernsten Versuche dieser Art aufrichtigstes Interesse und Werthschätzung 
entgegenbringen. 
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agony of such an evening at the theatre; there the victim retains a weak 
glimmer of hope, but boredom is absolutely deadly.210 

The famous saying, “mulier taceat in foro”, was in fact spoken by St. Paul rather than a pope, 

and has long been a favourite weapon in men’s struggles to silence uppity women; it had in 

fact been used, correctly attributed, in a debate in the German Reichstag only 10 years 

before, by Conservatives speaking against a motion to “extend freedom of assembly and 

association to women”.211  The motion had been proposed by the SPD (Social Democratic 

Party of Germany) but was resoundingly rejected on the basis that women were different 

from men, and that the home must be preserved as a “haven of peace” from the concerns 

of the world.  Joß’s comments suggest that he would have shared this desire to prevent 

women becoming involved in politics; his use of verbs like “jostled” to indicate women’s 

rudeness and his lament for the old social order clarify his stance.   

Smyth discovered a few years later that humour and ridicule could be turned against 

conservative men in a most satisfactory manner.  Her experience of The Wreckers’ critical 

rejection, followed by the battle to see it performed in England increased her bitterness 

against the male musical establishment, while the repeated and appalling treatment of both 

the suffragettes and their cause by the English political establishment strengthened her 

conviction of the fundamental foolishness of men.  By 1916, the suffragettes had declared 

a truce in support of the war effort, and women were undertaking men’s jobs in ever 

greater numbers.  Yet the question of their status in men’s domains—irrespective of their 

competence—was to remain lively for many decades yet.  Even after the war, some men 

refused to accept the changes in women’s role.  

                                                
210 Dr. Viktor Joß, “Prag”, Signale (2 January 1907), p.16. 

* Prag, 13. Dezember 1906.  […]  Seitdem das berühmte Papstwort gesprochen, das 
dem Weibe in der Kirche Schweigen gebot, ist gar manches anders geworden: die 
Frauen haben sich zu den meisten Berufen des Mannes herangedrängt und ihre 
Gleichwertigkeit zu beweisen versucht—leider; wie schön war’s doch in früherer Zeit! 
. . .  Auch der Lorbeer des Bühnenkomponisten ließ die Weiblein nicht schlafen, und 
so mußte das Unzulängliche hier Ereignis werden.  Wenn die Oper “Strandrecht” 
noch nicht geschrieben wäre, sie müßte geschrieben werden, nur um unseren Damen 
als Warnungstafel zu dienen, als abschreckendes Beispiel.  Da lob’ ich mir noch die 
Vertreterinnen anderer Mannesberufe und würde mich eher dem Messer der 
Chirurgin anvertrauen, als nochmals die Qualen eines solchen Theaterabends 
erdulden; dort bleibt dem Opfer doch ein schwacher Hoffnungsschimmer, Langweile 
aber ist absolut tödlich. 

211 Evans, The Feminist Movement, p.11. 
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In W. W. Jacobs’ story The Boatswain’s Mate, Smyth found a comic vehicle that allowed 

her to retaliate.  Throughout her life she had taken every opportunity to expound volubly 

on the terrible sex discrimination she had faced at all stages of her career.  Despite Smyth’s 

political Conservatism, and her claim that she believed in “the uses of prejudice”,212 she 

was a confirmed feminist.  The suffrage movement had given her a greater understanding 

of other women’s struggles, which only strengthened her beliefs.  Her public statements in 

speeches and articles dating from the suffrage period made her feminist views widely 

known.   

Jokes at the expense of men were scattered throughout The Boatswain’s Mate.  

Inevitably, the opera was received in the light of Smyth’s recent activism in the very public 

suffrage struggle, its wartime cessation notwithstanding. Many critics frowned on its 

feminist message.  Whereas the heroine of The Wreckers had been a strong woman who 

refused to conform to society’s expectations of her, the critics drew no conclusions from 

this.  The story of The Boatswain’s Mate, however, was read in the light of public knowledge 

of Smyth’s own biography.  Mrs Waters, its heroine, is a widow who could and did outwit 

the man who tried to catch her, who shaped her own destiny.  Several critics objected to 

this incursion of gender politics into the realm of high art, and did not confine their 

reproaches to the plot.   

The critic of the Musical Times pointed out that: 

The story, with its suggestion of the immense superiority of woman to mere 
man is one that appeals to Dr. Smyth.  There are several sly touches that give 
vent to her well-known views.213 

Edwin Evans was more explicit in the English Review:  

If the pleasure it gives contains a base alloy of irritation, the reason is to be 
sought not in the sophistication of the music, but in that of the plot, which is 
made to further purposes of feministic propaganda. 

Evans was aware that Jacobs intended his heroine to act like a feminist, but concluded that 

where Jacobs had used a light touch, Smyth had been heavy handed and that she had  

“[read] into it a feminist tract”.  As Evans charitably commented, “advocates are seldom 

                                                
212 Smyth, “Reflections on Prejudice”, p.81. 
213 “Shaftesbury Theatre; The Boatswain’s Mate”, Musical Times 57 (1 March 1916), p.155. 
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discreet”.214  W. J. Turner, the outspoken critic of The New Statesman, was less sympathetic.  

He found no humour in The Boatswain’s Mate and disliked its music: “Various trite and 

obvious suffragette gibes did nothing to relieve the dullness, although personally I was in a 

mood to welcome gibes at anything.”215 

Smyth’s strongly individual musical style was interpreted in the light of knowledge of 

her biography.  Dyneley Hussey confirmed the score’s originality but qualified this by 

observing “a square cut, a kind of sharp-elbowedness, about her tunes, which is quite 

personal—dare one say, a trifle old-maidish?”216  This refers perhaps to Smyth’s pushy 

behaviour and to her marital status as much as to the angular contour of her thematic 

material.217 Such an insult would have been unthinkable aimed at a woman who had kept 

her place, but was provoked by the sting of Smyth exposing what she termed ‘male 

fatuousness’ to public ridicule.218   

Similarly, Smyth’s choice of subject and her adaptation of it were connected by The 

Times’ critic with what was known of Smyth’s persona and biography.  After summarising 

the plot, he remarked that “Mrs. Waters does not want a man to take care of her, which is 

perhaps why Ethel Smyth wanted Mrs. Waters for the heroine of her opera”.219  The 

comment is subtle.  It is impossible to know just how much the public knew about Smyth’s 

personal life and her relationships.  Her domestic arrangements were public information 

due to her practice of entertaining Mrs. Pankhurst at her home, particularly during the 

infamous days of the Cat and Mouse Act.   

Despite her commitment to women’s suffrage and her own fight against 

discrimination, Smyth was not always supportive of other women composers.  She claimed 

that essays like Female Pipings and A Final Burning of Boats were written with other women 

composers in mind, “having often alluded in these pages to my own music—as of course 

was inevitable, […] it is the music of other women that was really in my mind most of the 

time”.220  Smyth silenced their contributions, however, by mentioning very few names from 

                                                
214 Edwin Evans, “Musical Notes”, English Review 22 (March 1916), pp.233, 234.  Edwin Evans (jnr) 
(1874–1945) was a writer and music critic who championed modern music, and published a series 
of articles on contemporary British composers in The Musical Times (1919–20). 
215 W. J. Turner, “Music. The Boatswain’s Mate”, New Statesman 5 February 1916, p.424. 
216 Dyneley Hussey, “The Boatswain’s Fate”, The Saturday Review 16 June 1923, p.800. 
217 Is it also perhaps a veiled reference to her sexual preference? 
218 Wood, “Performing Rights”, p.630. 
219 “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Times 29 January 1916, p.11. 
220 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.53. 
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among the dozens of women composers active in England at the time.  She  was so brazen 

as to state, at the end of her “Autobiographical Log-Book” in Female Pipings in Eden, that 

“one single talisman-holding woman […] has achieved a limited contact with the public”.221  The 

polemical style notwithstanding, Smyth here sweeps under the carpet all her female 

colleagues, and although the value of her musical contribution was indeed written out of 

music history, her name still survives more prominently than any of her female 

contemporaries.  Fuller suggests that Smyth only supported women who were no threat to 

her own career: orchestral musicians, the long-dead Augusta Holmès, the very young 

Dorothy Howell.222 

Persona  

The figure of the composer exists in the critical mind in changing manifestations.  This 

generalised image exists independently of the works themselves, even though it may 

initially have emerged from perceptions of them.  It is also formed by critical perception of 

the oeuvre as a whole.  Looking at Smyth reception during the 1920s and 30s, in her old 

age, it is clear that perceptions of her had changed.  At times the public image of Smyth, 

the biography which resided in the public’s consciousness, influenced the critique more 

than aesthetic responses to the music.  Many of the earlier reviews discussed above could, 

however, also be analysed from the perspective of persona. 

Marcia Citron outlines the ways in which the idea of the author, as represented by his 

or her name, evokes a given set of responses relating to character, beliefs and social 

activity, as well as dictating an aesthetic evaluation of the author’s output, based on past 

experience of it.223  Smyth’s name was widely known, and the image of her that survived in 

music texts and encyclopaedias of the 1960s and 70s emerged from extensive commentary 

on her persona and only brief, ill-informed references to her music.  As Robin Hull 

pointed out in his obituary of Smyth, ‘the popular emphasis upon Ethel Smyth’s social 

eccentricities…though integral to any complete portrait, [has] tended unduly to obscure a 

clear view of her worth as a composer’.224 

                                                
221 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.44.  Emphasis original. 
222 For Fuller’s thought-provoking and insightful consideration of this flaw in Smyth’s feminism, 
see “Women Composers”, pp.137–41. 
223 Citron, p.115. [section on ‘The Author function’ pp.113–19] 
224 Robin Hull, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Tempo 7 (1944), p.12. 
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The intrusion of persona into the criticism was not simply a product of Smyth’s rising 

public profile, but was a function of her status as a national character, and of the 

construction in the communal mind of a Dame Ethel Smyth who trespassed into 

masculine territory, not only in the style and genre of her music, but in her dress, manners 

and behaviour.  Smyth contributed to this with her autobiographical writings, which 

reached a broader audience than her music.  Despite her high level of non-conformity, 

Smyth’s status as a General’s daughter, and later as a Dame of the British Empire, in 

addition to her connections with royalty, gave legitimacy to her eccentricity.  If she had 

been a member of a lower class, she might have been dismissed as a crackpot radical.  If 

she had lived in the 1990s, she would have been a notorious ‘media personality’.225  But in 

the early decades of the twentieth century her activities received attention because she 

came from a social class which was noticed by Society and the Press. 

Smyth herself was not unaware of the effect she had, both through her music and in 

person, on securing performance for her music.  That she had a powerful personal 

presence is attested to by numerous witnesses from the Viennese critic Richard Specht to 

Virginia Woolf.  Her personality was forceful and was both an asset and a liability in the 

never-ending battle to see her music performed.  She engaged in carefully planned 

campaigns that included personal interviews with influential figures in an effort to secure 

their support, and the writing of innumerable letters and postcards to influence the 

deliberations of relevant committees.  Smyth’s style of persuasion at times verged on the 

aggressive, so great was her conviction of the right of her cause.  As Beecham somewhat 

tendentiously expressed it: 

Ethel […] was a monument of indiscretion: the indiscretion taking the form 
of trying to get her own way at any time, in season and out of season, 
regardless of whatever anyone else was doing or wanted to do.  All that had 
to give way before the onrush and the almost, well, irresistible impetus of 
Ethel’s wishes and desires.226 

This activist stance sometimes benefited her.  Critics recognised Smyth’s role, as for 

example Walter Bernhard of the Musical Opinion, who looked forward to the projected 

production of The Wreckers that was to follow the 1908 concert, stating that  

                                                
225 Citron, p.114. 
226 Beecham, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, p.364. 
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Any interest attaching to the promised production of the work on the 
English operatic stage must be palpably enhanced by the energetic action of 
the foremost lady composer of, I believe, our time. 

The young Thomas Beecham reflected positively on this aspect of Smyth’s persona, 

when he met her in connection with this “promised production”.  He wrote to Delius in 

early 1909, saying of Smyth:  

We have on foot the most exciting things and I find that as a worker she is 
worth, ten times over, all the male composers here put to-gether, besides 
having the additional virtue of being able to run straight as a die for a longer 
period than half an hour at a time.227 

Beecham interpreted Smyth’s overwhelming energy as ‘masculine’, just as many others had 

described her distinctive musical style as ‘virile’. 

The critics of The Musical Times had not always written favourably of Smyth and her 

music, but after the 1929 revival of the Mass by the Royal Choral Society one vindicated 

her work, admitting the doubts that surrounded its original revival five years before: 

A few years ago it was considered that the Mass owed its revival to the 
composer’s own vigorous personality and to the chivalry of committees.  
That view can hardly be held now in view of the good opinions which the 
music invariably draws from the public and the critics.228 

Smyth’s strong presence in public life played a role in her gradual acceptance as a 

composer, rather than as a ‘woman composer’, but it also contributed to the tendency—

later in her career—for critics to interpret her music through the prism of her persona.  

This led to the direct identification of her music with her character, a practice which 

exposes this change in reception as a metamorphosis of the ‘woman composer’ 

categorisation, rather than any real progress.  In her study of Augusta Holmès, Karen 

Henson examines the ways in which contemporary critical writings about Holmès’ music 

use knowledge of her biography and appearance.  Henson states that “discussions of 

[Holmès’] output conflated composer and composition—or rather, woman and work—to 

such a degree that an image of her became part of the object under scrutiny”.229  Henson 

claims that analysing this element of the Holmès literature actually fights the belittling 

                                                
227 Thomas Beecham, Letter to Frederick Delius, 29 March 1909, Letter 316, Delius: A Life in 
Letters, vol. 2, p.20.  Beecham wrote a lively appreciation of Smyth as late as 1958 in The Musical 
Times  99 (July 1958), pp.363–65. 
228 “Royal Choral Society”, Musical Times 70 (1 January 1929), p.71. 
229 Henson, p.236.   
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effect of concentration on persona, rather than pushing the composer’s music into the 

background yet again.230  

Sidney Grew felt that the intimate relationship between the composer’s biography and 

her composition distracted the listener from his ideal of detached reflection, which was 

enabled by the composer’s aesthetic distance from the work.  Grew considered Smyth: 

[O]ne of the most tumultuous and impassioned natures that have ever 
appeared in music.  Ethel Smyth is indeed disturbing.  She dominates you, 
however you come into contact with her, and sweeps you off your feet. […] 

[O]ne cannot readily detach her own living personality from her music, and 
regard the latter objectively.  As you think of the music, you think of the 
composer, and thus your mood remains complex, whereas it should become 
simple.  Yet entire detachment is possible.  By strong will, you can still regard 
her music as a thing in, by, for, and of itself; and you then perceive that it is 
charged with true strength.231 

According to Grew, Smyth’s unruly art could only be fully appreciated if the listener 

‘mastered’ it, by detaching it from its unsettling creator.  Although he clearly believed this 

detachment could be achieved, Grew nevertheless concluded that “Ethel Smyth and her 

music are in every respect one and the same”.232 

A similar understanding led A. J. Sheldon to make allowances for The Boatswain’s Mate’s 

shortcomings; he invoked the opera’s “singularly individual quality” by linking it with 

Smyth’s personality: 

The composer’s personality pervades the music to an extraordinary degree; 
and, if this be felt, many apparent inconsistencies in her treatment of Jacobs’s 
yarn become reconciled.233 

Ernest Newman appeared to be referring to the same quality when he observed, in 1924, 

that Smyth’s Mass showed her working within a tradition, but at the same time adapting “it 

to her own purposes and [making] it the expression of her own personality.”  But Newman 

preferred the movements where, despite her dramatic writing, Smyth “keeps the 

expression more or less impersonal”, because her “more purely dramatic cries […] weaken 

rather than strengthen the total expression, by narrowing a universal outpouring down to a 

                                                
230 Henson, p.237. 
231 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.88–89.   
232 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, p.100. 
233 A. J. Sheldon, “Music in the North”, Musical Opinion 464 (May 1916), p.525. 



191 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 3 

personal one”.234  Both Grew and Newman perceived a disturbing element in Smyth’s 

music, which they could only interpret or perhaps control by connecting it with the 

composer’s personality.   

Richard Specht found that after meeting Smyth he too interpreted her work as part of 

her personality.  His account of their first meeting, published in Der Merker in 1911, shows 

how it shaped his appreciation of The Wreckers.235  In the course of this extensive article, 

Specht described Smyth’s physical appearance and striking character in some detail, not 

once, but several times.  

I still have to laugh when I think about how I made her acquaintance.  At 
Bruno Walter’s house […] I saw a thick opera score lying on the piano, and 
was immediately captivated by a remarkable choral passage.  I asked Walter 
about the work: he spoke with great enthusiasm about the austere energy of 
this new and quite singular talent, was astonished that a woman should be 
gifted with such strong creativity and at the same time told me that this 
woman had just come to Vienna from the Prague performance of the work 
and that he hoped to induce Mahler to take the opera.  Thereupon I wrote to 
her, asking for the score and asking that she should not bring it to me herself: 
I wanted to let the work leave an impression on me, uninfluenced by the 
charm or even beauty of its creator.  (We critics are like that.) She sent me 
the score, with a few pleasant words, from which one could see that she had 
not hitherto been very much spoilt by sympathetic interest.  But one day, 
before I had had leisure to play the score through, the doorbell rang, and 
before the maid—to whom [Smyth] clearly appeared somewhat dubious— 
could stop her, a woman enters my room, with short hair and a formless 
something on her head, in an equally formless jacket and a mantle from 
which rain and storm had washed the original colour, grasps my hand firmly 
with an impish delight and, with a roguish laugh that gave a kind and 
comradely expression to her face—not at all “pretty” but very decided, 
strongly chiselled by life—says cheerfully “I preferred to come myself after 
all.  You won’t really fall in love with me, will you?  There is no danger of 
that.”  And then begins to talk, very cleverly, animatedly, unbelievably 
impulsively, thanks me for my sympathy, and in the one breath, raves about 
Mahler, enthuses about the Prince Edmond de Polignac […] and tells me, 
interrupting herself a hundred times, more and more other things in 

                                                
234 Ernest Newman, Glasgow Herald 13 March 1924, Smyth folder, Edwin Evans Collection, 
Westminster Public Library. 
235 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), pp.1213–18. 
A translation of this essay is found as “Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 March 1912), pp.168–
69.  The unnamed translator seems to have worked from a slightly different version of the essay 
from that printed in Der Merker on which I based this translation.  There is an anecdote about Levi 
in the Musical Times version not to be found in Der Merker.  Several passages from the Musical Times 
translation were quoted in Votes for Women, as part of an article celebrating Smyth’s contribution to 
the suffrage struggle during her imprisonment in Holloway Gaol. [E. P. L., “Ethel Smyth, Mus. 
Doc.”, Votes for Women (8 March 1912), p.351]  
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passionate style, about her life and her artistic experience.  And then she 
played me her opera.236 

Specht’s impression of the music was clearly formed by Smyth’s rendition of the work 

at the piano for him, as much as by the notes in the score itself.237  Her appearance and 

manner had confounded his expectations and he found her musical style equally individual, 

“without pedigree”.238  Specht wrote in detail of aspects of the score, including some 

criticism, but when trying to summarise its effect he returned almost involuntarily to a 

description of the composer herself: 

                                                
236 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1215. 

Ich muß heute noch lachen, wenn ich daran denke, wie ich sie kennen lernte.  Bei 
Bruno Walter[…]sah ich einen dicken Opernauszug auf dem Klavier liegen, schlug 
ihn auf und wurde sofort von einer ganz merkwürdigen Chorstelle gefesselt.  Ich 
befragte Walter über das Werk: er sprach ganz enthusiastisch über die herbe Energie 
dieses neuen und sehr singulären Talents, verwundert, daß eine Frau mit so starker 
Produktivität begabt sei und erzählte gleichzeitig, daß diese Frau eben von der Prager 
Aufführung des Werkes nach Wien gekommen sei und daß er hoffe, Mahler zur 
Annahme der Oper zu bestimmen.  Daraufhin schrieb ich ihr, bat sie um den Auszug 
und bat sie auch, ihn mir nicht selber zu bringen: ich wollte das Werk auf mich wirken 
lassen, unbeeinflußt durch die Liebenswürdigkeit oder gar Schönheit seiner 
Schöpferin.  (Wir Kritiker sind schon so.)  Sie sandte die Oper auch gleich, mit ein 
paar netten Worten, denen man es anmerkte, daß sie bisher nicht allzu oft durch 
teilnehmendes Interesse verwöhnt worden sei.  Aber anderen Tags, ich hatte noch gar 
keine Muße gefunden, den Auszug durchzuspielen, läutet es, und ehe das Mädchen es 
hindern konnte, dem die Eintretende offenbar recht bedenklich erschien, tritt eine 
Frau in mein Zimmer, mit kurzem Haar und einem formlosen Etwas auf dem Kopfe, 
in einer ebenso formlosen Joppe und einem Mantel, dem Regen und Sturm die 
ursprüngliche Farbe verwaschen haben, reicht mir die fest zugreifende Hand, freut 
sich diebisch und sagt lustig mit einem spitzbübischen Lachen, das dem gar nicht 
“hübschen”, sehr entschlossenen, vom Leben hartgemeißelten Gesicht einen lieben 
und kameradschaftlichen Ausdruck gibt: “Ich bin doch lieber selber gekommen.  Sie 
werden sich ja doch nicht in mich verlieben, nicht wahr?  Es ist keine Gefahr da.”  
Und plaudert gleich, sehr gescheit, lebhaft, unglaublich impulsiv, dankt mir für 
meinen Anteil und schwärmt in gleichem Atem von Mahler, begeistert sich für den 
Prinzen Edmond de Polignac, den sie für einen ganz großen, unglaublich verkannten 
Musiker hält (eine Schwärmerei, die ich bis zum heutigen Tage respektiert habe, ohne 
sie teilen zu können) und erzählt mir, hundertmal sich unterbrechend, immer wieder 
von anderen Dingen leidenschaftlich angezogen, von ihrem Leben und ihren 
künstlerischen Erfahrungen.  Und dann hat sie mir ihre Oper vorgespielt. 

237 The extraordinary effect of Smyth’s performances of her own vocal works at the piano is 
attested to by numerous people.  St. John cites such musical luminaries as Bruno Walter [p.79] and 
the harpsichordist Violet Gordon Woodhouse [p.107], and later quotes Sylvia Pankhurst’s 
evocative description of Smyth singing Hey Nonny No [p.153].  Wood cites Smyth’s memoirs where 
the composer recalls the role her singing of an Irish folk song played in her “wooing” of Lady 
Ponsonby’s friendship [“Sapphonics”, p.45 and n.92, p.63 which cites As Time Went On… (pp.83–
108)]. 
238 “Dr. Ethel Smyth”, Musical Times 53 (1 March 1912), p.168.   
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It is true, one cannot adequately judge from the pianoforte score; one must 
see the work in production, or even better, hear it rendered by the composer 
herself.  This bony, resolute woman whom the spirit of convention has never 
touched; who laughs at the world and all its follies; who is happier in her 
rough tweed dress, with her indescribable man’s hat and her comfortable 
jacket of indefinable style than in the smart clothes of the celebrated lady that 
she now is, in whom it is noticeable that she has lived for years alone with 
her big dog and a taciturn maid in a lonely cottage till she herself has become 
a part of English nature; who has stridden bravely through wind and weather 
and learned to look the sun in the face; this woman, in whose angular 
cheeriness one senses much pain and struggle, renders her creations with a 
storm of passion, a convincing strength, a compelling fury beyond compare.  
What appears arbitrary from mere reading becomes logic, what seems erratic 
turns to rounded melodic line and harmonic construction, and from the 
whole, when one hears it played by her manly strong hands and sung by her 
far from beautiful voice with incomparable élan and almost rabid gravity, 
rages a storm of compelling power and passion.  Unforgettable for everyone 
who has seen her at the piano: become almost beautiful in the ecstasy, 
promoting her work with steely energy, believable and thereby inspiring 
belief.239  

Specht’s perception of Smyth’s English rural eccentricity and her own powerful presence, 

both in conversation and in performing her music, clarified for him what seemed volatile 

or arbitrary in her music, rendering it logical and convincing. His lengthy description 

represents a central European imagining her ‘moorland’ existence: this was a foreigner’s 

construction of the English as exotic—as indeed remote English country life must have 

seemed to a Viennese intellectual, confronted by the energetic and unfeminine Miss Smyth.  

                                                
239 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1218. 

Freilich: man darf nicht nach dem toten Bild des Klavierauszuges urteilen; muß das 
Werk aufgeführt oder besser noch von der Tondichterin selber hören.  Diese 
knochige, resolute, von keinem Geist des “shocking” gestreifte, über alle Dummheit 
der Welt lachende Frau, die sich in ihrem Lodenrock, mit ihrem unbeschreiblichen 
Herrenhut und ihrer bequemen Jacke von undefinierbarer Fasson viel wohler fühlt, 
als im Prunkkleid der gefeierten Lady, die sie jetzt ist, der man es anmerkt, daß sie 
Jahre lang allein mit ihrem großen Hund und einer schweigsamen Magd in einer 
einsamen Bauernhütte gelebt hat und die derart selber ein Stück englischer Natur 
geworden, tapfer durch Wetter und Wind geschritten ist und in die Sonne schauen 
gelernt hat—diese Frau, in deren eckiger Fidelität so viel Weh und Ringen zu spüren 
ist, bringt ihre Schöpfung mit einer Raserei, einer überzeugenden Kraft, einer 
bezwingenden Furie ohnegleichen zum Klingen. Was beim bloßen Lesen Willkür 
schien, wird Logik, was sprunghaft anmutete, zur geschlossenen melodischen Linie 
und zum harmonischen Bau, und aus dem Ganzen, wenn man es von ihren männlich 
starken Händen gespielt und ihrer gar nicht schönen Stimme mit unvergleichlichem 
Elan und fast rabiatem Ernst gesungen hört, wettert ein Sturm von zwingender Macht 
und Leidenschaft.  Unvergeßlich für jeden, der sie am Klavier sah: in der Extase 
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Specht interpreted The Wreckers in light of his strong impression of Smyth’s Englishness 

and her character. 

Smyth did not lose this compelling quality as she aged.  A critic at The Wreckers’ 1939 

revival described the composer’s pre-performance speech in equally vivid terms: 

Dame Ethel, on the eve of her eighty-first birthday, was induced to mount 
the stage and deliver one of those tough, horsy, avuncular speeches in the 
style which has delighted readers of her books.  Striding about in tweeds and 
a shapeless felt hat, with a cardboard box in one hand and a wreath of 
triumph in the other, she again captured her audience with anecdotes of 
deafness (that painful subject), of the early history of the The Wreckers, of her 
intention in writing the choruses.240 

The critic alludes to Smyth’s outdoor energy and appearance by the use of words like 

“tough” and “striding”, and conjures her masculine style by calling her “avuncular”.  His 

audience was clearly familiar with her biography and opinions.  

The individual, even quirky, nature of Smyth’s music, which characterised her strong 

and personal compositional voice, was frequently interpreted in terms of masculine energy.  

Later however, when her public persona had developed, these features of Smyth’s music 

were criticised in light of her publicly constructed self.  Hence comments such as Hussey’s 

“sharp-elbowed, old-maidish” about The Boatswain’s Mate.241  The picture of Smyth which 

survived beyond her death, as found in general references, focuses on her feminist activism 

and her eccentricities while devaluing the importance of her music.  Secondary sources 

from the decades following her death return to the earlier focus on Smyth as ‘woman 

composer’, distorting the relative importance of various biographical and professional 

issues.   

Halstead suggested that “the notion that women composers are unusual and eccentric 

‘characters’ is another way of belittling their contribution”, citing Smyth and Elisabeth 

                                                                                                                                         

beinahe schön geworden, in stählerner Energie für ihr Werk werbend, glaubwürdig 
und dadurch Glauben erweckend.  

240 “ ‘The Wreckers,’ at Sadler’s Wells”, The New Statesman and Nation 22 April 1939, p.607. 
241 Modern commentators have speculated along similar lines: Derek Scott suggests that “Smyth’s 
musical ‘masculinity’ might well have been prompted by a disinclination to identify with normative 
femininity”, by which he is referring to her “lesbian identities” in all their complexity.  [Scott, 
pp.113–14]   Elizabeth Wood develops this idea in her notion of the Sapphonic voice, in which she 
binds the importance of the lesbian community with compositional considerations of vocal writing.  
[“Sapphonics”, pp.27–66]  
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Lutyens as examples.242  Mary G. Mason, however, found that if one “but turn[s] 

eccentricity to another light […] it becomes indistinguishable from the great Western ideal 

of individualism”.243  The Ethel Smyth evoked by these quotations, who speaks so strongly 

through her autobiography, was a grand individual, but perhaps the glare of sex prejudice 

obscured this alternative vision. 

Smyth made people uncomfortable, nor were her manners those of a lady.  Her 

willingness to engage with her critics perhaps lessened their potential sympathy with her 

claims of discrimination.  The English critic Neville Cardus had watched Smyth’s career 

and her growing public profile since The Wreckers.  In 1928, he wrote “A Sevientieth 

Birthday Greeting” to Smyth which appeared in the Manchester Guardian, touching on many 

of the issues raised in this chapter.  

To-day Dame Ethel Smyth is seventy years old.  As she has quite recently 
proved that she still can weigh in with a militant pen, and has little use for 
musical critics, one has some hesitation in offering birthday greetings, or 
about describing Dame Ethel as the greatest of all women composers.  It is, 
we assure her, a sort of compliment […].  Dame Ethel would prefer the 
valuation of her genius that ignored her sex, but that is not easy, because she 
has put as much of her genius into her life as into her art.  No doubt it must 
be taken as a sign of an essentially unmusical land that as a whole this 
country did not really wake up to Dame Ethel’s existence until she was 
observed to be fighting manfully in the cause of women’s suffrage. […]  

Not until she published her “Impressions that Remained” could we in this 
land thoroughly realise the strength, the individuality; the richness of mind 
which make up Dame Ethel’s personal magnetism.  This as much as her 
music, possibly, achieved her conquests in Germany. […]   

It could be argued that Dame Ethel has often written her music with the “sex 
prejudice” much more in her mind than it has ever been in the minds of 
most of her male critics.  For she seems persistently to have exploited the 
sort of broad virility which until a few years ago was considered mainly a 
masculine attribute.  The present writer knows of no work by Dame Ethel 
which condescends to be as feminine in grace and tenderness as the 
“Dorabella” variation of Elgar.  Compared with Dame Ethel’s music, that of 
Delius is maidenly, and that of Parry is grandmotherly.244 

                                                
242 Halstead, pp.144–45.  She also cites Rhian Samuel as stating her awareness of women 
composers being “ ‘absolute freaks’ ”. 
243 Mason, p.221. 
244 N.C. [Neville Cardus], Manchester Guardian 23 April 1928. 
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Towards the end of this extract, Cardus made a comparison very similar to that made by 

Shaw in his 1924 letter to Smyth, but this commentary on the ‘masculinity’ of her style 

cannot be read as simply complimentary.  While Smyth’s concern with sex discrimination 

against her music was well known, Cardus moved into the realm of speculation by 

suggesting that Smyth consciously adopted a compositional style that would bring her 

success and convince the critics; his use of the word “exploited” emphasises this, while the 

suggestion that she eschewed “grace and tenderness”, implies that her music lacked a full 

expressive range.   

Cardus’ admitted wariness of Smyth’s response to his writing was perhaps feigned.  

Despite his consciousness of the ‘woman composer’ issue, he suggested that Smyth’s 

success came only when she gained publicity through non-musical channels.  He even 

implied that Smyth’s German career owed more to her personality than to her musical 

talent, a speculation that would have been offensive indeed to the composer who 

considered Germans the only true judges of her musical merit.  It could be argued that this 

is hardly treating the subject with “hesitation”. 

Others were more circumspect with such an assertive composer.  After a provincial 

performance of The Boatswain’s Mate, A. J. Sheldon wrote in the Musical Opinion, that Smyth 

had 

accused the local critics of lacking a sense of humour in their treatment of 
her work—and being one of the critics presumably included in that rating—
one must tread warily to avoid a second castigation.245 

A concrete example of the behaviour that elicited such alleged trepidation can be 

found in the Daily Telegraph just before the Boatswain’s premiere.  The respected critic Robin 

Legge wrote a pre-performance notice for the new opera, in which he spoke briefly of the 

rumour that it was to have been premiered in Germany before the war broke out.246  Some 

four days later, after the premiere had been postponed due to the illness of its leading lady, 

Legge contributed a more extended piece on the work.  This gave him the opportunity “to 

correct one or two trifling errors which Miss Smyth tells me occurred in my note about the 

                                                
245 A. J. Sheldon, “Music in the North”, Musical Opinion 466 (July 1916), p.649. 
246 Robin Legge, “Music of the Day.  More New Opera”, Daily Telegraph 18 January 1916, p.4.  
Robin Humphrey Legge (1862–1933) studied music in Leipzig and Frankfurt, and after a stint as 
assistant critic at The Times (1891–1906), went on to distinguish himself as critic and then music 
editor at The Daily Telegraph (1906–21).  [Ball, pp.456–57] 
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opera last Tuesday”.247  Smyth had provided Legge with rather pedantic details of the 

authorship of the libretto, the work’s intended German premiere, and the scheduled 

production of The Wreckers at Munich in early 1915, all of which Legge quoted verbatim.  

His quotation of Smyth’s letter concluded with these fighting words, followed by his own 

retort: 

“So much for the operatic record of ‘our leading woman composer’; whether 
after the war any of our male composers will achieve as much remains to be 
seen.” 

It does indeed!  But the apparently opprobrious epithet ‘woman composer’ 
did not occur in The Daily Telegraph.248 

Clearly Smyth’s reputation for self-assertion was as well-known as her belief in the 

pervasiveness of sex discrimination.  Legge rightly pointed out that it was Smyth herself 

who raised the ‘woman composer’ issue, revealing her own obsession with it.  

Smyth had reflected deeply on her career, and on the effect her persona as well as her 

sex may have had on the reception of her music.  She tried to explain to her readers, many 

of whom knew nothing of her music or her compositional career beyond that narrated in 

her books, how it was that despite such efforts and publicity, her music was not to be 

heard in concert halls and theatres.   In the following passage from As Time Went On, 

Smyth summed up the reasons for her fame, clarifying the difference between being a 

public personality and being an acknowledged and performed composer: 

It may have puzzled certain readers when I said my friend hoped by this 
Festival to get my output at long last into the main stream.  ‘But aren’t you in 
the main stream now?’ such a one might ask. 

Ah! it’s a queer business!  Because I have conducted my own operas and love 
sheepdogs; because I generally dress in tweeds, and sometimes, at winter 
afternoon concerts, have even conducted in them; because I was a militant 
suffragette and seized a chance of beating time to ‘The March of the Women’ 
from the window of my cell in Holloway Prison with a tooth-brush; because 
I have written books, spoken speeches, broadcast, and don’t always make 
sure that my hat is on straight; for these and other equally pertinent reasons, 
in a certain sense I am well known. […]  

This is celebrity indeed!—or shall we say notoriety?—but it does not alter the 
fact that after having been on the job, so to speak, for over forty years, I have 
never yet succeeded in becoming even a tiny wheel in the English music 

                                                
247 Robin Legge, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Daily Telegraph 22 January 1916, p.5. 
248 Robin Legge, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Daily Telegraph 22 January 1916, p.5. 
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machine; nor did this fantastic latter-day notoriety even pave the way—that 
much it really might have done!—to inclusion in the programme schemes!249 

Both Smyth’s career and the fate of her music were deeply affected by perceptions of 

her as a woman composer and as an eccentric public figure.  Suzanne Raitt suggests that 

Smyth herself contributed to this view, by “self-identification as an eccentric”, and declares 

that despite Smyth’s “avoidance of conventional femininity” she had “confidence in her 

own femaleness”.250  Critics’ perceptions of Smyth’s music reflect their attempts to grapple 

with the composer’s ambiguous figure, and their varying understandings of women’s 

creativity.  This chapter has examined overt references to issues of gender and their 

manifestation in preoccupations with Smyth’s persona, but Chapter 4 will reveal that 

assumptions about gender also played a critical role in interpretations of musical style.  It 

commences with critiques of the libretti and the music, recognising that such commentary 

does not exist in a vacuum of objective aesthetic judgement.  The three issues discussed in 

the second half of Chapter 4 are interpreted also as gendered criticism—often implied 

rather than explicitly stated—and through understandings of national identity. 

 

                                                
249 ATWO, pp.288–89. 
250 Raitt, “ ‘The Tide of Ethel’ ”, pp.16, 5. 
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Chapter 4: Aspects of  operatic writing: libretto, drama and music 

Critiques of Smyth’s early operas and Mass addressed fundamental compositional 

parameters, such as the libretto and vocal and instrumental writing.  However, critics went 

beyond these basic parameters, expressing their perceptions of aspects of Smyth’s 

individual style.  Descriptions of style mingle with interpretation and value judgements in 

the reviews, eschewing straightforward technical discussion.  Although some of this 

commentary could be read as gendered criticism, I am invoking a broader context for this 

material, while remaining aware that the categories overlap.  

The first section of this chapter explores critical reflections on the choice, quality and 

style of Smyth’s texts as they occur in response to each of her operas, and then examines 

views on her treatment of comedy and the advisability of cuts.  Perceptions of Smyth’s 

vocal and melodic writing are considered, prefacing a section on her disposition of spoken 

and sung text.  Many critics also commented on the skill of Smyth’s orchestration, and 

discussed the dramatic role played by the orchestra and the difficulty of her orchestral and 

vocal writing.  Although most of this chapter focuses on specifically operatic issues, the 

Mass is raised in relation to Smyth’s demanding scores and aspects of her style. 

In the second section of this chapter I examine three themes in the reception of 

Smyth’s operas that do not conform to standard classifications of musical style.  They 

serve to link critical concerns with gender, music and nationality, suggesting multiple 

interpretations.  Perceptions of Smyth’s compositional skill provoked responses in which 

critics attempted to weigh up her musical inspiration against her intellectual ambition.  The 

apparent stylistic incongruities within several of Smyth’s works fuelled accusations of 

inconsistency, and the composer’s climactic and emphatic style was both criticised and 

interpreted.   

Choice and adaptation of subject, quality of libretto  

Of the four operas under examination, Smyth based two on pre-existing literary 

models and devised the plots of the other two in collaboration with Brewster.  She herself 

provided the texts for all but The Wreckers, whether in German or in English, but she used 

professional translators at times.  Critics commented both on the form and content of her 

libretti; literary quality was questioned in the case of Fantasio, but acclaimed in The 

Boatswain’s Mate.  Critics of Der Wald wrestled with the plot’s unusual structure and while 

some were deeply affected by its symbolism, others failed to see the point.  Problems of 
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dramatic continuity were detected in The Wreckers, but much criticism of the 

characterisation can be traced to perceptions that the plot itself was unsavoury.  In The 

Boatswain’s Mate Smyth practised her newly-defined directness, and began to explore the 

setting of comedy. 

Discussion of Fantasio’s libretto was rather disparate but raised several issues, such as 

Smyth’s treatment of her source and her use of unstylised dialogue, that relate also to the 

later operas.  Paul Lorenz encouraged the novice composer by praising Smyth’s choice of 

subject as an “amusing” [heiter] plot.  He felt that the libretto indicated “significant poetic 

talent” boding well for future development.1  Bachmann’s response, on the other hand, 

was affected by his knowledge of Musset’s play.  He noted that Smyth had altered the 

original story almost beyond recognition and criticised the implausibility of her plot.  The 

Weimar critic suspected she had tried to ameliorate this with the subtitle “A Fantastic 

Comedy”, but remained unconvinced of its success.2  

Smyth heard through her aristocratic grapevine that one of the reasons Fantasio had 

not been accepted at Dresden or Wiesbaden was the style of its libretto.  She claimed that 

her text was “intentionally written in everyday language”, to suit a comic opera, but the 

courtly directors of these opera houses were concerned by the libretto’s lack of elegance 

and “literary dignity”.3  Smyth acted on this information by employing someone in Leipzig 

to clean up her expression, and then corrected her scores with his “tactful and elegant 

emendations of [her] rude text!”4  Despite these revisions, the libretto was considered 

mundane by Bachmann after the Weimar premiere.  Bachmann held either Smyth or her 

German revisor responsible for the unpoetic clumsiness of the text, with its use of “sober, 

everyday expression, that is no longer usual in new libretti” and which he found 

particularly inappropriate as a mode of address between aristocrats.5   

                                                
1 Paul Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 

Frl. Smyth hat mit ihrer ersten dramatischen Arbeit bewiesen, daß sie bedeutendes 
dichterisches Talent und Gestaltungsvermögen besitzt, dem die Fähigkeit weiterer 
Entwickelung innewohnt. 

2 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 
3 WHN, p.71.  Smyth’s informant was her Weimar ally, the Baroness Meyendorff, who had heard 
from the Empress Frederick the opinions of Seebach and Hülsen. 
4 WHN, p.73. 
5 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 

bewegt sich nicht nur in sehr ungelenken Formen, sondern auch in so wenig 
poetischer, zumeist vielmehr so nüchtern alltäglicher Ausdrucksweise, wie es in 
neueren Opernbücher nicht mehr gewöhnlich ist. 
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Bachmann also judged the poetry of Smyth’s lyrical numbers, but reserved his main 

praise for the items based on borrowed texts, ‘taken’ from Klaus Groth’s poem ‘Reit’ ich 

kein Sattelpferd’ [Act 1, Sc. 4] and from an Irish folk song ‘Über die See’ respectively [Act 

1, Sc. 6].6  Of Smyth’s own song-texts, he only found poetry in ‘Amor steht an des Herzens 

Pforte’. [Act 2, Sc. 2].  This critic felt that the success of the work depended on its music, 

which would have to hide the text’s weaknesses, give interest to the ‘harmless’ passages, 

release the comic potential and simply entertain the audience.7  

Smyth framed the tragic plot of Der Wald with a representation of eternal nature, but 

her literary style received no direct comment.  It was, however, a critical commonplace to 

compare works with symbolic or philosophical meaning with the output of Wagner and his 

compatriots, and this tendency was present in many reviews of Smyth’s second opera.  The 

critic of The Sunday Times, for example, felt that her characters embodied universals:  

The story in itself is of little importance, but the dramatis personae are types.  
There is, therefore, an ethical meaning in that short story, and in that sense it 
may be termed an opera on Wagnerian lines.8   

‘Common Time’ showed his appreciation of the meaning behind Smyth’s opera, and 

provides a rare affirmation that she had succeeded in shouldering the legacy of Wagner, 

warm praise because he does not speak in terms of influence.   

[Smyth] sets her simple little drama in an atmosphere of philosophic worship 
of nature; or rather we are bidden to look at the silent immutability of nature, 
so that our sense of human tragedy may be mitigated.  No doubt the human 
being is apt to think too much of his personal joys and sorrows, and too little 
of the reality of the mysteries that encompass him.  But what concerns me is 
that Miss Smyth has carried out this idea so well in her music.  The 
philosophic undercurrent actually conditions the music so that the opera as a 
whole is a kind of symphonic poem on nature and mankind.  It was in this 
spirit that Wagner wrote his music dramas.9 

The critic for The New York Times seemed to find it all readily comprehensible, but 

neither original nor interesting: 

It is difficult to find much import in this sophisticated Grimm’s fairy tale.  
What it illustrates is neither very new nor very fit for operatic treatment.  The 
symbolic significance of it all makes no deep impression, and it is out of the 

                                                
6 Both borrowings are acknowledged in notes to the published vocal score, the first reading “nach 
Klaus Groth”.  Smyth used a direct translation of the folksong text. 
7 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 
8 “Music and Musicians”, Sunday Times 20 July 1902, p.6. 
9 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
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question to take seriously these dancing peasants, these faithful lovers, these 
deadly wicked rulers and their deeds.  And if the story itself is thus 
unimportant, what shall be said of the music?10 

Erich Urban ridiculed the disjunct nature of the plot, “One cannot grasp what this strange 

plot with the forest—what the very mundane part of the piece—has to do with the 

symbolic section”.11  However, one of the New York critics fully appreciated this aspect of 

the work.  He admired Smyth’s poetic instinct, and drew favourable parallels between the 

prologue and the Swiss artist Arnold Böcklin, whose placement of mythological figures in 

naturalistic landscapes resonates with Smyth’s symbolic conception.  Links were also made 

between the central drama and the popular stories of the French writing duo Erckmann-

Chatrian, which focussed on tales from France’s history written from the perspective of 

ordinary Frenchmen:12 

Here we have a story strong in human interest, coloured and contrasted 
tactfully with a symbolical prologue and epilogue, and before all things 
entirely logical as to motive and purpose, cause and effect, development and 
climax. […] Far from lessening the human element by the introduction of the 
supernatural, just this phase is presented so deftly, so briefly and yet so 
poetically, that the grim reality of the peasant tragedy is revealed but the 
more graphically and poignantly.  With nice literary instinct the symbolism 
was left out of the story proper.  It might have been omitted altogether, but 
precisely its presence marks the main difference between the poetess with 
imagination and the dramatic hack with dull routine. […] The literary half of 
the opera can securely withstand all tests. 13 

The literary merit of Smyth’s next opera was questioned, but its original libretto—

Brewster’s French text Les Naufrageurs—has never faced the critics.  Smyth struggled with 

translators to create the German version, but undertook much of the English translation 

herself.  As a result, The Wreckers suffered like so many operas from poor translations that 

                                                
10 ‘ “Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 
11 Urban, “Oper.  Berlin”, Die Musik 1 (1902), p.1481. 

Man begriff nicht, was diese sonderbare Handlung mit dem Wald, was der sehr 
alltägliche Teil des Stückes mit dem symbolischen Abschnitt zu thun hatte. 

12 “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News (18 April 1903), p.372  
The hamadryad scene had in it the mysticism of Böcklin, and the body of the little 
drama read like a vivid page from Erckmann-Chatrian. 

Arnold Böcklin (1827–1901); Erckmann-Chatrian was the pen-name used by Émile Erckmann 
(1822–99) and Alexandre Chatrian (1826–90) for the products of their literary collaboration.  
[Geraldine Norman, Nineteenth-Century Painters and Painting: a Dictionary (Berkeley & LA, University 
of California Press, 1977), p.42; “Erckmann-Chatrian”, New Oxford Companion to Literature in French, 
ed. Peter France (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p.286. 
13 “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News 18 April 1903, p.372. 



203 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 4 

attracted much criticism.  Filson Young described it as “literary rubbish”, and saw “no 

excuse for a bad and unpoetical translation”.14   

Aspects of the work’s dramatic structure also attracted criticism.  Heinrich Zöllner 

noted that no dramatic action occurs in the first act, although it lays out the web of 

relationships.  He complained of disappointed expectations: in the first act the villagers say 

they need a storm, Thirza graphically describes the horror of the wrecking and towards the 

end bad weather is brewing, but: 

We wait a whole two acts for a good storm that should well and truly shake 
the sea up.  There is a bit of lightning, a bit of thunder, and that’s it.  We wait 
through these two acts for a ship that should do us and the kind residents of 
the Cornwall coast the favour of being smashed to pieces on the cliffs.  We 
wait in vain.  Not even the third act brings the storm and the ship.  So we 
feel a bit as if we have been made fools of and finally ask ourselves with 
irritation: what is all the fuss about? 15 

E. A. Baughan criticised a different problem of dramatic continuity.  Responding in 

1908 to the concert performance of the first two acts only, he detected weakness in the 

fact that the love between Thirza and Mark is only hinted at in Act 1, which “is not a 

strong enough preparation for the love duet […] As this is a strong motive of the opera, 

there should be no obscurity about it.”16  Furthermore, Baughan suggested that the 

characters of both Thirza and Pascoe could be strengthened if Thirza, rather than just 

telling her husband that she hates the wrecking, actually confessed to lighting the beacons.  

If she even  

glor[ied] in her treachery […] Pascoe would be given more dramatic life, for 
he would be divided between loyalty to his comrades and his sinister religion 
and love for his young wife—or rather the passion of possession. 17  

                                                
14 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811. 
15 Heinrich Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, Morgen-Ausgabe 
B, p.3. 

Wir warten ganz geschlagene zwei Akte auf ein tüchtiges Gewitter, welches die See 
gehörig durcheinander schütteln soll.  Es blitzt ein bißchen, es donnert ein bißchen, 
dann ist’s wieder alle.  Wir warten diese zwei Akte auf ein Schiff, welches uns und den 
liebenswürdigen Bewohnern von der Cornwallisküste den Gefallen tun soll, an diesen 
Klippen zu zerschellen.  Wir warten umsonst.  Nicht mal der dritte Akt bringt den 
Sturm und das Schiff.  So fühlen wir uns ein Bißchen am Narrenseil herumgeführt 
und fragen uns endlich geärgert: Wozu der Lärm? 

16 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4. 
17 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4. 
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Schultz, however, wished Brewster had developed different conflicts.  He felt that the 

juxtaposition of barbaric customs with the Wesleyan mission should have produced 

“conflicts of pure human interest, struggles between the demands of everyday life and 

humanity”, but was disappointed that the opera depicted them as complete criminals, who 

happened to prepare for their nights of robbery with sermons and chorales.  Despite this 

criticism, Schultz singled out these emotionally heightened passages for praise: 

The composer is considerably stronger and more independent, when she is 
portraying the desolate, rough prevailing mood of the text, the rapture and 
wild passion.  Her speciality is to combine, à la Meyerbeer, that kind of 
atmosphere (through chorales) with religious fanaticism.18 

Walter Niemann concurred, dubbing Smyth a “female Meyerbeer” for her ability to 

emphasise effectively the gripping moments produced by religious and moral conflicts.19 

Schultz accused Brewster of weakening the audience’s interest in Thirza by allowing 

contradictions in her character, so that the idealist, humane and feeling woman conflicts 

with the lover and adulteress.20  This moralistic attitude was far removed from Smyth’s 

conception of an independent and strong woman, whose morals were above hypocritical 

religion.  But for Kalisch the opera lost all dramatic effect due to the hypocrisy of the 

characters: 

[I]n order to have a tragedy which can move a hearer we must have a conflict 
of duties or at any rate of something which can be looked on as duties.  It is 

                                                
18 Schultz, “Theater und Musik.  Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 

Diesen barbarischen Sitten hätte der Librettist der Oper, H. B. Leforestier, nun die 
christlich Kulturmission Wesleys und Withefields [sic] entgegenstellen sollen.  Daraus 
hätten sich Konflikte von rein menschlichem Interesse, Kämpfe zwischen den 
Forderungen des Alltagslebens und der Humanität, ergeben.  Aber davon ist bei 
Leforestier keine Rede:  Seine Strandräuber, ihr Führer Pasko an der Spitze, bleiben 
Barbaren und Verbrecher, nur daß sie sich auf ihre Raubnächte mit frommen 
Predigten und Chorälen vorbereiten. […] Bedeutend stärker und eigener ist die 
Komponistin, wenn sie die öde, rauhe Grundstimmung des Textes, wenn sie Taumel 
und wüste Leidenschaft schildert.  Ihre Spezialität ist es, à la Meyerbeer derartige 
Stimmungen (an der Hand von Chorälen) mit religiösem Fanatismus zu verquicken.  

19 Niemann, “Das Strandrecht” Kunstwart 20.6 (2. Dezemberheft 1906), pp.363–63. 
Ein weiblicher Meyerbeer der modernen Oper, weiß sie die spannenden Momente 
wirksam zu unterstreichen, die sich aus dem Leforestier-Konflikt zwischen Pietismus 
und barbarischem Strandrecht an Cornwalls Felsenküste mit tragischem Ende für ein 
ehebrecherisches Paar ergeben […] 

20 Schultz, “Theater und Musik: Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 
Auch hier wieder schwächt der Librettist unser Interesse ab, indem er Thurza zwar 
einerseits als Idealistin und menschlich fühlendes Weib, anderseits aber als 
Liebhaberin und Ehebrecherin darstellt. […] 
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impossible, however, for a twentieth-century audience to look upon loyalty to 
wreckers as anything of the kind.21 

Batka was not dismayed by the apparently unsympathetic plot and characters, for he 

felt that the plot achieved lifelike psychological truth that compensated for the lack of 

conventional opera models.  He perceived each character acting rightly according to his or 

her own instincts and recognised that the conflicting viewpoints could only lead to 

catastrophe.22 

A complete contrast was afforded by the light-hearted humour of Smyth’s next opera.  

Responses to The Boatswain’s Mate were affected by the great popularity of the original story 

and its author, and most critics welcomed Smyth’s setting of W. W. Jacobs’ comic story.  

‘Waldvogel’ was disappointed by Smyth’s adaptation, however, suggesting that she had 

detracted from the story’s character by weighing it down with added episodes and too 

much musical significance.  

Smyth would have been far more successful if she had “bovrilised” the main 
episodes of the story, thus giving us strength and the “meaty” flavour 
without bulk, into a brisk and bright single-scene, instead of seeming to make 
it a stalking-horse for an exposition of her orchestral technique by padding it 
with so much that is not dramatically relevant.23 

Despite such faults, Francis Toye praised the work in a 1931 series on English Opera 

published in The Listener.  Toye stated that “there has been little operatic music worthy of 

note” since Gilbert and Sullivan, but could not dismiss the contributions of Smyth and 

Boughton.  Writing of Smyth, he emphasised the quality of her texts: 

Dame Ethel has the priceless advantage of possessing first-rate literary talent 
which she can and does press into service in the manner of librettos.  How 
valuable an asset this is may be gauged by the comparative failure of the 
operas of Edward German, who, as a musician, was scarcely inferior to 
Sullivan, but was hopelessly handicapped by the inferiority of the librettos 
that he set to music.  Dame Ethel, though never following the Gilbert and 
Sullivan tradition so closely as German did, has avowedly been influenced by 
it, as is evident in “The Bo’sun’s Mate”, probably her most successful opera, 

                                                
21 A. K. [Kalisch], “A Woman’s Opera”, Manchester Guardian 23 June 1909, p.7. 
22 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), pp.92–93. 

Ich habe vorhin für die psychologische Lebenswahrheit des Libretto einen Beleg 
beigebracht.  Auch sonst muss einen das Fehlen konventioneller Opernmoral 
sympathisch anmuten.  Jede der handelnden Personen hat auf ihre Weise recht, 
handelt rein triebmässig, und aus dem Zusammenstossen der verschiedenen 
Anschauungen ergibt sich ganz von selbst die Katastrophe. 

23 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.391. 
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in which, thanks to her literary skill and talented musicianship she produced 
something very charming.24  

Edward Dent praised Smyth’s writing and characterisation in a review of a 1922 

performance and suggested illustrious ancestry for her comic opera, no doubt drawing on 

his own fascination with Mozart’s operas.25  He compared the work with Mozart’s The 

Marriage of Figaro, citing them both as ensemble operas.  He drew a parallel between the 

characters of Mrs Waters and Susanna, describing the “peculiar blend of attractiveness and 

practical common sense” that they share.  Noting that Smyth’s libretto was written in 

everyday language, as if she had tried to evoke the speech of England’s common people, 

Dent declared that it “breathes the spirit of Da Ponte”.26 

Dent had showed a clear understanding of Smyth’s intent, but in October 1925 she 

explained to him in detail her notion of directness and desire to base her texts on natural 

expression, with particular reference to The Boatswain’s Mate.  

My characters are in both instances as they are in life: no romantic element—
nor in the good sense of the word, “Stilisirung”!  There is a love song—
well—the words used, tho’ cast in the form of a lyric, are taken from life.  In 
short there is a directness about it which I daresay, unknown to himself a 
little puts the male critic off, though I don’t think it in the least puts the man 
in the street off.27 

Smyth’s interest in direct, everyday, language can even be traced back to her first opera.  

Her desire to speak directly to the audience strengthened in her mature works, from the 

emotional immediacy of The Wreckers to the down-to-earth humour of The Boatswain’s 

Mate.28   

Comedy 

Comedy became an important part of the reorientation of Smyth’s career towards an 

English public, as well as indicating a new direction in English opera.29  Both The 

Boatswain’s Mate and Entente Cordiale are explicitly comic, while this is also an element in Fête 

                                                
24 Francis Toye, “Opera in England”, Listener 28 October 1931, p.733. 
25 The first edition of Dent’s Mozart’s Operas: A Critical Study was published by Chatto & Windus in 
1913.   
26 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, Nation and Athenaeum 14 October 1922, p.68. 
27 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925. 
28 See earlier discussion of directness as an attribute of women’s creativity in Chapter 3, “Smyth’s 
understanding of female creativity”. 
29 See discussion at end of Chapter 5. 
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galante.  Smyth had made few excursions into comedy in her earlier works; only her 

“fantastic comedy” Fantasio had such elements.   

Judging this early work, Bachmann felt that Smyth’s strength did not lie in comedy, 

and provided detailed criticism of characters and scenes, such as the contradiction in her 

basically serious musical characterisation of the “high-spirited cheerful Prince”.  He 

suggested that the scene where the king enters is more like an operetta than a comedy 

[Lustspiel], and that the final scene of Act 1 was less comic than “passionately excited”.  

The instrumentation of Act 2 continues this trend, “in that it becomes heavier, rougher 

and noisier and loses its former refinement”.30  Its dramatic effect was praised in the 

Musikalisches Wochenblatt, but the critic suggested that it was too hard to comprehend fully 

on only one hearing, qualifying Fantasio’s success, which lay in its easy lightness: 

[O]ne must also remark concerning the instrumental work, that—despite its 
internal connection to the stage events, and the help that it gives their effect 
(in the mainly simple scenes where the material only occasionally deepens 
pleasantly)— it is too complicated and moreover at first hearing one can 
hardly grasp and appreciate it in all its grace and wit.31 

Smyth’s touch for comedy improved with The Boatswain’s Mate, but she was again 

criticised by some for her heavy setting of light-hearted material.  W. J. Turner did not find 

it funny at its premiere, and concluded that, despite Smyth’s “rare gifts as a composer […] 

                                                
30 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.2. 
The following discussion is based on this text from Bachmann’s review: 

Vom Hinzutreten des Königs an beginnt bald wieder das nur Theatralische und 
zugleich eigentlich erst der komische Theil der Oper.  Dieser aber gewinnt durch das 
Gebahren des albernen Grafen und mehr noch des jammervollen Königs statt eines 
lustspielartigen einen, namentlich in der aufgeregten Szene, in der es zwischen Beiden 
zum Bruch kommt, stark operettenhaften Charakter.  Auch die Instrumentirung des 
zweiten Akts nähert sich diesem, indem sie massiver, derber und lärmender wird und 
ihre sonstige Feinheit verliert.  Das Komische ist jedenfalls nicht die Stärke der 
Komponistin.  So ist der übermüthig heitere Prinz, dem Freiheit über alles geht, im 
Grunde musikalisch recht ernst charakterisirt und wo er, wie in den ersten Szenen der 
Oper, sich lustig giebt, kommt es mehr nur wie erzwungen heraus.  So wirken auch 
die Chöre des Volks, das den Prinzen umdrängt, nur wenig in jenem Sinne, 
insbesondere kommt der Schlußszene des ersten Akts viel mehr der Charakter des 
leidenschaftlich Erregten, als der des Komischen zu.   

31 F., “Bericht.  Weimar”, Musikalisches Wochenblatt 29 (9 June 1898), p.343. 
[…] wenn man auch in Betreff der instrumentalen Arbeit bemerken muss, dass sie 
trotz dem innigen Connex, in dem sie überall zu den Bühnenvorgangen steht, und der 
Hilfe, die sie deren Wirkung leistet, bei dem in der Hauptsache einfachen und nur in 
einzelnen Scenen gemüthlich sich vertiefenden Stoff zu complicirt ist und überdies 
beim ersten Hören kaum in allen ihren Feinheiten und Witzigkeiten erfasst und 
gewürdigt werden kann. 
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her gifts lie elsewhere, and her real friends will view any fresh excursion into the comic 

with little less than terror”.32  John W. Klein clearly agreed, making Smyth’s opera the butt 

of his wit in an aside from an article on the future of opera, 

How many of us can suppress a smile when we think of Dame Ethel Smyth’s 
“The Boatswain’s Mate”.  I shudder at the thought of certain scenes.  Puccini 
used to make a fuss when he had very little to say.  Dame Ethel Smyth makes 
one when she has nothing at all to say.  Documents of a distinctly prosaic 
kind are read to the accompaniment of a blatantly gloomy music which I 
have been told is meant to be burlesque, but which is simply ludicrous.  After 
certain ominous rustlings strongly reminiscent of “Rigoletto”, a lady of the 
lower classes who a moment before had been dropping her aitches, launches 
herself into a grand aria with most of the vices and none of the virtues of 
Puccini.33 

Rather than just laughing the work to scorn, ‘Figaro’ of The Musical Opinion suggested 

reasons for Smyth’s comic heavy-handedness, extending his criticism to take in The 

Wreckers when he said the composer had used “her heaviest nut crackers” to crack the 

‘nuts’ of these works.  He responded to the 1923 performance, showing that anti-German 

sentiment had survived the war and recalling Smyth’s connection with that country, as so 

many did in the 1920s. 

Besides, “The Bo’sun” is a good story, even although at times it seems too 
much story for operatic cut-and-thrust effectiveness.  This is chiefly 
noticeable  in the first act, where Dr. Smyth seems to be too patently at pains 
to “explain” the joke in Teuton tautological fashion.34  

Smyth had already considered the question of German comic heaviness when she 

reviewed Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier for The Suffragette in 1913.  Despite her reverence for 

the German “master”, her criticisms—and particularly her comments on comedy—suggest 

an implicit positioning of her own work, The Boatswain’s Mate, which was to have been 

premiered in 1914.  Smyth noted that Strauss’s recent operas had achieved sensation 

without lasting success, claiming that he was not “sincere” because he focussed on meeting 

the next craze of his “customers”.  Having praised Strauss’s choice of text as excellent 

comic material, Smyth lamented that his “clumsiness” obscured the humorous episodes: 

“the heavy German hand that makes itself felt throughout this light opera”.35  She criticised 

                                                
32 Turner, “Music. The Boatswain’s Mate”, New Statesman 5 February 1916, p.424. 
33 John W. Klein, “Is Opera on its Death-Bed?”, Musical Opinion 539 (August 1922), p.960. 
34 ‘Figaro’, “ ‘Boatswain’s Mate’ and ‘Fête Galante’ ”, Musical Opinion 550 (July 1923), p.931. 
35 Ethel Smyth, “ ‘The Rose Cavalier’: Opera by Richard Strauss”, Suffragette 21 February 1913, 
p.291. 
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his inability to match an incomparable musical wit with a structural sense for comedy, 

declaring his “devastating lack” of a sense of humour “on the big fundamental lines” and 

deploring his “dragging out of ‘the fun’ ” to “amazing lengths”.  She thus implicitly 

outlined her desiderata for a modern comic opera, in opposition to Strauss’s model. 

Some critics engaged positively with Smyth’s comic intentions in The Boatswain’s Mate.  

One of the most extensive and insightful responses was Baughan’s, in which he praised 

Smyth’s comic gift, comparing it favourably with Stanford’s The Critic.  He identified the 

most effective comic devices employed in the score: 

Happily, Miss Smyth is a real musical humorist, and does not depend on 
parody of operatic conventions, which in its turn almost entirely depends on 
the players showing by burlesque acting that the music is a parody.  […] she 
has the sense of ludicrous in music.  One of the best touches in the work—
and it is a touch which makes me sure of Miss Smyth’s flair for comedy 
music-drama—is when Mrs. Waters persuades the horrified Boatswain that 
“the first thing to do is to get rid of the body.”  She sings this to a gay dance 
rhythm which suggests to the Boatswain that she is mad, but to the audience 
that she can scarcely restrain her merriment.  There is also a genuine touch of 
humour in the ecclesiastical suggestion of the music which illustrates the 
Irishman’s dictation of his agreement with the Boatswain to pretend to be a 
burglar […].  “Drink or love, there ain’t much difference between them,” is 
an excellent example of comic concerted writing.  A chorus of drunken 
haymakers is quite an inspiration in its use of a heavily sentimental song of a 
popular type.  These and many other points in The Boatswain’s Mate are 
convincing proof that Miss Smyth has a real talent for comedy opera.36   

The effect of Smyth’s comedy was lost on some critics, who disapproved of the work’s 

length; although not a full-length opera, The Boatswain’s Mate ran to nearly two hours,37 

which led many critics to advise cuts. 

Cuts and Revisions  

Brevity was seldom a feature of opera in the late-nineteenth-century German tradition, 

although it had been adopted by verismo composers, and even Smyth’s one-act opera Der 

Wald lasted at least ninety minutes.38  Despite Smyth’s own criticism that Wagner’s operas 

                                                
36 E. A. Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, Fortnightly Review 99 New Series (January–June 
1916), p.557.   
37 Sheldon, “Music in the North”, Musical Opinion 466 (July 1916), p.649. 
38 Numerous Berlin critics complained that Smyth’s opera stretched to one and a half hours, 
including reviewers for National-Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.4; Neue Preußische Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.2; 
Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung 11 April 1902, p.2; Vossische Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.2. 
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were simply too long,39 critics felt that she frequently fell into the same trap herself, 

especially with The Wreckers and Fantasio.   

Lorenz found Smyth’s exposition of Fantasio’s story far too lengthy and suggested that 

she learn to contain her dialogue, pointing out the different treatment needed when setting 

text to music as opposed to spoken drama and comedy.  Lorenz even noted which scenes 

particularly needed abbreviation, qualifying this criticism with praise for the love scene 

between Danila and Fantasio in Act 2, Sc. 9, where “the musical development is so 

excellent, that one does not notice the length”.40  Smyth’s attempt to shorten the work by 

replacing the overture with a few introductory bars did not convince Lorenz that she could 

avoid condensing the action itself.41  The critic of the Musikalisches Wochenblatt recognised 

Smyth’s own awareness of the longueurs of her work, and was confident that she would 

immediately alter the work for the better, when spurred on by the prospect of a better 

production than Weimar was able to offer.42  Smyth did in fact rework Fantasio extensively.  

Several autograph full scores exist in the British Library: Add MS 45934 is very messy with 

many revisions, to orchestration in particular, while Add MS 45937 is a clean copy for the 

1901 Karlsruhe production showing evidence of Smyth’s refinement of orchestral textures. 

Some criticisms of Der Wald bear a striking resemblance to Lorenz’s comments on 

Fantasio.  The critic of the Allgemeine Zeitung was hampered in his judgment by a complete 

lack of sympathy for the plot, but concluded that “[t]his barren, rough plot is dragged out 

                                                
39 ITR, vol. 1, p.273.  She considered it “artistically arrogant—a wilful ignoring of limits set by 
nature to human receptivity”. 
40 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater”, Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 

Die Liebesszene zwischen Danila und Fantasio gegen Schluß ist zwar auch 
umfangreich angelegt, doch ist die musikalische Durchführung so ausgezeichnet, daß 
man die Länge nicht spürt. 

41 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 
Die Ouvertüre vor dem ersten Akt hat die Komponistin gestrichen, und nach einigen 
Vortakten des Orchesters befinden wir uns vor der geöffneten Bühne.  Frl. Smyth hat 
das ganze Werk durch Fortlassung der Ouvertüre kürzen wollen, doch dürfte sie gut 
thun, eine neue Ouvertüre zu schreiben, wenn ihr die erste nicht gefiel, und dafür in 
angedeuteter Weise die Handlung selbst zu kürzen. 

42 F., “Bericht.  Weimar”, Musikalisches Wochenblatt 29 (9 June 1898), p.343. 
Da Miss Smith selbst gewisse Längen ihres Werkes empfindet und an den bez. Stellen 
ändern wird, und da anzunehmen ist, dass “Fantasio” in einer endgütigen Fassung 
recht bald an einer Bühne in Scene gehen wird, die alle Factoren für eine mustergiltige 
Wiedergabe desselben besitzt und dem Hörer damit ein sicheres Urtheil über das 
Werk, das schon in Weimar das lebhafteste Interesse erregte, ermöglicht, so dürfen 
wir uns heute mit den vorstehenden nur orientirenden Bemerkungen über dasselbe 
begnügen und ein ausführliches Eingehen unserem Blatt für später aufsparen. 
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to such an excessive length, so stretched by unnecessary dialogues and episodes, that 

interest in the insignificant events finally wanes”. 43 

Smyth withdrew The Wreckers from Leipzig due to her disapproval of the cuts made, 

which she claimed made nonsense of the dramatic flow.  The critic of the Allgemeine Zeitung 

upheld Smyth’s complaint in regard to the confrontational scene between Pascoe and 

Thirza in Act 1: he found it incomprehensible that this effective scene should have been 

cut, after its success in the dress rehearsal.44  Zöllner, however, not only approved the cuts, 

but recommended that more be made:  

For the first and also the second act still drag quite seriously despite the cuts.  
As I said: one waits for something that should happen, and that in reality 
does not.  That is the Achilles’ heel of the whole thing— in our opinion the 
work founders on that, not on its music.  The third act brings most decided 
improvement, but by then the patience of the average audience is usually 
exhausted.45 

Several critics found The Boatswain’s Mate just as exhausting.  The Times’ critic called for 

“judicious cutting” in Act 2, and also for the deletion of characters added by Smyth.46  Few 

operas were performed without cuts or revisions, but only with The Wreckers and The 

Boatswain’s Mate did Smyth enjoy the opportunity provided by performances spread across 

many years to rework operas herself.  She substantially reduced the scoring and revised 

certain difficult passages of The Boatswain’s Mate in 1919. 

                                                
43 “Kunst, Wissenschaft und Literatur”, National-Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.4. 

Diese karge, spröde Handlung wird so übermäßig in die Länge gezogen, durch 
überflüssige Dialoge und Episodenszenen so gestreckt, daß schließlich das Interesse 
an den unbedeutenden Vorgängen ganz erlahmen muß.   

44 “Leipzig, 12. Nov”, Allgemeine Zeitung 15 November 1906, p.4. 
Musikalisch am besten ist die Szene im ersten Akt zwischen Pasko, dem geistlichen 
und weltlichen Führer der seltsamen Gemeinde, und seiner jungen Frau—der 
Geliebten des Verräters—mit der stimmungsvollen Erzählung: “Gott gab zur 
Nahrung den Völkern am Meerestrand”; unbegreiflicherweise strich man einen Teil 
dieser Szene, der in der Generalprobe von großer Wirkung war, in der Aufführung. 

45 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  Emphasis original. 
Denn der erste und auch der zweite Akt dehnen sich trotz der Striche noch ganz 
bedenklich.  Wie gesagt: man wartet auf etwas, was da kommen soll, und was in 
Wirklichkeit nicht kommt. Das ist die Achillesferse der ganzen Sache—daran scheitert 
unseres Erachtens das Werk, nicht an seiner Musik.  Der dritte Akt bringt darin 
entschiedenste Besserung; da ist aber die Geduld des Normalpublikums bereits gänglich 
erschöpft. 

46 “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Times 29 January 1916, p.11.  This article mentioned the servant girl, 
and elsewhere the policeman is found redundant. 
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Text-setting: melody, vocal writing and speech 

Smyth’s vocal and melodic writing attracted criticism throughout her career, although 

her skill in chorus composition was widely recognised.  Her characteristic solo vocal line is 

more declamatory than lyrical, and she was not afraid to push her singers to the limits of 

tessitura and stamina.   

Typically, Smyth had forgotten that critics of Fantasio praised her vocal writing when 

she lamented in her memoirs that “the Press had not a good word to say for it except as 

regards the scoring.”47  The critic of the Vossische Zeitung gladly welcomed the fact that: 

Miss Smyth has an excellent understanding of how to write for the most 
beautiful of instruments, the human voice.  All the roles are truly rewarding 
roles; they are singable, admittedly demanding robust vocal power and 
stamina at times, like the role of Danila and above all the title role itself.48 

Bachmann concluded however, that Smyth lacked true melodic invention.  Like other 

writers, he liked the Irish folk melody ‘Over the Sea’ [Über die See], and reserved high 

praise for ‘Amor steht an des Herzens Pforte’, stating that this aria and the overture to Act 

2 that precedes it—based on both these themes—constitute the musical highpoint of the 

entire work.49  With these exceptions, Bachmann found few well-rounded melodic phrases 

in the opera.  He went so far as to describe several numbers as “unmelodic or bizarre”,  

including the schoolmaster’s song [Act 1, Sc. 4] and Fantasio’s aria ‘Der Paradiesvogel’ 

[Act 1, Sc. 7].50  Petzet stated clearly that melodic invention was the composer’s weakest 

point.51  He criticised Smyth’s through-composed text-setting and apparent ‘avoidance’ of 

melodic simplicity, which he suggested would have been more appropriate than her 

attempt at the style of music drama.52   Bachmann disagreed and praised Smyth’s text-

setting for transferring into music the tone and speed of everyday speech, in chorus as well 

as solo writing.  The resulting free and independent movement of individual voice parts 

                                                
47 WHN, pp.82–83. 
48 “Weimar, 24. Mai”, Vossische Zeitung 27 May 1898, 1. Beilage, p.5.  

Freudig zu begrüßen ist es auch, daß Miß Smyth für das schönste aller Instrumente, 
für die menschliche Stimme, vortrefflich zu schreiben versteht.  Sämmtliche Rollen 
sind wirklich dankbare Rollen; sie sind sangbar, erfordern freilich z. Th. 
unverwüstliche Stimmkraft und Ausdauer, wie die Rolle der Danila und vor allem die 
Titelrolle selbst. 

49 Petzet agreed, identifying the Overture to Act II as the opera’s highlight.  Petzet, “Vom 
Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.1. 
50 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 
51 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.2. 
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created lively ensembles, but also some difficulties in understanding the various texts being 

sung.53   

Smyth’s declamatory vocal style in Der Wald attracted comparisons with Wagner.  

Kalisch, for example, declared that the voices were treated “throughout as Wagner treated 

them in the Walküre and Siegfried”.54  Many critics wished explicitly for greater lyricism, 

while ‘Common Time’ judged that Wagner had possessed the greater skill in vocal writing. 

The only fault I have to find with “Der Wald” is that Miss Smyth does not 
sufficiently express the drama in the voice.  Her declamatory style is 
Wagnerian, but without his power of suggesting vocal melody by the very 
ingenious weaving together of voice and orchestra.55 

Despite favourable comparisons with La Princesse Osra, Baughan echoed critics of 

Fantasio in his disapproval of Der Wald’s melodic style.   

Her intervals are expressive, it is true—being in this a contrast to Mr. 
Bunning’s tame vocal treatment—but they are seldom really interesting.  And 
Miss Smyth has not yet learnt how to be vocally emotional.  The love duet 
between Heinrich and Röschen is needlessly unmelodious; indeed it is 
undramatically unmelodious; and the character of the sensualist Iolanthe is by 
no means realised in the vocal music of the part.  Partly this comparative 
failure of the music-drama is due to inexperience in writing vocal music, and 
partly, I think, to a mistaken idea of how the voice would be treated in 
modern music-drama.56 

Similar reactions greeted Smyth’s vocal writing in The Wreckers, although critics 

recognised Smyth’s accomplished treatment of the chorus, which is employed in various 

dramatic contexts.  Baughan claimed that “[t]he choruses […] are both original and 

striking, and the dialogue is carried on with plastic skill.” 57 

Smyth’s vocal style in The Boatswain’s Mate was judged in light of her personal politics.  

The Times’ critic responded to Beecham’s 1919 revival with the comment that Smyth “for 

all her feminism, is strangely unsympathetic to the woman’s voice”, describing Mrs Waters’ 

role as “shrill-voiced”.58  Runciman, on the other hand, simply disliked her melodic writing, 

broken up by instrumental detail: 

                                                                                                                                         
52 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.1. 
53 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 
54 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
55 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
56 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Opera: Miss Smyth’s ‘Der Wald’ ”, Musical Standard 26 July 1902, p.54. 
57 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4.  
58 “Opera in English”, Times 20 March 1919, p.12. 
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There is not a distinctive theme from one end of the work to the other; the 
music is made up, so to speak, of overlapping minute lengths.  A skilful 
ropemaker can take a million little inch-lengths of tow and spin them into 
something resembling a rope.  That is what Miss Smyth has done: she is a 
clever ropemaker.  But the stuff only looks good: listen to it, and it sounds, if 
not bad, broken, disjointed.59 

Such criticism suggests, whether justly or not, that Smyth would have done well not to 

rely on melody to carry her drama.  Her palette was rich enough, though, for in addition to 

the dramatic power of her instrumental writing, she mingled speech with sung vocal lines 

in several works.   

Smyth heightened the tense atmosphere of The Wreckers by adding spoken text to 

several passages, a technique she possibly adopted from French opera or melodrama.60  In 

The Boatswain’s Mate however, her use of spoken dialogue had a different function in the 

context of a comedy which began in the style of ballad opera.  Smyth’s disposition of text 

between speech and song provoked debate among critics. 

Spoken phrases are scattered throughout Act 1 of The Wreckers, but Scene 9 of this act 

includes a striking melodrama in which Thirza describes the horror of the wrecking in 

impassioned speech, against a background of offstage hymn singing, accompanied by wind 

instruments doubling the chorale.61  She sees all the shipwrecked and murdered victims of 

the village in a terrible hallucination, and breaks into an awful parody of the congregation’s 

prayer.  This setting of the scene can be found in BL Add MS 45939, which includes the 

original French text, with a German translation added in a different ink and possibly a 

different hand.  This score bears the marks of numerous comments, cuts and revisions in 

Smyth’s hand.  The text is slightly different from that found in the published score 

                                                
59 John F. Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review (12 February 1916), p.156.  John F. 
Runciman (1866–1916) was a musicologist and critic, writing for The Saturday Review (1894–1916) 
and other journals.  His forthright style led to several libel suits early in his career and Ernest 
Newman declared him the most widely read music critic of the day.  [Ball, p.462; Newman in the 
New Weekly 7 (27 April 1916), p.798, qtd in Scaife, p.11] 
60 Given the style and structure of The Wreckers, it is less likely that Smyth took her lead from the 
spoken dialogue of ballad opera, than that she drew on different sources, as Liza Lehmann had in 
The Vicar of Wakefield, in which melodrama was also employed, Lehmann called it a “romantic light 
opera” although her “original intention had been ‘opéra comique’ ” with very little spoken dialogue.  
[Lehmann, pp.103, 105]  The critic Arthur Poyser, however, called it a ballad opera, due to its 
hybrid style including melodrama with musical numbers. [Ball, p.315, citing Poyser, “ ‘The Vicar’ as 
an Opera”, Musical Standard 26 (22 December 1906), pp.374–75]  
61 Flute, clarinet, trumpet, saxhorn, tuba and percussion accompany this chorus in BL Add MS 
45939, Les Naufrageurs, orchestral score, ms., Ethel Smyth Collection Vol. VI, British Library, f.100. 
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(Universal Edition, 1916).62  Although the manuscripts are not dated, it seems likely that 

Add MS 45939 is the version performed in Leipzig and Prague, which prompted Zöllner to 

complain that:  

The occasional transition from singing to speaking that E. M. Smyth allows 
from time to time without apparent reason, has an effect somewhat lacking 
in style.  Perhaps she did it to be clearer.  This was of little use yesterday; by 
and large the diction was very unclear.63 

Batka and Specht engaged much more positively with this scene, examining Smyth’s 

reasons for setting it as a melodrama and declaring their fervent interest in this treatment.  

Batka referred to the use of the technique by Massenet, Humperdinck and Blech,64 and 

criticised the orthodox attitude that frowned on this.  He suggested that only internal 

necessity would drive so many different artists to defy critical rules, and observed that most 

dramatic texts contain passages that will only tolerate spoken delivery, such as the point of 

lowest tension from which the musical curve rises to a raging peak, or even the gradual 

descent from such a climax.65  Specht suggested similar uses of melodrama: where the 

                                                
62 Neither subsequent translation quite has the power of Brewster’s original French, which was 
never performed: 

Mort! A mort! a mort les misérables! ils pourraient trahir le secret! Vite le couteau le 
lacet!  Et toi bouche pleine de sable, Gardez le silence éternel.. a mort les enfants et 
les femmes! Ah! bourreaux infames! Seigneur! Ta bonté souveraine ta clemence! qui 
les dira! (elle rit) 
Donne nous notre proie humaine. Amen et hourra! 

63 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  Emphasis original. 
Etwas stillos wirkt der öftere Uebergang vom Singen zum Sprechen, den sich E. M. 
Smyth öfters, mitunter ohne sichtbaren Grund erlaubt.  Vielleicht tat sie es, um 
deutlicher zu werden.  Gestern nützte dies nicht viel; im großen und ganzen wurde 
recht undeutlich ausgesprochen, so daß den meisten Hörern die Handlung, (wenn 
man es in den zwei ersten Akten so nennen darf) verschleiert geblieben sein mag.   

64 Leo Blech was a composer and conductor (1871–1958). 
65 This paragraph paraphrases Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), pp.97–98. 

Sehr interessant war mir, dass Miss Smyth einzelne Stellen des Dialogs nicht singen, 
sondern sprechen lässt.  Auch Massenet, Humperdinck, Blech u. a. verschmähen 
diesen technischen Tric nicht, den die schulmässige Aesthetik als ein Herausfallen aus 
dem Stil so strenge verpönt.  Es muss doch eine innere Notwendigkeit sein, die so 
verschiedene Künstler allen kritischen Tabulaturen zum Trotz zu demselben 
Verfahren hindrängt.  Diese Künstler wissen eben, dass es in den meisten 
dramatischen Dichtungen Stellen gibt, die sozusagen unterhalb der Musik liegen und 
folglich nur den Sprechton vertragen.  Dann, dass sich diese Behandling vorzüglich 
für Stellen eignet, die einen ästhetischen Tiefpunkt darstellen, von dem aus sich die 
musikalische Kurve zu einem ragenden Gipfel der Steigerung erheben oder zu dem 
sie sich langsam von einem Höhepunkte herablassen soll.  Auch aus dem 
unvermittelten Sprung vom Höhepunkt zum Tiefpunkt des Ausdruckes, d. h. aus dem 
plötzlichen Umschlagen des effektvollen Gesanges in den Sprechton lässt sich 
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climactic tone could not bear further heightening, where music retards the effect or even 

where the text simply does not lend itself to musical setting.  He claimed that this can make 

a great impression.  Specht then cited the scene from The Wreckers, quoting Thirza’s text:  

Ihr Augen voll Salz,  
Ihr bleichen Lippen, 
Wahren ein ewiges Schweigen! 
Schonet weder Weiber noch Kinder! 
Schlachtet sie hin wie Schafe und Rinder! 
Herr, den Leidenden ewig nah, 
Gib uns heute 
Die Menschenbeute! 
Amen und Hallelujah!66 
 

Specht concluded that this scene creates such a powerful effect, that it can hardly be 

communicated in words, and must be experienced from the opera itself.67 

The later manuscript score held in the British Library, Add MS 68893 vol. I, in which 

the text is found in English as well as German, shows the same text already set to music, as 

does the 1916 published vocal score.  It is difficult to tell exactly which version was 

performed in England, but the only critical comment on the use of melodrama dates from 

                                                                                                                                         

bisweilen eine krasse Wirkung erzielen, und es ist Schulmeisterei, dem schaffenden 
Künstler dieses oder jenes aus der Sache gerechtfertigte Kunstmittel verbieten oder 
verleiden zu wollen. 

66 The 1916 vocal score contains the following English text for Thirza’s former melodrama: 
Slay!  No landing back into the sea with them!   
Then out with your daggers!  
For only the dead keep silence!  
Thou whose eyes are glazing thus I seal them!  
Men, women, children, spare none, let no one escape you!  
Feed thy Saints with the flesh of their brethren!  
Amen! Praise the Lord. 

[Ethel Smyth, The Wreckers  Strandrecht, piano-vocal score (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1916), pp.82–
84] 
67 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), pp.1217–18. 

Außerordentlich interessant ist die Verwendung des Melodrams im “Strandrecht”: 
Stellen, die einen zu starken Ton bedingen könnten, um dann noch eine Erhöhung 
dieses Tons zu vertragen, andere, in denen die Musik allzu retardierend wirken müßte 
und noch andere, die die Tondichterin als tonwidrig empfunden hat, werden 
gesprochen, bei fortwährend beibehaltenem Reim.  Manchmal mit höchstem 
Eindruck.  Die Stelle zum Beispiel, in der Thurza—das Weib Paskos—während des 
Gebets der Gemeinde in wahnwitziger Halluzination all die Opfer dieses Volks vor 
sich sieht und unter Orgelklang selber in eine furchtbare Parodie jenes Gebets 
ausbricht: 
[…] Eine Wirkung starkster Art, die freilich aus dem Werk selbst erlebt werden muß 
und mit referierenden Worten nur angedeutet werden kann. 
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1909, suggesting that revisions were undertaken for the 1910 revival.68  The Times’ critic of 

the 1909 English stage premiere did not address the dramatic effect of the scene, as he was 

distracted by the poor quality of the English translation: 

In her use of melodrama the composer is not so successful, chiefly because the 
spoken words are not equal to the occasion.  At several points there is a good 
deal of room for improvement in this direction—such things, for instance, as 
“O come with me and have a pleasant talk (she said) along the shore” being 
rather too reminiscent of “The Walrus and the Carpenter.”69 

Further research may yet reveal why Smyth revised the melodrama to a through-composed 

scene.  Perhaps she felt that melodrama did not please English audiences, but it seems 

unlikely that press criticism played a role. 

Smyth was sure that The Boatswain’s Mate was suited to its public, but her employment 

of both spoken and sung text became a vexed issue in its reception.  Runciman—although 

so harsh on other aspects of the opera—was undisturbed by it.  He admired the smooth 

flow between disparate styles: 

The burlesque element makes the passage from spoken dialogue to recitative 
or song and back again quite easy and natural.  The concerted numbers are 
not rammed in by main force: they occur so simply and spontaneously that 
one finds oneself in a duet or trio without any shock.70 

Smyth took some care with this element of the work’s creation, writing to Emmeline 

Pankhurst that in preparing to write the lyrics she found existing books of musical comedy 

too conventional in “psychology, versification, and form”.71  She developed her own 

approach and wrote disarmingly of the process: 

I love working on this comic opera, as I have to manipulate the story into 
musical blocks and spoken blocks, and this requires strategy of a high order!  

                                                
68 Jory Bennett has examined the changes between versions of The Wreckers, but his work has not 
been published, to the great detriment of Smyth scholarship. 
69 “Music. The Wreckers”, Times 23 June 1909, p.10.  Filson Young also commented on the sad 
effect of the translation, saying  

It is a thousand pities that all Miss Smyth’s laboriously wrought and often beautiful 
music should be irrevocably wedded to literary rubbish; for the fact that the libretto 
was originally written in French is no excuse for a bad and unpoetical translation. 

[“The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811]  
70 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.155. 
71 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.116.  From a letter Smyth wrote to Pankhurst on 22 December 
1913. 
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Whether I possess it or not remains to be seen, but it is fun beyond words 
inventing new talents in oneself…72 

Smyth’s ‘strategy’ did not always reveal itself to her listeners, however, and she did not 

provide justificatory explanation.  The critic of The Daily Telegraph, therefore, found his 

enjoyment tempered by this reflection: 

It is all jolly good fun from beginning to end, and it seems therefore 
unnecessary to ask if at times Miss Smyth’s musical means are not a little too 
serious, a little too fidgetty and spasmodic, so that one wonders why certain 
definite parts of the text are spoken while other parts are sung, though the 
sentiment expressed is in both cases similar.  An example occurs to the mind, 
for instance, when Benn and Travers compound their amateur felony; the 
details are worked out in spoken dialogue, but when they are reduced to 
writing they are sung.73  

The critic’s memory seems to have failed him here, for in the published vocal score Benn 

puts the scheme to Travers in spoken dialogue, and they break immediately into music 

[Part 1, sc. 4, no. 3] to express Travers’ cool response and Benn’s delight with his scheme.  

Their exchange lasts more than 100 bars over lively dance rhythms, with occasional 

declamatory exchanges in a recitative style,74 only breaking into unaccompanied recitative 

when Travers tries to leave, at which point the written document is raised. [3 bars after 

Figure 54]   

Baughan not only “wondered why” Smyth had used both techniques, he implied that 

even the composer had no rationale for her disposition of text between song and speech: 

In the first act, apart from the set songs, the musical treatment of the 
dialogue is very arbitrary.  For no dramatic reason, the characters suddenly 
glide into a very dry recitative—so dry, in fact, that it might be imagined that 
Miss Smyth intended a sly poke at the old musical convention of Recitativo 
secco.75   

This is a curious comment, given Baughan’s statement earlier in the same essay that 

Smyth had created successful humour precisely because she did not “depend on parody of 

operatic conventions”.76 (see quotation above) 

‘Waldvogel’ suggested that Smyth’s compositional weakness had caused her to break 

into spoken dialogue: 

                                                
72 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.117. 
73 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6. 
74 For example: p. 4 before fig 51. 
75 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.556. 
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The alternation of the spoken and the sung word is another incongruity [in 
addition to grand opera vs. light operatic style], nor is it easy to trace any sign 
of consistency in its application. […] [T]he fact remains that the unadorned 
dialogue breaks the continuity of the musical interest.  Does dependence on 
it argue the inability to construct an acceptably unbroken musical dramatic 
fabric?  Is it feasible for any kind of rules to be devised that shall make 
impossible the suspicion that recitation is merely the composer’s pause for 
taking breath?  Where begin, and where leave off, and why?  Does the artistic 
result justify any break at all?  But if we accept the pedant’s thesis that the 
sung word is a convention at which it is permissible to laugh, then it is very 
paradoxical for a composer to economise in that in a comic opera and yet 
give us nothing but the sung word in opera au grand sérieux.  Again, the point 
that rapid dialogue cannot be set to music, or that in any case the music 
would not matter has been answered by Puccini, the later Verdi, and 
Charpentier.77 

This argument remains unconvincing in light of the unbroken setting of Act 2 and 

sustained “musical fabric” in Smyth’s earlier operas. 

Employment of the orchestra 

The effect of the text, whether spoken or sung, depends on the role of the orchestra in 

accompanying it, commenting on it or framing it.  Smyth always gave her orchestra a 

significant dramatic role, and took pleasure in the process of orchestration.  This aspect of 

her composition was frequently highlighted, particularly by English critics, who described it 

in terms of “mastery”.   

Fantasio received warm praise for its orchestral writing, 78 which Bachmann declared 

superb, despite its excessive complexity.  He judged it the real strength of the opera, 

comparing Smyth’s treatment of the voice in relation to the orchestra with Wagner and 

Mozart, but without ascribing influence as such. 

She actually accompanies and illustrates the vocal lines more than if she, like 
Wagner, engulfed them symphonically, or if she—in Mozartian fashion—
developed them at the same time in definite musical structures, but she 
follows the text and its changes in sense and expression with life, interest and 
effect, less with elementary sound effects, although it does not lack these, 
than with delightful characterising phrases.79  

                                                                                                                                         
76 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.553. 
77 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392. 
78 Praise for Smyth’s orchestration is especially found in the following papers: Berliner Tageblatt 26 
May 1898, Deutschland 26 May 1898, Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 
1901. 
79 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 
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These ‘characterising phrases’ provide an instrumental ‘comment’ on the vocal lines, and 

became a feature of Smyth’s style.  The critic of the Frankfurter Zeitung criticised her 

orchestration as overburdened by effects such as “use of bass clarinet, the shrilling of the 

piccolo in its highest registers etc.”  He claimed that Smyth had tried to pack too much 

“learning” in, writing for her orchestra every last “contrapuntal refinement and coarseness 

[…] that [she] had studied over the years”.80 

In Der Wald Smyth began to experiment with the possibilities of chamber 

combinations, a feature noted by ‘Common Time’ of The Musical Opinion.  He felt that Der 

Wald lacked emotion, except in its orchestration: 

Musically she is a very dry, un-emotional sensualist.  I fancy that this is only a 
question of inexperience with Miss Smyth.  There is plenty of the right kind 
of emotion in her orchestra, in spite of its curious touches of chamber music 
and absolute music styles.81 

The critic of The New York Times also referred to “curious touches” in Smyth’s orchestral 

writing, but he recognised the orchestra’s pivotal role in the work: 

Miss Smyth employs the orchestra with great prominence, giving it a 
continuous and uninterrupted part, and charging it with a large share of the 
dramatic expression.  Apart from certain harsh and bizarre passages, it is, on 
the whole, well scored with not a little of rich colouring and skillful 
command of instrumental effect.82 

Smyth sought to exploit the colouristic possibilities of the instrumental ensemble, 

which London critics of Der Wald found very striking.  Kalisch, for example, judged that 

the opera 

                                                                                                                                         

Sie begleitet und illustrirt zwar mehr die Singstimmen, als daß sie, wie bei Wagner, 
sich symphonisch mit ihnen verschlingt, oder in Mozartischer Weise in festem 
musikalischen Gefüge zugleich mit ihnen erwächst, aber sie folgt lebendig, interessant 
und wirkungsvoll dem Texte, seinen Wendungen in Sinn und Ausdruck, weniger mit 
elementaren Klangwirkungen, obwohl es auch an solchen nicht fehlt, als mit reizvoll 
charakterisirenden Phrasen. 

80 “Kleines Feuilleton”, Frankfurter Zeitung 11 February 1901, Abendblatt, p.1. 
Die Musik ist für das Werk zu wuchtig; Alles, was die Komponistin in der Flucht der 
Jahre studirt hat, was sie an kontrapunktischen Feinheiten und Derbheiten gelernt, hat 
sie in das Orchester niedergelegt und so ist es gekommen, daß die Instrumentation zu 
der einfachen Handlung theilweise ganz zu sehr überladen ist durch vielfache 
Anwendung grell aufgetragener Lichter, so durch Verwendung der Baßklarinette, das 
Geschrille der Piccolos in den höchsten Lagen u. s. w. 

81 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), pp.818–19. 
82 “ ‘Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 



221 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 4 

relies wholly on orchestral colour […] the orchestra is distinctly the centre of 
interest.  And she scores with an intuitive sense of dramatic and poetic 
fitness, and handles the orchestra with fine skill and command over variety of 
colour.83   

The most detailed description of Smyth’s orchestral writing appeared in a New York 

review of Der Wald:   

Not as the music of a woman should Miss Smyth’s score be judged.  She 
thinks in masculine style, broad and virile.  She has fully mastered the 
modern orchestral mode. […] Miss Smyth’s instrumentation avoids the 
leaning toward violin episodes in unison, so noticeable in the orchestral 
works of other women—Chaminade and Holmès, for instance.  The 
orchestra is used as a unit, and its separate factors are combined with 
cleverness, and several times with exceedingly good counterpoint.  The 
device of the operatic writer who has nothing to say—long and soulful solos 
for violin, ’cello, or clarinet—does not appear in Miss Smyth’s score.  Her 
climaxes are full-blooded, and the fortissimi are real.  There is no sparing of 
brass, and there is no mincing of the means that speak the language of 
musical passion.  In this respect (and it is not the only one) the gifted 
Englishwoman has successfully emancipated herself from her sex.84 

This critic could only describe in terms of ‘masculinity’ Smyth’s orchestral technique, 

strength of sound and musical passion.  

Many critics considered the orchestration of The Wreckers “strikingly good”;85 its rich 

evocations of the sea create the atmosphere and dominate the drama.  Perhaps English 

critics had come to expect skilful orchestration from Smyth by this stage of this career, for 

it attracted less comment in London, yet she seemed to have surprised a columnist for The 

Musical Opinion:  “The excellence, the variety, the interest, the freedom from the unpleasant 

in the orchestration may fairly be considered a most striking feature in the opera”.86  In this 

context it is interesting that Edward Sackville-West, writing of The Wreckers in 1944, found 

Smyth’s “concerted writing […] conventional, the orchestration heavy and Brahmsian”. 87  

This assessment reflects both the writer’s age and his time of writing.  Whereas 

                                                
83 A. K. [Kalisch], “Music. Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902 p.12. 
Similar praise of Smyth’s use of instrumental colour can be found in “Royal Opera Covent 
Garden”, Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p.9. 
84 “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News 18 April 1903, p.372. 
85 D.S. [Schultz], “Dur und Moll”, Signale 64 (14 November 1906), p.1182. 

die Instrumentation ist auffallend gut 
86 Walter Bernhard, “Out and About”, Musical Opinion 383 (August 1909), p.779. 
87 Edward Sackville-West (1901–65), “Ethel Smyth as I knew her”, in St. John, p.254. 
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contemporaries of The Wreckers premiere did not classify it as Brahmsian, rather noticing 

influences from Wagner to the modern French school, Sackville-West’s ascription observes 

the score’s relatively conservative instrumental technique in relation to musical 

developments since then.   

In The Boatswain’s Mate Smyth attempted to combine styles that required very different 

orchestral writing, but Baughan felt that she had misjudged the style of her text in her 

setting of it.  He suggested that, despite the important dramatic role the orchestra plays in 

modern music drama, “the style of the orchestral commentary on the drama must depend 

on its character.  A simple comedy or farce, as The Boatswain’s Mate is, does not require any 

elaborate orchestral commentary”.  Unfortunately he felt that Smyth’s best efforts “to use 

her orchestra with discretion” had not prevented her from writing music which “often 

domineers and crushes the simple little plot”.  Baughan criticised Smyth’s intermezzo, like 

several of his colleagues, for weighing down the work; his suspicion that such writing fails 

to please “the ordinary playgoer and lover of music” led him to conclude that it “was 

probably intended for a German audience” and he advised Smyth to address herself to a 

wider public.88  The critic was clearly at odds with Smyth’s strong belief that the “ordinary” 

listener was quite responsive to her operas, if only given the chance to hear them. 

As quoted above, the critic of The Daily Telegraph described “Smyth’s musical means” 

in The Boatswain’s Mate as “a little too […] fidgetty and spasmodic”.  He identified this 

feature of Smyth’s style more closely than any other writer: 

We have purposely used the word fidgetty, and a very good example of the 
meaning may be found in several of the “accompaniments” to the songs […].  
Moreover, in the orchestral score so much use is made of the individual 
instruments in, as it were, point-making (of a perfectly justifiable kind), 
decoration, and embellishment, that only a first rate orchestra could possibly 
do it justice.89 

Boughton also commented on “the flippancy of her detail”, but felt that both this and 

Smyth’s “wayward” modulations were fully compensated for by the “luxuriant” life in her 

music.  Runciman was less charitable, returning to his complaint that the work lacked 

melody: 

It frets the ear: one would give anything for one sweeping melody in place of 
these interminable twiddles on the flute, little wails on the oboe, those 

                                                
88 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.557. 
89 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6. 



223 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 4 

meaningless snorts of the brass.  The worst of spinning music in this fashion 
is the resulting monotony.90  

Smyth was well aware of the shortcomings of her style, despite her spirited defence of 

herself when challenged.  On hearing The Boatswain’s Mate in 1919, she wrote critically in 

her diary “I thought my music […] restless, over broken-up as to rhythm, too microscopic, 

[…] i.e. too much detail”.91  In this reflective entry, written while suffering the agonies of 

deafness and distorted hearing, Smyth compared her opera with Rimsky-Korsakov’s Le 

Coq d’Or, which shared the double bill:  

Heard B. mate yesty.  Beecham conducted.  I hated it, partly because I am 
now too deaf to hear orchestration well as far off as we were__& yet I 
seemed to hear that of the Coq d’Or (which bored me) well enough.  The 
fact is R. Korasoff [sic] orchestrates perfectly and I do not.  When you are 
getting deaf you know it by finding a lot of people enunciate badly—so it is 
with orchestration. […] How it pleased anyone I cannot think, but I know I 
am morbid about music—specially mine, for my ears almost make life 
unbearable.92  

Smyth’s assessment of her orchestration was not shared by The Times’ critic, who 

compared the humour in the orchestral writing of both works, and concluded that the Le 

Coq d’Or had “a brilliancy as different from the restrained precision of Miss Smyth’s as the 

gorgeous colouring of King Dodon’s palace is from the ‘Beehive’ inn”.93  

The perceived difficulty of new music posed increasingly greater challenges for its 

performers and listeners, as the gap between composer and audience widened with the 

progression into the new century.  Throughout her career Smyth’s music was criticised for 

being complicated, unnecessarily difficult to perform and too cluttered with detail.  On 

hearing the Mass in 1893, the critic of The Musical Times felt that: 

[I]ndeed, Miss Smyth has not spared the labour and skill of her interpreters, 
either vocal or instrumental.  This is a characteristic of composition in the 
present day, when reticence in the use of means and just restraint of 
expression seem to be ignored as artistic principles.  It is as though more 
reliance were placed upon the forms and machinery of utterance than in the 
ideas expressed.94 

                                                
90 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.156. 
91 Smyth, Diary 1, pp.64–65 (20 March 1919). 
92 Smyth, Diary 1, pp.64–65 (20 March 1919). 
93 “Opera in English”, Times 20 March 1919, p.12. 
94 “The Royal Choral Society”, Musical Times 34 (1 February 1893), p.86. 
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Fantasio met with repeated comments on the difficulty of its instrumental writing, despite 

the originality and skill it had revealed.95  After describing Smyth’s instrumentation as 

“ingenious”, the critic of the Berliner Tageblatt suggested that it posed challenges not only 

for the orchestral players, but also for the co-ordination of the singers with the orchestra.96   

The perceived difficulty of Smyth’s style and her compositional choices about 

treatment of text, voices and instrumental ensemble provoked a great variety of responses 

on both sides of the Channel.  Critics did not write methodically on standard aspects of 

Smyth’s compositions, instead responding personally to whatever struck them about the 

text and music.  Some issues were discussed across Smyth’s early career, revealing 

characteristics of her style and how they were received, and three of these will now be 

examined. 

Three issues 

The following discussion explores three themes that arise in the reviews.  Not easily 

categorised according to the divisions of this study, they demonstrate the need for flexible 

interpretive strategies. 

1.  Critics who reflected on Smyth’s style frequently had recourse to binary oppositions.  If 

she demonstrated skill or learning in her music, it was at the expense of emotional 

expression, while her truly passionate writing was said to suffer from lack of technical 

control.  Seldom was she praised for all-round excellence, and although the extracts 

referred to in the following discussion were not framed in gendered language, they do 

reflect the critical ‘double bind’ to which women artists were subjected.  Accusations of 

academicism were influenced by a perception that Smyth was part of an outmoded 

tradition or group of composers, yet she never aligned herself with her peers.   

2.  Smyth’s embrace of contrasting styles within a single work led critics to accuse her of 

inconsistency.  Mainly arising in relation to Der Wald and The Boatswain’s Mate, such 

comments implied relative incompetence rather than innovation, or pointed out that 

                                                
95 Comments are found in Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 
1901, p.1 and Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2.  Lorenz says 

Die Instrumentation des Werkes ist kunstvoll, bietet aber bedeutende Schwierigkeiten 
in der Ausführung. 

96 Feuilleton, Berliner Tageblatt 26 May 1898, p.3. 
Die Musik zu der “phantastischen Komödie” ist durchaus originell und zeichnet sich 
durch kunstreiche Instrumentation aus, birgt infolge dessen aber bedeutende 
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Smyth possessed greater skill in composing absolute music than dramatic music.  Yet when 

writing The Boatswain’s Mate Smyth was consciously defying musical convention, 

strengthened by her recent political rebellion with the suffragettes.   

3.  Objections were also raised to Smyth’s climactic style, whereby she developed her 

climaxes by an accumulation of lesser ones.  Sometimes this resulted in confusion over the 

culminating point itself.  Described by some critics as a masculine compositional trait, 

others classified it as an excessive emphasis on the trivial, resulting from feminine inability 

to distinguish.  The critics seem to divide on national lines, reflecting the different contexts 

in which they heard Smyth’s music. 

1.  Academic composition?  The balance of skill versus emotion   

Many critics felt the strength of Smyth’s technique in building up her works with 

structure and device, but found her emotional expression lacking.  Whether or not this 

perception was linked to the composer’s sex, many critics charged her with excess and 

ambition.  

Comments on skill could belittle as much as they praised, for example Robin Hull’s 

dubious compliment on Smyth’s instrumental music: “Her contributions […] never fall 

below, if they seldom rise above, the thoroughly sound workmanship giving a solid basis to 

her output as a whole”.97  This awareness of skill can be traced back to the very beginning 

of Smyth’s career, at which time it reflected positively on her German training.  As early as 

1881, Hubert Parry, a towering figure in this period, remarked on her “excellent 

workmanship and remarkable cleverness” in composition,98 high praise for a young female 

composer. 

In her Mass setting, Smyth found that the Credo in particular gave her scope for 

contrapuntal excursions; she favoured imitative openings, but rarely developed a full fugue.  

These passages elicited praise for her technical command, yet some critics felt that this 

display of competence became pretentious and over-ambitious: the critic of The Daily 

Telegraph mentioned “the profuseness of its devices, and the prodigality with which the 

composer has lavished upon it all kinds of constructive resources”, concluding that “Miss 

                                                                                                                                         

Schwierigkeiten für das Orchester und das Zusammenwirken der Sänger mit der 
Kapelle. 

97 Robin Hull, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Tempo 7 (1944), p.12. 
98 Graves, p.225. 
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Smyth has overshot the mark”.99  The Mass was criticised as too monumental: one critic 

encouraged the young composer to continue, not with “music that is built up like walls and 

towers, but music that she feels and imagines”.100  Another found that effort had 

outweighed inspiration,101 for which the “surprising amount of learning and immense 

striving after grandiose effects” was little compensation.102   

In Arthur Somervell’s Mass in C minor, performed only two years earlier, critics had 

admired his use of counterpoint and faithfulness to the historical tradition of liturgical 

Mass settings. Somervell clearly composed a very different style of Mass from Smyth and, 

unlike Smyth, was praised for “working out his imitative passages honestly and with 

sustained interest”.103  By the 1920s, when the passage of time had altered perceptions of 

learning and complexity, Smyth’s Mass was viewed quite differently.  The critic of The 

Morning Post was able to remark that “[t]here are not many works that give such ample 

effect with such technical simplicity”.104 

Petzet complained that despite the musical evidence of Smyth’s training in Fantasio, her 

opera lacked coherence, expressing intellect with no sense of style.105  Petzet imagined what 

his teacher, Josef Rheinberger (1839–1901), would have thought of the score of Fantasio, 

and concluded that although he would have recognised the diligent work that went into its 

creation, he would have judged it too complicated and difficult, made rather than grown.   

The heavy artillery of the large orchestra is rolled out, the words are of 
course through-composed, all possible rhythmic and harmonic refinements 
are implemented, melodic simplicity is scrupulously avoided in all but a few 
places, even though precisely this would be the most effective and suitable.106 

                                                
99 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
100 Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
101 Musical News 21 January 1893, p.56. 
102 Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
103 “Bach Choir Concert”, Musical Times 32 (1 April 1891), p.214. 
Indeed, sentences of praise for his contrapuntal skill were chosen from numerous reviews for 
Novello’s advertisement in The Musical Times.  [Arthur Somervell’s Mass in C minor, advertisement, 
Musical Times 32 (1 April 1891), p.199]  
[“Bach Choir Concert”, Musical Times 32 (1 April 1891), p.214]  
104 “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Morning Post 10 March 1924, Smyth folder, Edwin Evans Collection, 
Westminster Public Library. 
105 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.2. 

Das Ganze klingt aber zerstückelt und anorganisch, es ist reine Verstandesmusik. 
106 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.1. 
The preceding quotation and subsequent discussion is based on this text from Petzet’s review: 
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Petzet observed that the counterpoint in the choruses was “no musical polyphony, in 

which the voices sing with each other melodically, rather a mathematical paper-polyphony, 

that occasionally looks very good, but does not sound it”.  

With The Wreckers Smyth was again subject to critical belief that her music reflected 

skill rather than inspiration, expressed in a variety of different ways.  The critic of the 

Allgemeine Zeitung referred to Smyth’s effort when he stated that “[t]he score is painstakingly 

and diligently worked up, but it lacks true inspiration”. 107  Others valued the few instances 

of emotion in the score, and missed its more constant presence: “Now and again there are 

excellent pages, but there are others in which the hand rather than the heart was 

engaged”.108  

The opposite conclusion was reached by Edward Sackville-West, when looking back at 

The Wreckers after Smyth’s death, with the benefit of having known her personally.   

She possessed a finished technique, which she put at the service of much 
imagination and purely musical ingenuity. […] but [The Wreckers] was—
characteristically, though she would have hated one to say so—a victory of 
passion over intellect. […] 

For the weaknesses are all there […] ; but a tremendous human passion lies 
at the source of the music, and its flame sweeps through it from end to end, 
illuminating short passages of arioso (look at Thirza’s monologue in Act 1) 
and transfiguring even the more conventional pieces of writing; so that one 
comes away from the opera feeling that one has had a great experience.109 

Into the debate over the balance of intellect and “passion” in Smyth’s music came 

accusations of academicism from John Runciman in his fiery review of The Boatswain’s Mate 

and Stanford’s The Critic.  He identified academicism with German style—an opinion he 

                                                                                                                                         

Das schwere Geschütz des großen Orchesters wird aufgefahren, die Worte sind 
selbstverständlich durchkomponirt, alle möglichen rhythmischen und harmonischen 
Finessen werden durchgeführt, melodische Einfachheit wird bis auf wenige Stellen 
ängstlich vermieden und gerade dies wäre bei diesem Stoff sicher das Wirkungsvollste 
und Zweckmäßigste gewesen.  Mein alter Lehrer Rheinberger würde beim 
Durchblättern dieser Partitur sicher ausrufen: “fleißig gemacht,” aber sonst würde 
ihm die Sache wenig Freude bereiten, denn diese Musik klingt eben nur gemacht und 
nicht wie gewachsen.  Alles ist sehr schwer und komplizirt, es mag Proben genug 
gekostet haben.  Der Chor muß z.B. seine Noten geradezu einzeln lernen, denn sie 
haben wenig Zusammenhang untereinander.  Es ist keine musikalische Polyphonie, 
bei der die Stimmen miteinander melodisch singen, sondern eine mathematische 
Papierpolyphonie, die bisweilen sehr gut aussieht, aber nicht klingt. 

107 “Leipzig, 12. Nov”, Allgemeine Zeitung 15 November 1906, p.4. 
Die Partitur ist gründlich und fleißig gearbeitet, aber es fehlt die wahre Inspiration. 

108 “Music”, Athenaeum 26 June 1909, p.766. 
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did not hold alone—and linked this with the weakness of English composition, including 

the music of both Smyth and Stanford.  A number of critics identified the problem of 

English music as its lack of emotion caused by adherence to strict correctness in form and 

style,110 and Runciman used the opportunity to express again his belief that choral festivals 

hindered the development of national music, which could only be achieved by opera.111 

We know one of the great difficulties the public has with native music.  It is 
admitted to be very clever and learned […] it is “dry”, […] Ghastly mornings 
and evenings at provincial festivals still remain in my memory as witness to 
the degree to which our doctors and professors can desiccate music; the 
symphonies, rhapsodies on national airs, and the rest of favourite professorial 
forms of the last twenty years abide also in my memory as incarnations of 
barrenness and dulness [sic].  At all costs we should have kept the professor 
out of the opera-house, so that the younger generation might spring up 
without the prejudices of the elder.112 

Runciman then criticised one of the obvious musical jokes of The Boatswain’s Mate, 

strengthening his case by suggesting that Smyth’s academicism even left its mark on her 

attempts at musical humour: 

Why anyone should be expected to laugh because when a policeman knocks 
at the door the orchestra thunders out the opening phrase of the Fifth 
Symphony—this is a thing no one not a hopeless incurable Academic can 
understand.113 

‘Waldvogel’, on the other hand, quite liked the joke, writing that “[t]he quotation from 

Beethoven is also felicitous for once; for it can be appreciated independent of any 

knowledge of Beethoven”.114  He belittled Smyth’s dramatic ability however, by using 

“cleverness” to characterise the quality of her compositional style, a word that he equated 

with academicism: 

[W]ith Dr. Smyth’s name on the score, its cleverness may be taken for 
granted. […] Moreover, the cleverness is on the academic rather than on the 
theatrical side and, with regard to the musical illustration of humour, for 

                                                                                                                                         
109 Edward Sackville-West, “Ethel Smyth as I Knew Her” in St. John, p.254. 
110 See discussion in Ball, pp.78–79.  Nigel Scaife declared Runciman’s career “essentially […] a 
fight against academicism”.  [Scaife, pp.71–72] 
111 Scaife, pp.71–73. 
112 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.155. 
113 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, pp.155–56. 
114 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392. 
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example, we are left uncomfortably aware of the hiatus between intention 
and achievement115 

‘Waldvogel’ accused Smyth of seeking to impress her listeners with her skill and ability, 

while failing to make a strong enough connection with the audience to carry the comedy 

across. Grew, however, concurred with Smyth’s belief that The Boatswain’s Mate did speak 

directly to the people.  He disagreed with Runciman’s characterisation of Smyth as 

academic, stating that Smyth’s music was not that which Germans describe as 

“kapellmeister music”.116  He classed her instead as a contemporary composer, despite her 

heritage:  

[H]er life and work carry us back to those early days of Stanford.  She is 
inseparably identified with Brahms and with the Germany of the great fight 
between Wagnerians and Brahmsians.  That fight for young people of to-day 
is as remote as the fights between the Gluckists and the Piccinists […].  But 
there is nothing remote in Miss Smyth.  Stanford brings to us a feeling of 
quietness; his feats, moreover, have the air of history.  Miss Smyth is as near 
to our own active midst as is Holbrooke—a musician twenty years her junior, 
far nearer than Debussy, Strauss, or Reger.  She establishes this sense of 
proximity, and indeed of juxtaposition, first by her enormous vitality, and 
secondly by the way she has of appealing by pen to the public.117 

Grew did not attribute Smyth’s relevance directly to her music, instead referring to the 

complex of characteristics that made up her persona.  Yet he concluded later that: 

Actuality is indeed the key-note of Ethel Smyth’s music.  As you read or hear 
her works, you feel you are being brought into contact with real things, not 
with shadows—with music that comes of thought about the world, not of 
thought about music.118 

2.  Contrasting styles or stylistic inconsistency?  

Classifying Smyth’s style was always problematic because of the contrasts, sometimes 

dubbed inconsistencies, within her works.  Both Der Wald and The Boatswain’s Mate are 

constructed from sections using divergent styles, but even The Wreckers was criticised for 

stylistic fluctuation.  Smyth developed her theory that female creativity was characterised 

by its unconventionality in the 1920s, but her music exhibited this from her much earlier in 

her career.   

                                                
115 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.391. 
116 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.101–03. 
117 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.89–90. 
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The change in style between Der Wald’s prologue and epilogue and the body of the 

opera was described in terms of Smyth’s command of absolute and dramatic music 

respectively.  Kalisch described the contrast existing between the abstract “aloof” choral 

prologue and the ‘dramatic truth’ of the tragic human drama of the body of the opera:  

It says much for her originality, in spite of her seeming dependence on 
others, that she is able to bridge the gulf so deftly.  Mere skill could not 
suffice for it; it can only be done by dint of qualities which cannot be 
learned.119 

A critic of the 1903 Covent Garden revival divided Smyth’s style between her choral or 

concerted numbers and the “mezzo-recitative” of the rest, describing the former as “the 

most distinctively pleasing portions”.120  The “gulf” was seen in a similar light by Baughan, 

who praised Smyth’s success in combining absolute and dramatic music in Der Wald.  

Miss Smyth has brought the reflective spirit of absolute music into music-
drama; and the result is a work which is dramatic in the extreme and yet is 
saved from mere theatricality.121 

When he reviewed The Wreckers seven years later, however, he no longer considered 

Smyth’s ‘assimilation’ of styles convincing, because it was not of equal quality.  He thought 

The Wreckers’ solo vocal numbers distinctly lacking in dramatic and emotional effect, 

reserving his praise for the instrumental and choral writing. 

The best parts of the opera are those which might have been written by an 
“absolute” musician—the preludes and the choral ensembles.  The orchestra, 
except here and there, is also handled as if the work were a piece of 
“absolute” music.122   

Baughan found it more effective in concert performance, as it was “too static for the 

stage”.  His opinion was echoed in The Sunday Times where the critic wrote that “it is in the 

purely symphonic music that Miss Ethel Smyth reveals her finest powers”.123 

Baughan’s distinction between Smyth’s absolute and dramatic music was developed in 

his detailed criticism.  He praised Smyth for her creation of musical atmosphere that 

supported the drama without obscuring it.  The great love duet of Act 2, however, he 

                                                                                                                                         
118 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.101–02. 
119 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
120 “Opera at Covent Garden”, Musical News 4 July 1903, p.15. 
121 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Opera”, Musical Standard 26 July 1902, p.53. 
122 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 23 June 1909, p.3. 
123 “The Wreckers”, Sunday Times 27 June 1909. 
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considered a failure.  It was “make-believe music.  The note of real passion or of high 

ecstasy does not sound through it.  It is barren, angular, cold, arid music”.  He saw similar 

inconsistencies in the “set arias”, which despite their free form were “clumsily placed” and 

fell between lyrical and dramatic styles. 124  

The stylistic ‘inconsistency’ between the two acts of The Boatswain’s Mate was widely 

discussed and criticised.  Smyth herself defended its unconventionality to Dent in 1925: 

“The shape of the B M is not like any other operatic shape ... but I wouldn’t alter it by a 

line.  It comes off exactly as I meant it to and everytime I see it played I see it carries away 

its public.”125  She was aware that her juxtaposition of “grandoperaish” writing with a 

ballad opera style confounded conventional genre definitions.   

‘Waldvogel’ demonstrated his need to subject Smyth’s unruly work to genre 

classification by questioning whether it really was a light opera or not.  He described a few 

episodes in the opera to illustrate his doubts and concluded by stating his preference for 

the lighter style in the opera: 

[T]he dramatic inappositeness of Dr. Smyth’s music was emphasized by the 
“grand” manner of Miss Rosina Buckman as the landlady. […] But since a 
lighter voice would at times have been drowned in the orchestral surge, the 
composer must share the blame with her.  Whenever opportunity offered, 
Miss Buckman sang with her usual rare artistry, and made the most of such 
delightful simple airs as were allotted to her […]; and if only the whole of the 
opera were on the same lines it would be an emphatic artistic success.  On 
the other hand, however, we have an intermezzo that would be hard to beat 
for dramatic inappropriateness and incoherence.126 

Despite ‘Waldvogel’s vote for the style of Part 1, Smyth had divided public opinion.  

Baughan concluded that the style of Part 2 was more successful, having canvassed the 

options available to Smyth for setting a “comic libretto”.  He admonished her: “Having 

decided to set to music such an unpromising story for musical treatment, Miss Smyth 

should have made up her mind to be consistent.”127  Disunity of style was seen as Smyth’s 

greater transgression, outweighing preferences for one or the other. 

                                                
124 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4.  
125 Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925.  Emphasis original. 
126 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392. 
127 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.556.  His analysis of the methods Smyth could have 
used reads as follows: 

There are two ways of dealing with a comic libretto of the type the composer has 
founded on Mr. Jacobs’ story.  It can be treated as a song-play: that is to say, songs, 
where justified, can be inserted as musical numbers in the dialogue.  Or it can be set 
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3.  Climaxes 

A characteristic of Smyth’s compositional style was her fondness for climactic writing.  

She repeatedly unleashed enormous musical and dramatic power in her scores, but also had 

a tendency to dramatise moments that were subsidiary to the main focus of the work or 

act.  Grew observed the overwhelming effect of her climaxes: 

At any moment a piece will become volcanic, for which reason, as I said 
when first commencing to write here of her, we need to bring to the act of 
listening a strong power of self-control.  This erupting power is not merely 
tonal; it is not simply the physical power of music, but usually the emotional 
power.  Her works are strong, rhythmically, harmonically, orchestrally, and 
dynamically; but so far as I have been able to observe them, they are strong 
in the way of intense human pain and joy.128   

This was evident as early as the Mass, but where the critics of 1893 suggested that her 

large sound and unremitting energy indicated an excess of ambition, by the end of Smyth’s 

life this was viewed in a different light by Robin Hull, in a comment that bears comparison 

with the complaints of her heavy-handedness: 

It is true that after striking a nail exactly upon the head, and driving it home 
with sure aim, Ethel Smyth is tempted to add a resounding blow ‘for luck,’ 
but the artistic unity of the Mass is not seriously affected by this tendency to 
over-emphasis, nor are her pages robbed of their highly distinctive 
individuality.129 

Hearing Fantasio prompted Lorenz to hope that Smyth would refrain from giving equal 

musical emphasis to the significant and the insignificant. 

                                                                                                                                         

throughout.  Much can be said for the artistic merits of both styles.  Spoken dialogue 
interspersed with songs has not a very happy effect, but, at the same time, it is 
obvious that much of the dialogue in such a story does not demand any kind of 
musical treatment.  Miss Smyth has tried both styles in one work.  In the first act 
there is spoken dialogue, a deal of Recitativo secco, and detached songs and concerted 
pieces, while the second act is entirely set to music.  Strangely enough, I found the 
fuller musical treatment the most humorous.  Without relying for its humour on being 
a parody, vocal concerted music can always be made humorous, as our glee-writers 
well understood.  There is also not the same sense of unreality and make-believe if the 
spoken voice is entirely banished.  One of the two courses, at any rate, should have 
been consistently adopted.   

128 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.100–01. 
129 Robin Hull, “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Tempo 7 (1944), p.12. 
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More shading is desirable in the form, for the incidental is handled without 
exception with the same instrumental expenditure as the principal.  Through 
this comes a certain thickness and monotony in the whole work. 130 

Alfred Kalisch reviewed both Der Wald and The Wreckers, revealing his ongoing 

concern with this aspect of Smyth’s style.  After hearing Der Wald he stated that “Miss 

Smyth is tempted to over-emphasise the trivial”.131  He detected a similar proclivity in the 

concert performance of The Wreckers, but hoped it would be disguised in the theatre: 

Some of the very qualities which seem defects in the concert-room—the 
abrupt contrasts, the constantly recurring vehement climaxes, and the 
resultant restlessness—are probably sources of strength in the theatre.132 

Unfortunately the staged production of 1909 failed to convince him of this.  Even though 

he thought the action became more focussed as the opera progressed, Kalisch commented 

that  

there is a strenuous and strepitous climax in every ten bars, and we 
consequently get the impression that there is no unity of design in any scene.  
When the twenty-first climax is neither more sonorous nor more intense than 
the first or any of the intervening ones it loses its power to stimulate the 
imagination, and when the singers are at high pressure from first to last, and, 
moreover, on the extreme notes of their compass, monotony is the inevitable 
result.133 

Again in 1910 Kalisch drew the same conclusion,134 although Baughan praised Smyth 

in 1909 and 1910 for her skill in building up climaxes.135  The critic of the Athenaeum felt 

that Smyth “does not work steadily up to a great climax”, causing a patchy quality.136 

                                                
130 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 

In der Form sind mehr Abstufungen wünschenswert, denn das Nebensächliche ist 
durchweg mit dem gleichen instrumentalen Aufwande behandelt wie das 
Hauptsächliche.  Es kommt dadurch eine gewisse Dickflüssigkeit und Monotonie in 
das Ganze.  Dieser Hinweis möge zukünftigen Werken der Komponistin zu gute 
kommen. 

131 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
132 A. K. [Kalisch], “Miss Smyth’s New Opera”, Manchester Guardian 2 June 1908, p.5. 
133 A. K. [Kalisch], “A Woman’s Opera”, Manchester Guardian 23 June 1909, p.7. 
134 Alfred Kalisch, “The Wreckers”, World 8 March 1910, p.399. 

That Miss Smyth has great dramatic power is obvious from the sea music, the climax 
of the long duet between Mark and Thyrza when they light the beacon, and above all 
from the striking dance and chorus which end the first act.  But she fritters it away on 
a constant succession of small crescendos, whereby the big climaxes suffer; and the 
book of The Wreckers is really no help to a composer. 

135 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4; “The Wreckers”, Daily News 
23 June 1909, p.3. 
136 “Music”, Athenaeum 26 June 1909, p.766. 
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The climactic love duet of the opera occurs in Act 2, Sc. 3 and was variously praised and 

criticised.  Although Kalisch thought it “strikes the note of real passion […] here and there”, 

he felt “[i]t seemed to be too much at high pressure throughout”.137  Act 2, Sc. 3 reveals 

Smyth’s skill in building tension musically, and contains several passages of great emotional 

power.  The scene starts at high tension with Thirza’s entry; she tells Mark not to light the 

beacon and he responds with an impassioned greeting, given emotional charge by the 

orchestra.  But the expectation of an immediate love duet is dissipated by Thirza breaking 

into a semi-lyrical arioso as she explains to Mark that the wreckers have discovered their 

beacon.  This sets a pattern for the scene, which divides into short sections of differing 

character, within a continuous texture.  The unsettling effect of the constant shifting and 

frequent buildups to small climaxes is alleviated by the pervasive presence of significant 

themes in the accompaniment, in particular those representing Thirza and the wreckers, 

combining with swirls of sea and wind to remind the audience of the context of their 

meeting and relationship.   

Although the whole act leads up to the great duet at the Adagio maestoso, (3 bars 

before figure 80), there is no single sense of direction towards it, and Smyth repeatedly 

builds up to smaller climaxes and even to themes which appear to augur the culmination of 

the scene.138 Finally, the grand duet arrives (4 bars before figure 77), opening with a 

triumphant point of imitation, then the voices join in unison at the octave, creating a 

distinctive sound that Smyth uses for the rest of the duet, and one typical of verismo 

operas. [See Example 1]  A pulsing, rhythmic accompaniment heightens the sense of 

expectation, but even now this is not the moment of true arrival, which finally occurs at 

the Adagio maestoso, as the beacon “shoots into flame”. (3 bars before figure 80)  This 

theme is the first in the scene to be given a lyrical continuation, maintaining the duet for 

some 33 bars, after 465 bars of anticipation.  It is hard to know what effect this playing 

with audience expectations would have on the stage, but the markers of climax—tension 

achieved by use of high vocal register and loud dynamics— are used throughout the scene.  

                                                
137 A. K. [Kalisch], “Miss Smyth’s New Opera”, Manchester Guardian 2 June 1908, p.5. 
138 For example, Mark’s stirring theme (3 bars before figure 51) creates a sense of arrival as he 
resolves to light the beacon, but Thirza stops him and this is not the destination we await.  Later, 
Mark and Thirza join together in 3rds, singing that they will fly together, (4 bars after figure 66) in a 
beautiful theme that is repeated in rising sequence, but immediately after it the arioso solo singing 
returns.  The same occurs at its second appearance (4 bars before figure 70). 
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The sustained lyricism that might be a third marker of climax in a love duet only comes 

with the Adagio maestoso, and even then it is quickly dissipated. 
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Example 1.  Smyth, The Wreckers, from Act 2, Sc. 3, pp.185–87. 
[Ethel Smyth, The Wreckers.  Strandrecht, Piano-vocal score (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1916)] 
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Specht reflected on Smyth’s tendency to detract from her major climaxes with many 

minor ones.  He described her constantly climactic style in The Wreckers in graphic terms, 

and identified precisely this trait as the only feminine feature of the work: 

What is conspicuous about this lightless and wild legend, is above all its 
absolutely [unfeminine-ness]: no trace of sentimentality or indulging in soft 
feelings, of gossipy breadth.  Everything is terse; but also hammered in red 
heat; always at the highest mark of musical pressure gauge: everything tense 
to tearing point, strained to breaking point. […]  If something about [The 
Wreckers] is feminine, then it would be this: that without exception the 
sound is taken high and sometimes too high; the unimportant is announced 
with the same urgent energy as the crucial.  Whereby the buildups to climaxes 
are too often anticipated or even blunted.139 

This intriguing comment suggests that despite Specht’s claims that Smyth’s composition 

cannot be compared with that of other women, he does not consider her immune to the 

other failings attributed to women by contemporary science.  Perhaps Specht sensed that 

Smyth had lost control while writing in a supposedly masculine style.  Perhaps it brought 

to mind women’s reputed inability to distinguish what is really important from superficial 

detail.140  

Thus, both English and German critics were disturbed by Smyth’s climactic style.  

Whereas the former described it in terms of over-emphasis, Lorenz and Specht suggest 

that Smyth cannot distinguish the trivial from the significant.  One could speculate that the 

English interpretation was influenced by knowledge of Smyth’s personality, while the 

German owes more to a specific manifestation of psychological theories about women. 

Notions of gender attributes combined with nationally defined concerns in criticism 

and interpretation of Smyth’s musical style.  Although critics heard the Mass and operas 

above the rumble of their own musical expectations, these had been shaped by broader 

                                                
139 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), pp.1216, 1218. 

Was an der Musik zu dieser lichtlosen und wilden Sage auffällt, ist vor allem ihr 
durchaus unfeminines: keine Spur von Sentimentalität, von Schwelgen in sanften 
Empfindungen, von geschwätziger Breite.  Alles is knapp; gleichsam in Rotglut 
gehämmert; immer höchster, musikalischer Manometerstand: alles bis zum Reißen 
straff, bis zum Zersprengen gespannt. […] Wenn etwas am “Strandrecht” weiblich ist, 
so wäre es dies: daß der Ton durchwegs hoch genommen ist und manchmal zu hoch; 
nebensächliches wird mit gleich eindringlicher Energie verkündet wie das 
Entscheidende.  Wodurch zu oft Steigerungen vorweggenommen oder gar 
abgestumpft werden. 

140 It is noteworthy that Hans Jancik wrote of Specht in MGG that he always wrote with great 
psychological intuition or empathy.  [“Specht, Richard”, MGG, col. 1022] 
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philosophical and political contexts.  The next chapter explores the effect of nationality on 

perceptions of Smyth’s music.   
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Chapter 5: Nationality: allegiance, influence and significance 

Until World War I, Smyth’s career had a dual focus, as she sought and achieved 

performance in England and Germany.1  This in turn affected critical assessment of her 

music, for her national and artistic allegiances were confused by critics with their 

assessments of the ‘accent’ of the music itself.  Smyth herself contributed to critical debate 

by making public statements reflecting on the relative merits of the two countries in 

providing opportunities for her music.  Aesthetic prejudice and political tension affected 

whether Smyth’s musical style was dubbed German, English or neither.  Her German 

training, cosmopolitan existence and difficulty breaking into English musical life rendered 

her slightly ‘foreign’ even at home and the staging of her operas provoked debates about 

choice of repertory on both sides of the Channel.   

A defining element in the critical reception of Smyth’s mass and operas is concern 

with the national identity or identification of the composer and her music.  This is a result 

of the development of Smyth’s compositional voice from her roots in German music and 

Leipzig training to a style informed by contemporary trends across Western Europe, 

especially of France, and then turning towards England.  This stylistic development 

combined with changing directions in Smyth’s career, which was marked by a division 

between England and Germany: her desire for acceptance by the English was constantly 

frustrated, and so she emphasised the deep musicality of the Germans, and her sense of 

belonging to their musical community.  Eventually, however, Smyth would devote her 

career exclusively to England. 

The political and cultural relationship between Germany and England changed during 

Smyth’s lifetime, and growing nationalism had its effect on the arts and the politics of 

reception.  Political events, including the Boer War and World War I, intersected with 

Smyth’s musical career, shaping the criticism of her works, while the critics’ own national 

aesthetic and allegiances affected their opinions of the relative quality of various styles of 

composition.   

As a woman composing, Smyth faced a double bind with the critics.  As an English 

composer who had studied in Germany at a time when England was establishing its own 

                                                
1 Smyth’s music was performed in France, and she sought performance for The Wreckers in both 
Belgium and France, but as her operas were only premiered in England and Germany and these 
were the two countries in which critical debate arose, I shall treat them as a duality for the purposes 
of this discussion. 
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institutions and national schools, she faced a similar difficulty: that of being considered 

foreign wherever her music was performed. 

This chapter examines the effect of nationality, including its intersection with gender 

and public biography, on reception and interpretation of Smyth’s works.  Critics will always 

resort to ascribing influence in their efforts to classify a new composer or new work, and 

Smyth—as a woman composer—was particularly prone to such charges.  Her early style 

responded to the nineteenth-century German tradition, but English and German 

interpretations of this influence differed significantly, as did their assessments of her 

competence, originality and debt to Wagner.  The increasing reverberation of recent 

French and Italian music in her scores after Fantasio provides a key to her characteristically 

eclectic style. 

Smyth’s use of folk material could not be defined as an influence, as it did not 

permeate her style.  However, it gained added meaning in the context of the debate that 

developed with the new century, arguing the merits of folk music as a source of the 

national art.  Although Smyth has rarely been included in lists of the composers who made 

the English Musical Renaissance, the significance of her large-scale works was evident 

during her lifetime.  Critics recognised that the relative success of Smyth’s operas 

contributed to growing confidence in the native product, but this did not ensure the 

survival of the works themselves.  

Nationalism and the choice of repertoire 

English attitudes to German music and German attitudes to English music 

During Smyth’s youth, and until the early years of the twentieth century, English 

critical attitudes towards German musical influence were generally positive.  The musical 

profession included many Germans, and a number of German conductors were mainstays 

of English musical life: August Manns, Sir Charles Hallé, Hans Richter, to name but a few.  

Before the 1880s, English music students frequently went to Germany for advanced 

musical education, which led to generations of English composers writing with foreign 

musical accents, as exemplified by the men in positions of authority, Parry at Oxford, 
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Stanford at the Royal College of Music and Mackenzie at the Royal Academy of Music,2  

who then perpetuated German influence through their teaching.3  Despite the growing 

sense that musicians could be educated at home in these institutions, until circa 1900 

English composers were more readily recognised at home if they were associated with a 

major German figure or institution.4  

Contemporary German music was widely considered superior to that of all other 

nations.  Parry exemplifies this view and characterised the relative merits of German music 

as opposed to French in his theoretical writings.  German music he judged serious, 

enduring and intellectual in quality,5 concerned with the expression of profound emotion.6  

He found the French more superficial, style outweighed substance, and they were more 

inclined to levity than seriousness.7   These attributes conform to a gendered duality: 

serious and intellectual as masculine, superficial style as feminine.  It is clear that Parry 

valued the German model more highly.   

Music was seen as an effeminate art form in English culture.  Ball summarises this 

attitude elegantly: “During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries music was considered a 

laudable vocation for a foreigner, a desirous avocation for a woman, but certainly not a 

profession befitting an English gentleman”.8  This only began to change late in the 

nineteenth century and the English disdain for music may have contributed to the German 

orientation of English musical life.  Although German music was foreign, it was seen as 

more akin to the English spirit—and less feminised—than the music of other nations, 

particularly that of the Latins.   

During the second half of the nineteenth century, British opera became progressively 

more dependent on German models, moving away from the British tradition of Balfe and 

Wallace that became less current after the 1860s and 70s.9  As the German influence on 

English music reached its height in the 1890s, coinciding with the peak of ‘Wagner 

                                                
2 Stradling and Hughes state that the Germanic influence of either Beethoven and Brahms or Liszt 
and Wagner could be heard in the “fundamental structure and morphology” of works by these 
men.  [p.105] 
3 Ball, p.75.   
4 Stradling & Hughes, p.105. 
5 Scaife, p.98.   
6 Ball, p.44. 
7 Ball, p.44. 
8 Ball, p.80. 
9 Burton, “Opera: 1865–1914”, The Romantic Age, p.344. 
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worship’, the gradual emergence of composers who were to be known as exponents of the 

English Musical Renaissance signalled the development of a move towards greater 

autonomy of English musical style.10  In his 1902 publication English Music in the XIXth 

Century, Fuller Maitland was at pains to compare the English musical scene favourably with 

that of Germany, and to demonstrate its growing independence.  He stated that basic 

musical interest and sense among the people was equal between the two nations,11 stressed 

that English music students could now study at home, and that the musical profession was 

now open to the English as much as to foreigners.12  This book was part of the long-

running debate over the problem of English music, which included great controversy over 

the arguable merits of establishing a national style.13   

The vicissitudes of Anglo-German relations from the Boer War into the troubled 

twentieth century gave momentum to the upswing in English musical nationalism.14  World 

War I confirmed the change in attitudes by generating strong anti-German sentiment.  Not 

only were German works excluded from many programmes, but critics expressed virulently 

anti-German sentiments about German music and its influence.  Edwin Evans described 

the English progress towards musical “freedom”, stating in 1921 that “We have left behind 

those days when a composer would be reproached for not doing as Germans, dead or 

living, had done.”15 

The German view of English opera composition can be gauged from a series of 

articles on “Die Oper der Lebenden” in the journal Bühne und Welt, which surveyed the 

opera of different nations.  The author, Wilhelm Kleefeld, named opera in England the 

“Cinderella of art”,16 and suggested that if the English ever actually achieved their dream of 

a national opera, they would be embarrassed when trying to plan a repertory, because so 

                                                
10 Scaife, p.49; John Mansfield Thomson, A Distant Music: The life and Times of Alfred Hill 1870–1960 
(Auckland: OUP, 1980), p.41. 
11 Fuller Maitland, English Music, pp.130–31. 
12 Fuller Maitland, English Music, p.281. 
13 Ball states categorically that “[t]he ‘problem with English music,’ it is necessary to point out, was 
not the construct of a few troublemakers, but was recognized by every major writer, English and 
foreign, on the topic”.  [p.81] 
14 See Ball’s detailed discussion of critics’ attitudes in the sections entitled “The Call for English 
Music” and “The War and the Call”, pp.130–47. 
15 “The Day of the Don”, Musical News and Herald 60 (28 May 1921), p.680. 
16 Wilhelm Kleefeld, “Die Oper der Lebenden. VI. Nordische und slawische Oper”, Bühne und Welt 
64 (1906–07), p.270. 

In England ist die Oper noch immer das Aschenbrödel der Kunst. 
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few works live up to legitimate demands.17  He is clear that there is no English operatic 

style and the only composer he names is Stanford, not failing to note that he owed his 

musical education to Germany.  Kleefeld found the individuality of English stage music 

not in serious [großstilig] opera, but in operetta, with its satire, constant action and burlesque 

turns.  He declared Sullivan the master of this genre.18 

Smyth’s allegiance: Germany or England? 

As outlined in Chapter 2, Smyth found it difficult to break into the musical scene on 

her return to England from studying in Germany.  After expending much time and energy 

pursuing performance, which often left her prostrate from nervous exhaustion, Smyth 

finally “gave up England in despair and went back to Germany”. 19 

Sydney Grew summed up the difficulties faced by Smyth at home, suggesting that her 

early works failed to catch on because “other matters occupied the musical mind of 

England; people wanted Tchaikovski and Wagner was about to become a rage, and so the 

woman composer returned to Germany, determined on opera”.20  Comparing Smyth’s 

recognition in Germany with Elgar and with “Stanford and his contemporaries [who] 

found many friends in Germany thirty and forty years ago”, Grew stated that  

Ethel Smyth has been written of more finely by German critics than any 
other musician foreign to the German nation.  The critics of Germany, 
Austria and France have sometimes gone so far as to say she is the first of 
the English people to write genuine music since the time of Purcell[.]21 

                                                
17 Kleefeld, p.271. 

Wenn man eine englische Nationaloper plant, so dürfte man allerdings bald in 
Verlegenheit kommen mit dem Spielplan; denn die Zahl der den gerechten 
Ansprüchen gewachsenen Werke ist sehr gering. 

18 Kleefeld, p.271. 
19 Smyth, “Female Pipings”, p.39. 
20 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.96–97. 
21 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, p.103.  It is possible that Grew took this reference to Smyth being 
a successor to Purcell from the text of Smyth’s essay “A Burning of Boats” published in the London 
Mercury in February of the year his book was published, 1924.  On p.386 Smyth quotes translations 
of reviews by Robert Brussel (Figaro 6 June 1908) and Richard Batka (Kritiken und Skizzen) which 
include comments of this nature.  She also had extracts from a number of French, English and 
Austrian reviews, including these two, translated and published as a promotional brochure for 
herself, before the war.  Her circulation of this pamphlet is unknown, but the quotations in “A 
Burning of Boats” appear to be drawn from it. 
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Grew attributed some of Smyth’s impact in Germany to the fact that she lived there, and 

had “not merely sent copies of her music there”, and to her personality, in the process 

defining her eccentricity as an English characteristic. 

[T]here is something in her personality so entirely different from the 
personality of women in foreign countries that, unconsciously and by simple 
act of nature, she has been able to “announce” herself and so to inspire 
recognition.  In England she is not an entirely unusual woman.22  

Despite this ‘recognition’ in Germany, Smyth’s music still did not attract frequent 

performances in England.  Grew suggested a number of possible causes: that her music 

was largely unsuitable for “home use”, that Smyth’s style did not “assimilate itself with any 

school, coterie, or clique”, that it was difficult to perform and perhaps that she was 

female.23  

Smyth had no doubt that her music was appreciated by those who really knew, the 

great musical minds of Germany, and this shaped her allegiance.  She based her claims to a 

hearing in England not just on the quality of her music, but also on the recognition she had 

achieved in Germany.  Despite the appalling reception of Der Wald in Berlin, she claimed 

that she “had successes there [in Germany] on the strength of which it was difficult to 

refuse to perform my second opera, Der Wald, at Covent Garden”.24  In more general 

terms, she stated that:  

[A]ll my life, as regards the worth of my contribution to music such as it is, I 
have been confronted by two opposing estimates—one made in Germany, 
the other in England. 25 

It is undeniable that Smyth received great personal support from certain eminent 

German musicians, and felt part of a musical community there as she never would in 

England.  Yet she herself explains one of the reasons she did not break into English 

musical society: Quoting Julius Röntgen that “to live by music, you must live in music”,26 Smyth 

states that she never did this in England, because she liked to live in the country rather 

than London, where she could neither sleep nor work, nor indulge her love of big dogs 

and games.  Furthermore, she felt that she could not “breathe with comfort […] the 

                                                
22 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, p.104. 
23 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, pp.90–91. 
24 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.18. 
25 ATWO, pp.301–02. 
26 ATWO, p.296.  Emphasis original. 
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atmosphere of music life in London”, as she could not find among the English the almost 

religious devotion to music she had loved in Germany.27 

Her despair at English musical conditions was expressed in 1926 in a letter to Dent, in 

which she laments the low standards, coupled with what she terms “English highbrow-

ism”.  Smyth described her utter musical loneliness whenever Bruno Walter left England, 

yet declared:  

I hope Walter will never settle in England.  It destroys the soul of musicians 
who have to deal with our belief in compromise […]  

Yet … when Youth is past your own country is the place for you.  I think of 
beloved Henry Wood & feel ungrateful.  But the atmosphere, the level, the 
putting up with mediocrity in your aims, is the killing thing…& to change 
that 50 years or so must have passed—years lived on other lines.28 

Smyth’s uncompromising attitude cannot have endeared her to her compatriots.  Although 

the German influence on her compositional style gradually lessened, and she began to 

orient her works towards the home scene, she still felt rejected, unable to recognise the 

successes she had achieved.   

Smyth claimed not to have written The Wreckers with initial English performance in 

mind, so perhaps composed it for German or French audiences.  Its style nevertheless 

broke away from the German influence that had informed Der Wald, in line with her 

recently composed French songs.  She declared to Percy Pitt—in a letter in which she tried 

to convince him that Covent Garden should stage The Wreckers—that “this opera & the 

songs are in my ‘later manner’(!!) i.e. absolutely out of the German wood”.29  Many years 

later Smyth added a nationalist claim to her complaint of its neglect: 

[B]ut though the story, together with every line of the text and every bar of 
the music, is fiercely, exclusively English, nothing was farther from my mind 
when composing than a performance in my own country.  In those days 
there was no such thing as English opera…30 

Smyth’s personal battle for recognition and performance was transformed, in light of this 

nationalist tone, into a battle for English music.  As she stated in the same letter to Pitt:  

                                                
27 ATWO, pp.296–97.  Smyth wrote in Female Pipings in Eden: “in Germany […] music used to be 
religion, but not here where it is more than half business”. [p.32] 
28 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 14 December 1926, fo.2–3, E. Smyth Papers, Dent 
Collection, Rowe Music Library, Kings College Cambridge. 
29 Smyth, Letter to Percy Pitt, 19 March 1908, fo.75.  
30 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, p.185. 
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I think that I who have fought the good fight for English art abroad, as no 
one else has… & who made a man like Batka, [after a hideous performance 
at Prague…] write as enclosed__should have first chance here.31 

Smyth’s re-orientation of her career and composition towards English audiences, 

begun before the war, was of necessity continued in the last decades of her life.  Writing in 

1937, W. McNaught interpreted the dual focus of Smyth’s career: 

This composer’s remarkable career had been divided between Germany, 
where she received her musical education, and England.  Her music itself 
displays a parallel duality.  The German idiom assimilated during her 
formative period has been subjected to, and has to some extent resisted, 
modification by the English bearing of her operatic and other texts and by an 
artistic course set towards the English market; and the survival of this 
German influence tends to separate her music from the prevalent English 
school of later birth and more unblended character.32 

McNaught perceived a difference in style that separated Smyth from succeeding 

compositional generations, and which caused the lack of a lively interest in her music.  Her 

works were no longer relevant to the new directions in composition, whether influenced by 

burgeoning English nationalism, or by modernist trends from the Continent.   

Fuller notes that musicians who studied in Germany after the establishment of the 

English institutions met with a mixed reaction on their return, stating that the English 

media expressed “a mixture of pride in their achievements and, increasingly, regret and 

even patriotic anger that they had felt it necessary to study abroad”.33  She traces the 

increased frequency of the latter reaction during the 1880s. A critic responding to Der Wald 

in 1902 also illustrates this response, but he showed some awareness of the quandary 

facing native composers, despite the inaccuracy of his information:  

That the Berlin Opera House should open its doors to Miss Ethel Smyth, for 
the performance of her opera, “Der Wald,” is no doubt a great compliment 
to an English musician; but the fact that an English composer, with a 
sufficient talent in operatic composition to obtain a hearing at Berlin, should 
seek the bubble of reputation in a foreign land, is not without its unpleasant 
significance; “Der Wald” is the second opera which the composer has written 
for performance in Berlin, and the question naturally arises,—why does not 
Miss Smyth write an English opera for performance in England.  Her 
education at the Leipsic Conservatoire and a probable preference for the 
German language for the purposes of opera must of course be taken into 

                                                
31 Smyth, Letter to Percy Pitt, 19 March 1908, fo.76.  Smyth refers to Batka’s enthusiastic but 
discerning review, discussed in detail elsewhere in this study. 
32 W. McNaught, Modern Music and Musicians (London: Novello, [1937]), pp.25-26. 
33 Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.54. 
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account.  But no doubt Miss Smyth has been chiefly influenced by the 
immense difficulties which face all British aspirants in the operatic field.34 

Smyth suffered from similar criticism nearly forty years later, after she had published 

her grievances about lack of performances in the collection of essays A Final Burning of 

Boats (1928).  The volume was reviewed by A. J. Sheldon, who expressed some sympathy 

with Smyth’s cause, but suggested that:  “She has been late in coming in to her own in her 

country, but is it not the case that for a number of years she turned her back on it?”  He 

continued: “And to have come into your own, even if you come into it late, is that not 

nearly everything?”35  

The belief that Smyth had damaged her cause in England by spending so much time in 

Germany was not uncommon, but seems unfair given that she was firmly settled in 

England for most of her career and that she had travelled in her earlier years at least partly 

to gain performances which she could not get in England.  In spite of a steady trickle of 

performances throughout the 1920s and 1930s, admittedly largely of her minor works, she 

complained that her music had been neglected in England and her contributions had not 

been adequately recognised.  Only the day before Sheldon’s review appeared, Smyth voiced 

her disappointment in her diary: 

The world thinks I have ‘come into my own’ but every detail was really 
inspired by me & but for my initiative not one of the events wd have taken 
place!  Now, when I am not trying for anything nothing will happen.36   

And at the end of January 1933, Smyth pasted a positive review into her diary, saying that 

such a good notice would have been “unthinkable” in the past, but that it was “too late 

now to be of any use”.37 

Nationalism and the choice of repertoire 

The ascription of national style or influence often entailed more than an aesthetic 

observation.  An accusation of foreignness could carry the implication that the work 

should not have been produced in that theatre, nor indeed written by a composer of that 

nationality.  English and German critics differ markedly when describing Smyth’s operas in 

                                                
34 Smyth only had one opera performed in Berlin, and her first opera was performed in Weimar 
and Karlsruhe.  “Comments on Events”, Musical News 22 (12 April 1902), p.351. 
35 A. J. S. [Sheldon?], “The World of Music.  Sex Antagonism”, Birmingham Post 10 April 1928.   
36 Smyth, Diary 3, p.32 (9 April 1928).  
37 Smyth, Diary 4, p.24 (30 January 1933).  
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terms of national style, and these comments rest as much on the current political climate or 

stereotypes of English musical ability as on the sound of the music itself.  

The role of national interest in the selection of operatic repertoire came under close 

scrutiny on both sides of the channel.  In England debate raged between composers who 

believed that native works should be given opportunity and critics who believed that 

quality, a criterion more likely to favour foreign products, should be the deciding factor.  

Many German critics, however, viewed Smyth’s position in their theatres as that of an 

interloper.  The dual nature of Smyth’s career in the early twentieth century—when her 

operas were performed in Germany and England—led critics on both sides of the channel 

to engage in a virtual dialogue with each other as they commented on repertoire and taste, 

and acted out international tensions on the stage of operatic criticism.   

Walter Petzet responded to Fantasio’s performance in Karlsruhe by placing the work 

and its composer in the context of his view of English musical ability: 

For the latest English novelty we surely thank not only the now fashionable, 
if not popular, English friendship, but rather also Maestro Mottl’s 
endeavours—repeatedly expressed to the writer of these lines, both verbally 
and in writing—to cultivate the field of comic opera.  A composing lady has 
always been somewhat rare, and now even a daughter of the proud and 
arrogant, but admittedly unmusical Albion; surely this one has earned high 
honours far more than—some of her “glorious” compatriots.  Nor did Miss 
Smyth pursue her musical studies in the Land of Fog, where the people are 
preserved in their musical sterility through constant hearing of an anti-
musical language and the unrelenting pursuit of material interests, rather with 
the excellent German theorist H. v. Herzogenberg, who died about a year 
ago in Berlin.38  

                                                
38 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, p.1.  

Die letzte englische Novität verdanken wir sicher nicht allein der jetzt modernen, 
wenn auch nicht populären englischen Freundschaft, sondern auch dem Bestreben 
Meister Mottls, dem er dem Schreiber dieser Zeilen schon wiederholt mündlich und 
schriftlich Ausdruck gab, das Feld der komischen Oper zu kultiviren.  Eine 
komponirende Dame ist immer etwas seltenes gewesen und nun gar eine Tochter des 
stolzen und übermüthigen, aber anerkanntermaßen unmusikalischen Albion, 
sicherlich hat diese ein hohe Auszeichnung weit eher verdient, als—mancher ihrer 
“glorreichen” Landsleute.  Miß Smyth hat ihre musikalischen Studien auch nicht im 
Lande des Nebels betrieben, wo die Menschen durch fortwährendes Anhören einer 
antimusikalischen Sprache und unablässiges Verfolgen materieller Interessen in ihrer 
musikalischen Sterilität erhalten werden, sondern bei dem ausgezeichneten deutschen 
Theoretiker H. v. Herzogenberg, der vor etwa einem Jahre in Berlin starb.  Auch hat 
sie sich mit deutschem Wesen so weit vertraut gemacht, daß sie es wagen konnte, den 
Text zu ihrer Oper nach dem Lustspiel “Fantasio” von Alfred de Musset selbst zu 
schreiben. 
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Petzet wrote in 1901 against the background of longheld beliefs about the ‘unmusicality’ of 

the English, but he also allowed the current political situation—namely the Boer War—to 

colour his perceptions.   

Smyth complained about the anti-English sentiment expressed by Berliners in 1902, 

but Germans were also aware of a reciprocal feeling in England.  A critic for Die Musik 

commented that “[t]he people of free Britain have not for decades been in such an anti-

German mood as now.”39  Despite this, however, a colleague at Die Musik noted that 

German opera had received no setback at all in the “so-called grand opera season”, for 

Wagner’s huge popularity continued unabated.40  This critic also commented on the 

conservatism of London audiences, who would rather hear Gounod’s Faust a dozen times 

than go to a modern work that compelled them to reflect or even just to pay attention.41 

Despite the preference for foreign repertory, English critics were well aware of the 

ratio of foreign to native products on their stage.  The Covent Garden season of 1902 had 

been distinguished by the appearance of two English novelties, but nationalist pride was 

dimmed because the operas were not even native in name.  Admitting that Covent Garden 

made no pretence of supporting English composers, ‘Common Time’ classified the 

languages chosen as representing countries that might have staged the operas: 

The fact that Mr. Herbert Bunning’s “La Princesse Osra,” and Miss Ethel M. 
Smyth’s “Der Wald,” were produced at Covent Garden in French and 
German respectively has worried some of my critical brethren, who see in the 
fact all sorts of meanings.  As the operas were written to librettos in these 
languages, it is natural that they should be performed at Covent Garden as 
written. […] What is much more serious than the question of language is that 
each composer has written music which practically belongs to the nations in 
whose language the librettos are cast.  As Goring Thomas, Mr. Herbert 
Bunning is shamelessly French; and Miss Smyth is just as German.  The use 

                                                
39 Die Musik 2.24 (1903), p.474. 

So antideutsch wie heuer ist man im freien Britannien wohl seit Jahrzehnten nicht 
gestimmt gewesen. 

40 Die Musik 2.24 (1903), p.474; Robert D. Hume & Arthur Jacobs, “London”, TNGO, p.25.  
During this season 29 out of 73 performances were devoted to Wagner and attracted large 
audiences.  Covent Garden played host to three complete Ring cycles in 1903, and numerous 
performances of his other operas. 
41 Die Musik 2.24 (1903), p.475. 

Er [der Brite] geht heute noch lieber ein dutzendmal in Gounod’s Faust, namentlich 
wenn eine Primadonna der alten Schule sich präsentiert, als in ein zum Nachdenken 
oder auch nur zum Aufmerken zwingendes modernes Werk. 
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of the English language would not make anything but translated foreign 
works of these operas.  That is a fact to be deplored. 42   

English critics were almost unanimous in declaring Der Wald as Germanic as its 

companion La Princesse Osra was French.  The London correspondent for the Neue 

Zeitschrift für Musik, S. K. Kordy, took a different view of the national styles of the two 

operas, however. He found Bunning’s approach decidedly eclectic, but no more than 

derivative:  

an English composer sets about writing French opera music, only to present 
himself in the middle of this franco-british conglomerate as a follower of 
Wagner. […] Mr. Bunning’s courage, yes his ambition went so far, that he 
wants to bring English and  French as well as German style under one 
musical concept, by trying to illustrate the styles of the three nations in his 
score. 43 

When it came to Der Wald, Kordy maintained his patronising attitude, but was provoked to 

defend his national art, questioning the motives of foreign composers who presumed to 

imitate German style: 

The pitiless ghost of the nationality question haunts here as with the 
unfortunate “Princess Osra”.  An Englishwoman writes music to a German 
libretto, but it should not be said, that she writes German music.  Is it sheer 
coquetry or is this blinking across to the land of German music actually 
honestly and seriously intended! 44 

                                                
42 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
43 Kordy, “London, in der Season”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.39 (17 September 1902), pp.487–88. 

Die Art und Weise, in welcher sich der neue englische Opern-Componist dem 
Publikum von Covent Garden präsentirt hat, zeigt die unverkennbare Sucht, originell 
sein zu wollen.  In gewissem Sinne war er es auch.  Allein kann man es, streng 
musikalisch genommen, wirklich originell nennen, wenn ein englischer Componist 
sich anschickt, französische Opern-Musik zu schreiben, um sich dann inmitten dieses 
franco-britischen Conglomerats endlich als Nachtreter Wagner’s zu präsentiren.  […] 
Der Mut, ja der Ehrgeiz des Mr. Bunning ging so weit, daß er englischen, 
französischen und ebenso auch deutschen Styl unter einen musikalischen Begriff 
bringen wollte, indem er die Stylarten der drei Nationen in seiner Partitur zu illustriren 
versuchte.  Nun für die Composition englischer Musik, die sich vielleicht 
unabsichtlich in die Partitur geschlichen, bring er genügende Befähigung mit. […] Er 
“adoptirt” geschickt und diese Adoptirungen bilden gleichsam die Perlen seiner 
Partitur. 

44 Kordy, “London, in der Season”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.39 (17 September 1902), p.488. 
Die Nationalitätenfrage hat auch hier so wie bei der unglücklichen “Prinzessin Osra” 
ihren unbarmherzigen Spuk getrieben.  Eine Engländerin schreibt auf einen 
deutschen Operntext die Musik; damit soll nicht eben gesagt sein, daß sie deutsche 
Musik schrieb.  Ist es blos Coquetterie oder sollte es wahrhaftig ehrlich gemeint sein mit 
diesem Herüberblinzeln auf den Boden deutscher Musik! 
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The nationalism behind Kordy’s outrage that Smyth’s music should claim to be German is 

thrown into relief by the opposing conclusion drawn in England.  Kalisch “griev[ed] at the 

thought that if any future historian of music […] were to judge the two works by internal 

evidence alone, he would unhesitatingly attribute Mr. Bunning’s La Princesse Osra to Paris 

and Miss Smyth’s Der Wald to Munich”.45  Yet ‘Common Time’ felt that: 

On the whole the German character of Miss Smyth’s music is more akin to 
English thought than is the sugary syrup of Massenet which Mr. Bunning has 
given us.  Above all, I do not see why an Englishman at this time of day 
should take Massenet as his model.  Massenet is already old-fashioned in 
Paris, and only his genius saves him from extinction.46 

Smyth’s German accent was clearly more acceptable than the ‘effeminate’ Frenchness of 

La Princesse Osra.  

Despite this approval in London, Der Wald’s reception in Berlin had been distinctly 

cool.  Whatever its style or accent, it was a foreigner’s work, and the complaint against its 

performance was raised in the National-Zeitung: “Surely many creations by native composers 

that would be worthier of production lie buried in the library of our court opera.”47  Erich 

Urban in Die Musik joined his colleagues in lamenting that Der Wald had taken a place 

owed to many worthier operas: 

Against Louise, that most desirable girl from foreign parts, the door has been 
maliciously barred.  The indigenous Feuersnot is prevented from blazing up.  
Why? Perhaps it could be a success!  Also good business!  Der Wald will not 
be a success!  Nor good business!48 

Kalisch wondered why Der Wald had failed in Germany, as he would have expected it 

to please a German audience due to its use of stereotypes of German opera based on 

Wagnerian subjects.  

Why Der Wald was not acclaimed in Berlin it is hard to say.  One would have 
thought it in every way suited to German tastes and German sentiment.  For 
what does a German love better than a forest?  And he dearly loves a little 

                                                
45 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
46 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
47 “Kunst, Wissenschaft und Literature”, National-Zeitung 10 April 1902, p.4. 

Sicherlich ruhen in der Bibliothek unserer Hofoper noch viele Schöpfungen 
einheimischer Komponisten, die eine Einstudirung würdiger wären. 

48 Urban, “Oper.  Berlin”, Die Musik 1 (1902), p.1480. 
Der “Luise”, dem vielbegehrten Mädchen aus der Fremde, verschliesst man arglistig 
die Thür.  Die einheimische “Feuersnot” verhindert man am Auflohen.  Warum?  
Vielleicht könnte es ein Erfolg sein!  Auch ein Geschäft!  Der “Wald” wird kein 
Erfolg sein!  Auch kein Geschäft! 
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symbolism and a reminder that he has some paganism about him somewhere 
[…] .  Moreover, the music is as German as possible, and, besides, it is very 
good music.  But the fact remains, Der Wald was coolly received in Berlin.  
Could the attitude of the people have been due to causes quite unconnected 
with the merits of the music?49 

Where Kalisch hinted gently at political tensions between the two countries, Kordy 

engaged in some politico-cultural one-upmanship.  Mindful of Der Wald’s poor reception in 

Berlin, he asked: 

[W]hy are we not treated better musically in London than the opera-martyrs 
of the German imperial capital.  Is it really necessary to see a one-act may-fly 
waste away twice?  Or, does Berlin taste perhaps not apply to Londoners?50   

Kordy implies that German taste should set an example for the English, whose artistic 

judgment is inferior.  This attitude bears some relation to Smyth’s own feelings, expressed 

in her diaries and correspondence, that the German approach to music was more serious 

and maintained higher standards than the English.  Her representation of her experiences 

in Germany paradoxically includes both her belief in the superiority of the German 

aesthetic sense and the joy of working in such an environment and, on the other hand, the 

troubles she faced in gaining acceptance and performance there. 

Smyth’s harsh treatment in Berlin is placed in perspective by Batka’s observations on 

the German reception of The Wreckers: “The criticism pulled it to pieces according to all the 

rules of the art of critical butchery, but the public took it up favourably”.51  This suggests 

an almost ritual element in the response of German critics to Smyth’s operas, which 

rendered critical attacks less personal, but upheld their reputation for savagery.  

Differences between German and English taste were again exposed in responses to the 

plot of The Wreckers.  Critics in Leipzig and Prague expressed their dismay at the subject 

more strongly than their London colleagues.  While the critic of the Berliner Tageblatt found 

                                                
49 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
50 Kordy, “London, in der Season”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 98.38 (10 September 1902), pp.476–77. 

Allein, wenn wir der nicht sehr aufmunternden Berichte eingedenk sind, die der 
Berliner Premiere folgten, dann sehen wir nicht gut ein, warum man uns in London 
nicht besser musikalisch behandelt als die Opernmärtyrer der deutschen 
Reichshauptstadt.  Ist es wirklich notwendig, eine einaktige Eintagsfliege zweimal 
hinsiechen zu sehen?  Oder, ist etwa der Berliner Geschmack den Londonern nicht 
maßgebend?   

51 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), p.89. 
Die Kritik verriss es zwar nach allen Regeln der kritischen Schlächterkunst, das 
Publikum aber nahm sie günstig auf. 
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that “the plot lies rather distant from German taste”,52 Heuß graphically described his 

perceptions of the opera’s content, adding that the text revealed the pitfalls of 

contemporary music-drama: 

It is a robbers’ opera of exceptionally nasty character, in that the wreckers 
perform their work to prayers and hymns.  Piety, murder, brutality, praying 
and cursing are so closely bound in this piece, that one is faced with the most 
peculiar mixture of religious hypocrisy.  This is to be excused in view of the 
fact that such conditions existed on certain English coasts up until last 
century.  One does not seem to have considered that cannibals could be 
presented on the stage with the same justification.53 

Viktor Joß suggested that such harsh subject matter was no longer of interest to audiences, 

although the elegance of his pun is lost in translation: “who has any time for pious 

murderers [frömmelnde Mörder] and murdering bigots [mordende Frömmler] these days?”54   

The critic of the Leipziger Volkszeitung was deeply disturbed by Smyth’s betrayal of both 

her sex and her country in her portrayal of her compatriots’ immoral behaviour.  He 

reacted violently against the open display of the church co-operating in—even 

advocating—the crime of wrecking, and the love of Thirza for a man who is not her 

husband.  His horror was exacerbated by the fact that this unsavoury material had been 

handled, even chosen, by a lady: “How does a lady come by such a text, and how can she 

also compromise England…like this?”55  It seems that this critic was unaware that a 

Cornish location could have been seen by the English as exotic, even uncivilised, rather 

                                                
52 “Die Oper der Engländerin”, Berliner Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.2. 

Der Stoff liegt dem deutschen Geschmack ziemlich fern. 
53 Heuß, “Zur Opernsaison 1906/1907”, Leipziger Kalender (Leipzig 1908), p.238. 

Des Textes wegen ist es einigermaßen zu bedauern, daß nicht mehr Leute mit dem 
Werk bekannt geworden sind, da dieses zeigt, welchen Rückfallen das Musikdrama 
auch heute ausgesetzt ist.  Es handelt sich um eine Räuberoper von ausgesucht 
widerlicher Gestalt, sofern die Strandräuber ihre Arbeit unter Gebeten und 
Kirchengesängen verrichten.  Gottesfurcht, Mord, Brutalität, Beten und Fluchen 
haben in diesem Stück einen so engen Bund geschlossen, daß man dem sonderbarsten 
Gemisch religiöser Heuchelei gegenübersteht.  Dies alles soll entschuldigt werden in 
Rücksicht darauf, daß solche Verhältnisse bis in das letzte Jahrhundert an gewissen 
Küsten Englands vorhanden gewesen sein.  Daß mit dem gleichen Recht auch 
Menschenfresser auf die Bühne gebracht werden können, daran scheint man nicht zu 
denken. 

54 Joß, “Prag”, Signale 2 January 1907, p.16. 
[W]er hätte heute für frömmelnde Mörder und mordende Frömmler etwas übrig? 

55 “Kunstchronik: Neues Theater”, Leipziger Volkszeitung 12 November 1906, p.2. 
Wie kommt denn eine Dame zu einem solchen Text, und wie kann sie auch England 
und einen Teil seines Charakaters derart kompromittieren? 
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than as part of their own land and cultural heritage.  This led to the belief that Smyth had 

betrayed national honour, which only added to their moral outrage.   

Schultz added a nationalist note to the prevailing moralism by objecting to the use of 

chorale, “the symbol of the church” mixed up with bandits’ songs.56  Kalisch—alone of the 

English critics—agreed, calling the wreckers’ “code of morals, which combined murder 

and robbery with fanatical sabbatarianism, […] too alien to our ideas to be a good subject 

for drama”.57  

Despite the wildness of the plot, The Wreckers’ Cornish setting immediately lent 

atmosphere and created certain expectations.  For German critics such as Detlef Schultz it 

raised the spectre of Tristan und Isolde: 

A sea-opera is attractive, atmospheric from the start, especially when it plays 
on Tristan’s rocky shore, on Cornwall’s coast around which so many legends 
have been woven.  Even when, as in The Wreckers, the mythic sphere has 
been relinquished and conditions from so near a time as the 18th century […] 
are presented, the wild sea, the rough rocky coast and the folksong of this old 
musical Celtic tribe forms a rewarding background. […] Tristan’s people, 
who were shown in such a good light by Wagner’s mythical drama, have 
degenerated in the course of the centuries, to become a people of wreckers. 58 

English critics, however, questioned the verisimilitude of Smyth’s depiction of 

Cornwall.  Filson Young criticised Smyth for misrepresenting the Cornish people.  He 

accused her of adopting a stereotype more characteristic of Irish Celts, and depicting her 

wreckers as mercurial and savage, where they should have been melancholy with a “lonely 

sweetness”.59  This sensitivity to regional nuance suggests a national particularism, 

comparable with Schultz’s attitude to Smyth’s ‘appropriation’ of chorale. 

                                                
56 Schultz, “Theater und Musik: Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 

Das Symbol der Kirche, der Choral, kommt in dieser Oper schlecht weg; er vermengt 
sich mit den Raubliedern, die das Fischervolk in Sturmnächten brüllt. 

57 A. K. [Kalisch], “The Wreckers”, World 29 June 1909, p.1125. 
58 Schultz, “Theater und Musik: Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 

Eine Seeoper hat von vornherein etwas Anziehendes, Stimmungsvolles, zumal wenn 
sie auf Tristans Felsenstrand, an der sagenumwobenen Cornwallküste spielt.  Selbst 
wenn, wie im “Strandrecht’, auf die mythische Sphäre durchaus verzichtet und 
Zustände aus so naher Zeit, wie das das 18. Jahrhundert es uns noch ist, vorgeführt 
werden, so bildet doch die wilde See, die rauhe Felsenküste und das Volkslied dieses 
alten musikalischen Keltenstammes einen dankbaren Hintergrund.  In den 
Vordergrund rückt der Stoff des “Strandrecht” dem Mythos noch unbekannte Fragen 
kultureller Art, soziale und religiöse Kämpfe.  Tristans Volk, das uns Wagners 
mythisches Drama in so günstigem Lichte gezeigt hat, ist im Lauf der Jahrhunderte 
entartet, zu einem Volk von Strandräubern geworden. 

59 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811. 
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But the focus of nationalist commentary related to the work’s acceptance for 

performance.  One Leipzig critic, who had found shocking the opera’s exposure of English 

depravity, deplored the money wasted on its production, declaring: 

If she had only come with her opera at the time of the Boer War, one might 
have had a little interest in it, it might have aroused a bit of a sensation and 
we might have perhaps earned a bit with it.  But nothing has come of it and 
so much time has been wasted on something totally fruitless.60 

The failure of such an opera added financial insult to the injury done to unperformed 

native composers by its acceptance in the first place.  Heinrich Zöllner, a well known opera 

composer who taught composition at the Leipzig Konservatorium until 1906, was music 

editor for the local daily Leipziger Tageblatt.  His operas were performed and revived 

frequently throughout the German lands, and in 1907 he took up conducting with a post as 

Kapellmeister in Antwerp.61  Despite this seemingly secure position, Zöllner devoted the 

last paragraph of his long and considered review of The Wreckers to the problem of support 

for foreign composers by German theatres.  He knew Der Wald had been performed 

without success at Berlin, and suggested that only for a “box office magnet” should a 

director prefer a foreign to a native novelty, since only ten percent would survive anyway. 

Finally we are left with one little question.  It is: why did they perform 
especially this opera? “Ask the oceans of all regions” I would like to cry with 
the flying Dutchman, ask the countries of every language, if there exist 

                                                                                                                                         

[I]t is the atmosphere that I found so disappointing both in the drama and the music.  
There was no suggestion of that lonely sweetness that is peculiar to the coasts of 
Cornwall even in stormy weather; no suggestion of the grim and taciturn nature of the 
Cornish religious.  Both men and the sea in Cornwall (and both are now very much 
what they were in the eighteenth century) are sad rather than savage, and neither have 
the faculty of those rapid changes from dark to light and storm to sunshine which are 
characteristic of other seas and other men.  I know this quick-change habit, so 
characteristic of the Irish Celts, is constantly attributed to the Cornish people and the 
Cornish sea; but in fact they do not possess it.  The truly Cornish melancholy and 
sense of isolation are really easier to suggest and their atmosphere is easier to set on 
the stage and into the heart than the bustling savage atmosphere that Miss Smyth has 
chosen to substitute from them, and which she asks us to accept as characteristic of 
the Cornish wreckers. 

60 “Kunstchronik: Neues Theater”, Leipziger Volkszeitung 12 November 1906, p.2. 
“Wie, Sie wollen England derart bloßstellen?  Da begehen Sie ja gewissermaßen einen 
Landesverrat.  Wenn Sie wenigstens mit Ihrer Oper zur Zeit des Burenkriegs 
gekommen wären, da hätte man noch einiges Interesse daran gehabt, die Oper hätte 
ein bißchen Sensation erregt und wir hätten vielleicht ein bißchen damit verdient.  
Aber so!”  Von alledem ist aber wohl nichts geschehen, und so ist viel Zeit an eine 
total fruchtlose Sache verschwendet worden. 

61 Heinrich Zöllner (1854–1941).  Peter Hauschild, “Zöllner, Carl”, MGG; “Zöllner”, Riemann 
Musik Lexikon, ed. Wilibald Gurlitt (Mainz: B. Schott’s Söhne, 1961). 
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anywhere theatre directors so kind to foreigners as in Germany!  If a German 
composer who had not been performed in Germany came to Italy, Spain, 
France, England etc. and asked a theatre director if he would not like to stage 
an opera by him, the man would be open-mouthed from astonishment and 
also from horror: Is this an idiot before me? […] But with all respect to Miss 
Smith [sic] as a lady and a [female] colleague, I must say: we Germans should 
not take courtesy so far, that we simply ignore the very numerous products of 
our German composers and instead support the product of a [female] 
foreigner. […] The author should not just have his pleasure, but should learn 
from the performance.  Now, let our German compatriots be first in line to 
learn!  Hundreds of operas lie in the desks of German composers: a great 
number of them are surely not worse nor less effective than The Wreckers by 
Miss Smith.  First “common law for the country” [Landrecht] then “The 
Wreckers” [Strandrecht]!  And German common law is to help German 
compatriots to their performance rights.62   

Zöllner made his point strongly, disagreeing with those who wanted German theatres to 

perform operas of high quality and foreign success, no matter who the composer.  His is 

the clearest statement of the importance of national interest in opera selection among the 

reviews examined. 

                                                
62 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  Emphasis original. 

Wir können zum Schluß eine kleine Frage nicht unterdrücken.  Die ist: warum gab 
man gerade diese Oper? “Befragt die Meere aller Zonen”, möchte ich mit dem 
fliegenden Holländer ausrufen, befragt die Länder aller Zungen, ob irgendwo so 
gegen Ausländer liebenswürdige Theaterdirektoren existieren, als wie in Deutschland!  
Käme ein in Deutschland unaufgeführter deutscher Komponist nach Italien, Spanien, 
Frankreich, England usw. und fragte einen Theaterdirektor, ob er nicht eine Oper von 
ihm aufführen wolle, so würde dem Manne der Mund offen stehen bleiben vor 
Staunen und auch vor Schreck: Steht ein Idiot vor mir?  Die Hofoper von Berlin hat 
vor einigen Jahren Miß Smith [sic] ihre Pforten geöffnet, die Oper “Der Wald” wurde 
dort aufgeführt, aber von Kritik, wiewohl auch Publikum unzweideutig abgelehnt.  
Ob mit Recht, ich weiß es nicht.  Aber mit allem Respekt gegen Miß Smith[sic] als 
Dame und als Kollegin muß ich doch sagen: so weit sollten wir Deutschen doch nicht 
die Höflichkeit treiben, daß wir die sehr zahlreichen Produkte unserer deutschen 
Komponisten einfach ignorieren und dafür das Produkt einer Ausländerin 
protegieren.  Verspricht sich der Theaterdirektor davon einen Kassenmagnet—gut, dann 
ist nichts dagegen zu sagen.  Das ist sein Geschäft.  Kann er sich aber, wie in diesem 
Falle, sagen: das ist eine Novität, wie neun Zehntel der Novitäten zu sein pflegen: 
nämlich, daß sie drei bis vier Aufführungen erleben, um dann ad acta gelegt zu 
werden—dann sollten die deutschen Theaterdirektoren doch deutsche Autoren 
bevorzugen.  Der Autor soll nicht nur seine Freude haben, er soll aus der Aufführung 
auch lernen.  Nun, dann laßt in erster Linie doch unsere deutschen Landsleute lernen!  
Hunderte von Opern liegen in den Pulten der deutschen Komponisten: eine große 
Anzahl davon ist sicher nicht schlechter und auch nicht wirkungsärmer als wie das 
“Strandrecht” von Miß Smith[sic].  Erst “Landrecht”—dann “Strandrecht”!”[sic]  Und 
deutsches Landrecht ist, den deutschen Landsleuten zu ihrem Aufführungsrechte zu 
verhelfen. 
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Zöllner took for granted—despite the fact that he was reviewing productions at a 

municipal theatre which had to make a profit—that new operas will be produced, the 

aesthetic and financial risks notwithstanding.  However, when E. A. Baughan reflected on 

Covent Garden’s arguments against staging The Wreckers in mid-1908, he was well aware 

that money would sway the decision, and he shared some of Zöllner’s reservations about 

the opera itself. 

Would I, if fate had made me manager of an opera house, produce “The 
Wreckers”?  If I were a commercial manager the answer would be an 
immediate and emphatic No! […] At the same time, if I had to give such a 
singer as Mlle. Destinn a good part I might consider the advisability of 
producing the opera, especially if it could be reconstructed in places.  On the 
other hand, were I the manager of a subsidised national opera house I should 
certainly give “The Wreckers” a chance.  It is an interesting opera, and would 
come out well on the stage, and would play its part in a regular repertoire.  As 
to “The Wreckers” being performed at Covent Garden, it is certainly as 
worthy of production there as Franchetti’s “Germania” or Catalani’s 
“Loreley”.63 

Baughan demonstrates his awareness of the role played by prima donnas in the selection of 

new works, for which Covent Garden had been notorious.   

Covent Garden’s attitude to staging native works remained conservative, and the 

debate was not resolved.  Naylor’s prize-winning opera The Angelus was performed at the 

Royal Opera in February 1909, to contradictory reviews.  Accused variously of being 

influenced by Wagner and by Mendelssohn, the opera was considered workmanlike, rather 

than inspired, its style bearing the mark of his training as an organist.64  The Angelus was 

drawn into the debate about the rights and wrongs of The Wreckers’ rejection by Covent 

Garden.  J. H. G. B. criticised a comment from The Daily Mail in his review in The Musical 

Standard, suggesting that if The Angelus ‘deserved’ to be performed, then so did Smyth’s 

work.  He quoted The Daily Mail’s criticism of Covent Garden for: 

“ […] neglecting a work which has already won honour on the Continent.  
Now that the opera has been produced here (as it was, very fairly, yesterday 
afternoon at His Majesty’s Theatre), it would seem that Covent Garden was 
wise in its generation after all.  For, to tell the truth, ‘The Wreckers’; although 
it has some dramatic moments, is utterly devoid of any real musical 
inspiration.”  Granting this is so for the sake of argument, was not “The 

                                                
63 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4. 
64 C. L. G., “Music. A Prize Opera”, Spectator 6 February 1909, p.223; “Music. The Week.”, 
Athenaeum 30 January 1909, p.142. 
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Angelus” equally devoid of “any real musical inspiration”?  Yet, assuredly, it 
was produced at Covent Garden!65 

Composers continued to complain about Covent Garden’s record of performing 

native operas.  Not least among them, Smyth expressed herself forcefully about the Royal 

Opera in the February 1916 issue of The English Review, saying: “I hope the war has finally 

killed that unspeakable institution”.66  ‘Waldvogel’ of the Musical Opinion was provoked to 

write an apologia for Covent Garden responding to criticism from Smyth and Josef 

Holbrooke.  He claimed impartiality by referring to his past and frequent criticisms of 

Covent Garden, but was nevertheless warm in its defence, praising its record of 

introducing great artists and new works to London, encouraging English singers, and —

despite its lack of government subsidy—still producing English operas.67  He recalled that 

Smyth and Holbrooke had each seen three of their operas performed in London and 

suggested that foreign composers of “equal attainment” would not have been treated with 

such favour. 

[R]eally I am at a loss to discover just what it is that these English operatic 
composers want […] (except perhaps to beat up a spurious sympathy and 
interest in themselves and their works for commercial reasons)?  Are they 
under the illusion that English people will pay for a poor thing just because it 
is labelled English or that the foreigner is preferred purely from base motives 
of anti-patriotism? […] But the simple fact is that the English composers 
cannot “produce the goods,” […] and I am not sure that they have not been 
better treated than their merits deserve. […] If one therefore considers the 
comparative slenderness of operatic openings in this country and the vast 
preponderance of foreign over English competitors for those openings, and 
the greatly superior opportunities for gaining experience that the former have 
enjoyed, it will be seen that the grievance of English composers is dissipated 
into thin air,—the stuff that it is founded on.68 

John Runciman doubted the wisdom of staging Smyth at all.  As discussed in Chapter 

4, he thought Stanford and Smyth’s dry, Germanic academic style, as performed in the 

Beecham/Courtneidge season, would stifle any hope of originality in the younger 

                                                
65 J. H. G. B., “ ‘The Wreckers’: A Rough Estimate”, Musical Standard 26 June 1909, p.403.  The 
author quotes here from “Englishwoman’s Opera” in The Daily Mail  23 June 1909, p.3. 
66 Smyth, “England, Music, and—Women”, p.190. 
67 ‘Waldvogel’ included the following in his list of Covent Garden’s achievements: repeated Ring 
cycles, the Russian Ballet, important operas such as Parsifal, Königskinder, Pelléas et Mélisande, Louise 
and L’Amore dei Tre Re, and no fewer than seven English operas: Tess, A Village Romeo and Juliet, 
Ivanhoe, Tiefland, A Summer Night, The Wreckers and Joan of Arc. [‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, 
Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392]  
68 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), pp.392–3. 
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generation.  His attitude to their style appears affected by wartime anti-German sentiment, 

but Runciman had been criticising the imitation of German style in English operas since 

the 1890s.69  To him, Stanford and Smyth  

represent musical “kultur” of 19th century Germany at its worst.  After the 
uproar created by Wagner it mattered not to which part you went, the ideal 
was the same.  Dogged hard work would effect everything.  Inspiration, far 
from being necessary, was a hindrance and a nuisance.  Good themes were 
an abomination: the true, well-drilled musician did not need them; for he 
showed his musicianship by weaving webs of music out of trite and 
insignificant phrases—anything would serve, and the less character it 
possessed the better, for then the whole glory of the result was due to the 
composer.70 

According to Runciman this approach was already outdated in Germany by the war, so 

English composers like Stanford and Smyth were accused of being behind the times. 71 

Grew questioned the assumption that Smyth wrote ‘German’ music of the kind 

apostrophised by Runciman.  His differentiation of German types suggests an attitude as 

critical as Runciman’s, but expressed with greater sympathy for Smyth’s music. 

The spread of her music has also been hindered by the idea that it is of 
German character.  It is felt by the average critic to “derive” from the 
surroundings of her early life, and so to be less desirable than the original 
from which it was thus drawn.  This critical opinion is incorrect.  Her music 
is as unlike that of the typical Germans of the 1880s as she herself is unlike 
the heavy, self-centred, unimaginative men and women she lived among and 
loved with such generosity.  There is ample Germanism in her music.  Her 

                                                
69 Runciman had outlined what it would take to establish English opera in his article “English 
National Opera”, Magazine of Music 10 (July, August 1893), pp.161–63, 188–89; cited and qtd in 
Ball, pp.294–97. 
70 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.155. 
71 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.155.  Runciman 
continues in a vein that might today earn him accusations of “ageism”: 

But while young men have been finding new paths to fame, Dr. Stanford and Miss 
Smyth remain resolutely embedded in the year 1880.  What was comparatively new in 
Leipzig in that year they now confidently offer us as new in England to-day.  Are they 
self-deceived, or what do they take us for?  What! am I to have this dreary, dull, stale, 
machine-cut stuff fobbed off on me as the very latest thing in the musical-
dressmaking mode?  There are pages on pages of “The Boatswain’s Mate” which 
might be dated 1872.  I suppose the old stuff has not lost its glamour in Miss Smyth’s 
ears and still sounds fresh.  Well, it is good to remain young; but it is a catastrophe to 
forget you are old.  One keeps young by keeping pace with the times; to think you are 
young because you think of naught else than the days of your youth—this is a 
delusion, one of which both Sir Charles Stanford and Miss Smyth are victims. 
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energy is Teutonic enough; but it grows out of that kind of vitality which was 
possessed by Bach and Handel.72 

Smyth publicised widely the fact that she had signed contracts with leading German 

theatres for The Wreckers and the premiere of The Boatswain’s Mate, and this led to some 

critical speculation: had the projected German performance affected the style of the work?  

How would it have been received in Germany?  The “curious hitch in the musical style 

which takes place between the two acts”, was ascribed to Smyth’s awareness of her 

planned audience by the critic of The Times: 

The first is full of tunes and happy quips of orchestration. One scarcely 
knows whether the composer is quoting folk-songs or making up her own 
tunes.  The second part, however, is opened with an orchestral intermezzo in 
which “Bushes and Briars” is strangely coupled with sombre Wagnerian 
colouring.  Except for little patches of the light-hearted folk-tune manner, 
such as the amusing play made with “O dear, what can the matter be?”  when 
the soldier is let out of the cupboard, the music becomes more strepitous, 
more grand-operatic as time passes.  Benn, who tripped so gaily to the tune 
of “The Keeper”  in Act I., declaims in tragic accents in Act II.  The buxom 
Mrs. Waters has to shriek like Electra.  Why so much fuss and heaviness?  Is 
it because The Boatswain’s Mate nearly got produced in another country 
where such things are expected?73 

While this critic reflected on how Smyth had accommodated German tastes in composing 

the work, Edwin Evans wondered how German singers and audience members would 

interpret a light British comedy.  He found the intended German production the “deepest 

mystery in the opera”. 

One shudders to think what German singers, graduates of all the Hofopern, 
would have made of the simple boatswain and the Irish soldier.  Possibly the 
writer of some Opernführer would have endowed them with symbolical 
meanings and deduced a political pamphlet.  One never knows.  The 
composer herself has set an example by reading into it a feminist tract, and 
she is sufficiently familiar with the German Musikschriftsteller to know of 
what he is capable.  Alas, that we should be robbed of the joke!  It is one of 
the lesser tragedies of the war.74 

Several critics considered that the very English humour of The Boatswain’s Mate would 

have been incongruous in translation and when played to a German audience.  References 

to the German predilection for symbolism and philosophy in their opera arise again.  The 

                                                
72 Grew, Our Favourite Musicians, p.91. 
73 “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Times 29 January 1916, p.11. 
74 Evans, “Musical Notes”, English Review 22 (March 1916), p.234. 
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critic for The Daily Telegraph, probably Robin Legge, was relieved by the light-hearted down-

to-earth nature of Smyth’s comic work, but tried to imagine a German interpretation of it: 

The play is highly diverting; […] and in these days it is an added pleasure to 
listen to an opera with ears bent on pleasurable relief, with no arrière pensée 
as to symbolism, metaphysics, or other abstruse phenomena!  How it would 
go in German passes comprehension.  If you like you may regard Travers as 
the symbolical embodiment of many of the Christian virtues, Benn as a 
characteristically shrewd businessman not averse from stooping to somewhat 
dubious means to attain his end, and the Policeman as the crystallisation of 
Justice, Law, and Order.  But, on the other hand, you may also regard them 
as merely but decidedly human and amusing beings, and if you make up your 
minds that way you will derive the more enjoyment.75 

Influences 

The ascription of national influence, subtly distinguished from the criticism of foreign 

style in the choice of repertory, took many different forms.  It frequently revealed more 

about the critic’s allegiance and values than it did about the music, judging from the variety 

of sources suggested for Smyth’s style.  English and German critics wrote from their 

different cultural perspectives in assessing putative German, or specifically Wagnerian, 

influence and its effect on the works’ musical value.  It is noteworthy that whereas the 

English press was quick to call Smyth’s music German in style, German critics were much 

less likely to acknowledge her connection with their musical heritage, unless it was to call 

her totally derivative.  Among English critics, reflections on the German influence on her 

style dominate the discussion, and a number of different composers are named as 

unknowing contributors to Smyth’s productions, most frequently Wagner.  A 

consideration of how Smyth received these reflections on influence and originality prefaces 

an examination of the German influences cited for the Mass and operas, many of which 

are specific to Wagner.  Critical recognition of the eclecticism of Smyth’s style, identified 

particularly in Italian and French influences, is also explored.  

 

The attribution of influence, whether in general terms or in relation to a specific 

composer, was a source of great irritation for Smyth.  She linked it with the pigeon-holing 

effect of being declared not “a composer among composers, but a ‘lady composer’; [or] in 

                                                
75 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6. 
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moments of after-dinner expansiveness, ‘our premier lady composer’!”.76  Smyth 

complained that “for years my music was never mentioned without reference to some 

plagiarised victim—anyone would do, from Haydn to Scriabin”.77  For her, both were 

means by which to deny the value and individual voice of her music. 

And yet some critics did consider her music remarkably independent of influence.  

Smyth herself quoted Julius Röntgen asking her about Fantasio, “What model did you take? 

I know no opera on these lines”, to which Smyth apparently replied that “I took no model 

and had not even thought of other operas, my memory being so short, but just wrote it to 

produce the effect I think that kind of opera should make”,78 an approach she perhaps 

regretted when consigning the work to the flames some years later. 

Fantasio was assessed by Prof. Bachmann, for example, as independent if not quite 

original. 

One can hardly name a master on whom Smyth has relied by preference or 
even whom she has imitated.  Certainly she fashions her song like Wagner 
throughout, in dramatic-declamatory manner, but her writing style is 
otherwise very different from that of Wagner. 79 

Likewise, the brief notice in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik stated that her “motifs and 

melodies are original throughout and betray no reliance on other works”.80  

By The Wreckers Smyth’s original voice was recognised by Heinrich Zöllner, who could 

reproach her with very little in the way of imitation. 

A few times one heard reminiscences of “Rheingold—Rheingold—” linked 
with the Loge-character, but this was quite insignificant.  Otherwise Miss 
Smyth […] stands throughout on her own feet, a compliment that one 
cannot make to the majority of male composers (the author does not except 
himself).  She is no Wagnerian, she is no Brahmsian, she is no Straussian,—
she is precisely an Englishwoman.  She goes her own way.81 

                                                
76 Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, p.23. 
77 Smyth, “A Burning of Boats”, p.24. 
78 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Lady Ponsonby, 20 January 1894, qtd in ATWO, p.318. 
79 Bachmann, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Weimarische Zeitung 27 May 1898, p.1. 

die Musik der Oper “Fantasio”[...]ist, wenn auch nicht in tieferem Sinne originell, 
doch selbständig.  Kaum läßt sich ein Meister bezeichnen, an den Miß Smyth 
vorzugsweise sich angelehnt oder den sie gar nachgeahmt hätte.  Zwar bildet sie ihren 
Gesang durchaus, wie Wagner, in dramatisch-deklamatorischer Weise, doch ist sonst 
ihre Schreibweise von derjenigen Wagners sehr verschieden. 

80 “Neue und neueinstudirte Opern”, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 94.22 (1 June 1898), p.254. 
81 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  Emphasis original. 
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Nor did Richard Specht connect her with other composers, in fact he declared it 

impossible. 

[Smyth’s] music has its own quite individual tone, without pedigree or 
“model”.  The “pater incertus”, which is a serious flaw in a woman’s private 
life, is in her art the highest praise and basic condition for lively creation.82 

Such assessments were not as common as Smyth might have liked, and questions of 

influence occupied the thoughts and reviews of most critics.  Her Mass was greeted by a 

chorus declaring her indebtedness to one or other of the great masters.  Most frequent 

were the comparisons with Beethoven’s Missa solemnis—the common key of D, the grand 

scale of the work, compositional devices, emphatic style, confident and energetic 

orchestration featuring distinctive use of timpani and brass—all suggested links with 

Beethoven, or even emulation.  The critic of The Standard found influence in the later 

sections of the Credo and detected the following in the Gloria: 

Traces of the influence of Beethoven’s great Mass in the same key are 
discernible at times, and, like the Bonn master, Miss Smyth does not venture 
upon a regularly developed fugue. 83 

Beethoven was only one of the several composers to whom Smyth’s style was 

attributed and whose standards she could not match: 

Miss Smyth has reached out to Bach on the one hand and Beethoven on the 
other; she has spent some moments–not many–with the Austrian mass-
composers of a century ago, and has had a quiet hour in the study of a 
Bohemian contemporary.  These are strong men, and it is not surprising, 
perhaps, that Miss Smyth, clever though she be, has produced a work in 
which there is more effort than actual achievement, in which the high 
pretence of her purpose is accentuated by failure to attain it, and 

                                                                                                                                         

Auch kann man ihr Anlehnungen im eigentlichen Sinne nur ganz wenige vorwerfen.  
Ein paarmal gab’s Erinnerungen an “Rheingold— Rheingold—” verbunden mit der 
Loge-Figur, das aber war nur ganz verschwindend.  Sonst steht Miß Smyth (die sich 
seltsamerweise Smeyth nennt) durchaus auf ihren eigenen Füßen, ein Kompliment, 
welches man der Mehrzahl der männlichen Komponistenkollegen (der Anwesende 
schließt sich nicht aus) nicht machen kann. Sie ist keine Wagnerianerin, sie ist keine 
Brahmsianerin, sie ist keine Straußianerin,—sie ist eben eine Engländerin.  Sie geht 
ihren eigenen Weg. 

82 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1214. 
deren Musik ihren ganz eigenen Ton hat, ohne Stammbaum und “Muster”.  Das 
“pater incertus”, im Privatleben der Frau ein bedenklicher Makel, ist in ihrer Kunst 
höchstes Lob und Grundbedingung für lebensvolles Schaffen.  Dem Werk dieser 
Engländerin ist solches Lob nachzusagen: daß man zu ihren Einfällen vergeblich die 
Patenschaft eines Vorgängers suchen wird. 

83 “Royal Choral Society”, Standard 19 January 1893, p.2. 
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accumulation of means becomes an obstacle in the way of reaching the end 
proposed.84 

The “Bohemian contemporary” is likely to be Dvorak, whose music was popular in 

England at the time.85  A similar view is expressed by the critic of The Era, who added a 

few more names to the list: 

At one time she is seized with a desire to rival the contrapuntal profundity of 
Bach, or to plunge into the depths of Beethoven.  Sometimes there is a 
reflection of Handel and sometimes of Berlioz, but it is not of imitation that 
we are most disposed to charge the lady, but rather of the excessive ambition 
which, dealing with music in a somewhat mechanical spirit, makes rules and 
forms supply the place of inspiration.  Ungallant as it is to make the 
statement, we feel compelled to say that there is little inspiration in the 
Mass.86 

This sense that Smyth herself had little of interest to say, unless she was imitating the 

masters, is confirmed by the critic of The Standard, who is quoted above naming Beethoven.  

He thought the Benedictus was the “gem of the Mass”, writing that its “close, with a tonic 

pedal and a little phrase for oboe, is distinctly Schubertian, and therefore charming”.87 

When the Mass was revived in the 1920s, the passion for ascribing influence seemed 

spent, and apart from a brief reference to Brahms, only Beethoven is mentioned, and this 

time in terms of similarity or reminiscence rather than of influence.  Tovey points out, in 

his analytical essay on the Mass, that despite the agreement in outlook between Smyth’s 

Mass and Beethoven’s Missa solemnis, “in no single point is the treatment of the text 

similar”.88  Admittedly few of these critics remembered the 1893 performance, and were 

free from the biases that had shaped those first reviews, but they were also at a thirty years 

greater distance from the sources of the alleged influences, and this longer view changed 

their focus. 

Reviews of Smyth’s operas feature a variety of critical claims similar to those provoked 

by the Mass.  Fantasio suffered less from this comparison than the later operas, perhaps in 

part because it was exposed to fewer critics.  Very few German critics admitted German 

                                                
84 “Royal Choral Society”, Daily Telegraph 19 January 1893, p.3. 
85 Dvorak’s popularity in England is indicated by regular performance of his works at the Three 
Choirs Festivals: Requiem Mass (1894), Stabat mater (1898), Te deum (1899).  [Anthony Boden, Three 
Choirs: A History of the Festival (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1992), pp.97, 267]  
86 “Royal Choral Society”, Era 21 January 1893, p.15. 
87 “Royal Choral Society”, Standard 19 January 1893, p.2. 
88 Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis, vol. 5, p.236. 
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influence on Der Wald and their intent to exclude Smyth from their tradition was 

eloquently expressed by S. K. Kordy (as quoted above).  This did not prevent them from 

making comparisons however.  On the other hand, Der Wald seemed completely German 

to the London critics, in contrast to the ‘Frenchness’ of La Princesse Osra.  They were 

inclusive in attributing influence, naming composers of opera and, of course, Brahms.   

The opera heard last night proves […] that Miss Smyth has retained some of 
her admiration for Brahms, though it also shows that this composer shares 
his place in her affections with Wagner.  This is equivalent to saying that 
“Der Wald” is essentially German, not only in its text but in every other 
respect.  The romantic subject, with its mixture of supernaturalism and 
homeliness, is, indeed, just the kind which would appeal to the countrymen 
of Weber, Marschner, and Wagner.89 

Marschner was also mentioned by W. Kl. of the Frankfurter Zeitung.  He compared the 

character of Iolanthe in Der Wald with that of the eponymous figure in Marschner’s Der 

Vampyr, stating that  

She [Smyth] would probably like to be a female Marschner.  The mistake can 
only be explained by her boundless admiration for this stormy Romantic, and 
today, 74 years after his youthful opera, to place a vampire on the stage in a 
dress with a train, a female character whose sensual brutality repels and 
offends to the highest degree.90 

Although the critic appears to hark back into history, he had the opera fresh in his memory 

thanks to its recent revival at the Theater der Westens, reported in the Berliner Lokalanzeiger 

on 10 April 1902. 

Wagner, Brahms and Weber were each given responsibility for different aspects of Der 

Wald by ‘Common Time’ of The Musical Opinion: 

Miss Smyth’s work is no less imitative than Mr. Bunning’s.  She has taken 
Brahms, Wagner and Weber as her models.  The choral music is very 
Brahmsian, the use of folk music is Weberian, and the whole style of the 
music is Wagnerian.  And yet there is a real Miss Smyth, who has informed 
her music with a freshness of feeling if not with originality.  And it is to be 
noticed that she is no mere copyist.  One may be reminded rather strongly of 
Wagner here and there in her score; but it is a reminiscence of style rather 

                                                
89 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Morning Post 19 July 1902, p.5. 
90 W. Kl, “Kleines Feuilleton”, Frankfurter Zeitung 14 April 1902 p.2. 

Sie möchte wohl gern ein weiblicher Marschner sein.  Nur aus ihrer grenzenlosen 
Verehrung für diesen stürmenden Romantiker läßt sich der Mißgriff erklären, und 
heute, 74 Jahre nach dessen Jugendoper, einen Vampyr im Schleppkleid auf die 
Bühne zu stellen, eine Frauengestalt, deren sinnliche Brutalität in höchstem Grade 
abstößt und beleidigt. 
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than a plagiarism.  The fact is, Miss Smyth has fancy and imagination and she 
has something to say.91 

The concerted vocal music of the prologue and epilogue was compared to Brahms’s 

choral writing,92 and the critic of The Musical News heard in it “something of the femininity 

which we have a right to look for in a woman’s compositions”.  The rest of the opera he 

thought Wagnerian, which he considered “unsuited to a woman”.   

Wagner is more often an obsession than an inspiration, and has proved so in 
this case. […] It is not Wagner note for note, but it recalls his spirit, though 
not his strength.  We earnestly express the hope that Miss Smyth, in her next 
essay, will strive to express herself and herself alone.  If influenced by 
German music, let it be by music of the universal type of which German art 
has almost a monopoly.” 93   

This critic thus ascribes feminine characteristics to passages considered Brahmsian, 

and ‘masculinity’ to the Wagnerian style.  This is an interesting sub-division of the category 

of German music, which was usually considered wholly masculine when compared to the 

music of countries such as France or Italy.  And it was the Brahmsian style, not the 

Wagnerian, that he considered ‘universal’, clearly revealing his personal allegiance.  The 

significance of this allegiance is hinted at by Kalisch, who apportions influence slightly 

differently: 

It may be said, and not quite untruthfully, that Miss Smyth gets her gnomic 
music from Brahms, her passion from Wagner, her romance from Weber, 
and her peasant merrymaking from Humperdinck.  She assuredly could not 
get either [sic] from a better source.  Now, all these great composers are close 
kinsmen in art, Brahms and Wagner own the same ancestry, hence the war 
between them, like all family quarrels, is very fierce, and so it follows that it is 
no paradox to say that Miss Smyth’s music though eclectic is homogeneous.94 

Several critics detected assimilation in Smyth’s combination of styles,95 hence remarks from 

several quarters on her achievement of homogeneity, and occasional praise for originality 

alongside discussion of influence.   

                                                
91 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the Month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
92For example “How faithful a disciple of Brahms and his school she appears in the very first pages 
of the score”.  [“Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Daily Telegraph, 19 July 1902, p. 9] 
93 W. W. C., “ ‘Der Wald’ ”, Musical News, 26 July 1902, p.72. 
94 A. K. [Kalisch], “Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
95 “Despite the obvious influence of Wagner and Brahms, the work is homogeneous, and contains 
much masterly use of operatic means”. “English Opera, Covent Garden”, London Musical Courier 
(26 July 1902), p.27.  The same review, with barely any alteration, appears to have been printed 
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E. A. Baughan was one of these critics, and he reflected that all composers are 

somewhat derivative in their early output, saying that the “early Beethoven was very 

Mozartian; the early Wagner, a mixture of Meyerbeer and Weber”.  He admitted that it 

takes time to appreciate new music, declaring that “[t]he history of musical criticism is full 

of instances of the critic’s failure to note melody” and citing Wagner and Strauss as 

examples of composers whose melodic gifts became widely recognised only after initial 

incomprehension: “this soul of music being so difficult to realise I would not accuse a 

composer of being unoriginal because I did not at first grasp the melodic contents of his 

music.” 96  His discussion of Der Wald begins thus: 

Brahms, Weber, Wagner and Humperdinck—all have had a hand in the 
writing of the opera.  Yet I do detect the voice of Miss Smyth herself.  Some 
of the thematic material is her own; there are new effects of scoring; new 
uses of old harmonies.  In a sense too the style of the music is new, since 
Miss Smyth has not only assimilated Wagner but has drawn on the absolute 
music composers.  The styles of Brahms and Wagner have been 
amalgamated.  This may sound an artificial merit; but I do not think it really 
is so.  It represents an individual outlook.97 

Baughan hinted at Smyth’s originality in combining these opposing elements in an opera.  

In doing so she had avoided the pitfalls of epigonism, which were considered by the critic 

of The Daily Telegraph a great danger for her compatriots.  He agreed with Baughan that her 

music resisted a superficial and immediate understanding. 

Much of the music’s worth lies deep down, and will call for more than a 
casual acquaintance for its full appreciation.  But the qualities that impress for 
the moment are the rare imagination and the technical strength that Miss 
Smyth has brought to her task.  How faithful a disciple of Brahms and his 
school she appears in the very first pages of the score.  As a rule, the British 
composer follows the last of the great classic masters to his own destruction.  
That Brahms has been indirectly responsible for a vast deal of dry, dull music 
everyone who has watched the developments of modern art, both in England 
and abroad, knows well.  But Miss Smyth is never “dry.”  At times her 
manner, perhaps, is somewhat unduly heavy, as must needs be the case with 
one who has chosen to wield some of the weightiest weapons in the musical 
armoury.  Nevertheless, the score of “Der Wald” is throughout keenly 
interesting.98 

                                                                                                                                         

again on the occasion of Der Wald’s 1903 production at Covent Garden, see “Opera at Covent 
Garden”, London Musical Courier 16 (4 July 1903), p.6. 
96 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Opera”, Musical Standard 26 July 1902, p.53. 
97 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Opera”, Musical Standard 26 July 1902, p.53. 
98 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p.9. 



270 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 5 

The Wreckers again stimulated comments on German influence from the English press 

when it was first staged in 1909 and 1910, but most of the discussion related to Wagner 

and will be considered below.  Filson Young wrote of its “uncompromisingly German 

technique”.99   

The Boatswain’s Mate, like Fantasio, was subject to less speculation on influence than 

other works.  Despite Smyth’s adoption of contrasting styles which pitted ballad opera 

numbers and dialogue against ‘serious’ opera’s through-composed textures, these were 

interpreted and criticised without frequent recourse to precedents.  Evans found “some 

analogies with Der Rosenkavalier” in that the cleverness of music and setting outweighed the 

simple premise of characters and story,100 but he drew no further parallels.  It was precisely 

such faults that Smyth had criticised in Strauss’s opera.101  Vitriol poured from the pen of 

John Runciman, however, at what he saw as Smyth’s misuse of native English music in an 

old-fashioned Germanic style.102  As will be demonstrated below, much of his commentary 

hinged on her alleged misuse of English folk music.   

Influence of Wagner 

Wagner was the composer most frequently mentioned by Smyth’s compatriots in 

connection with her style.  The attitude to Wagner expressed in such comments provides 

evidence of the critics’ stylistic allegiance, but it also reflects the German composer’s 

influence on early twentieth-century English opera.  Robert Donington names not only 

Smyth among English composers responding to Wagner’s music, but also Delius in A 

Village Romeo and Juliet—where, Donington argues, he maintained his individual voice 

despite Wagnerian chromatic harmony—and Boughton’s mix of the Celtic with the 

Wagnerian in The Immortal Hour.103  

Many writers detected general reminiscences of Wagner in Smyth’s operas, both in her 

plots and in her music.  A few were inspired to flights of critical fancy, making specific 

comparisons between Smyth’s characters and plots and similar elements in the Wagnerian 

                                                
99 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.810. 
100 Evans, “Musical Notes”, English Review 22 (March 1916), p.233. 
101 See discussion of Smyth’s review of Der Rosenkavalier in Chapter 4. 
102 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, p.155. 
103 Robert Donington, The Opera (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1978), pp.197–98. 
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repertoire.104  Der Wald was the one work which provoked such reflections more than any 

of the others.  It was unambiguously German in style and subject, whereas the comedy of 

Fantasio and the myriad of other concerns raised by The Wreckers rendered parallels less 

likely. 

The Wagnerian influence detected by critics in each of Smyth’s first three operas was 

often linked with Smyth’s supposed lack of invention or an individual voice.  It was 

generally believed that only a very good, if not great, composer could adopt the master’s 

style and still create a worthwhile and original work.  As a woman, Smyth was to seen to 

have little chance of this. 

Smyth publicly declared her dislike of Wagner, although she had been deeply affected 

by the experience of Bayreuth, which she visited in 1892.  She wrote of the overwhelming 

effect of his operas, despite their great length: 

I never was, nor am I now, a Wagnerite in the extreme sense of the word. 
[…] But […] Bayreuth […] paralyzes everything in you but the power of 
drinking in and assimilating the wonders you see and hear.105 

Wagner is, among other things, the greatest hypnotiser the world has ever 
seen, and for the hypnotised time does not exist.106 

Smyth’s disavowals of Wagner gave critics scope to exercise their wit.  Baughan, for 

example, remarked that “Miss Smyth has evidently arrived at her publicly-expressed dislike 

of Wagner through a close study of his score.”107  

Fantasio met with a mixed reaction.  Paul Lorenz was surprised that, despite the opera’s 

Wagnerian tone, Smyth had in fact achieved some originality:  

I have not been able to find actual leitmotives in the work, but every figure in 
the drama has its own individual character.  Richard Wagner however, hovers 
over the musical thoughts; from his spiritual power Miss Smyth neither can 
nor wants to escape.  Nevertheless, all the melodies of the opera “Fantasio” 
are quite original. 108 

                                                
104 Such references can be found in reviews like: Urban, “Oper.  Berlin”, Die Musik 1 (1902), 
p.1481; “Miss Smyth’s New Opera”, Daily News 19 July 1902, p.12; “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, 
Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p.9; “The Royal Opera”, Times 19 July 1902, p.8; Zöllner, “Theater und 
Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  
105 ATWO, pp.62–64. 
106 ITR, vol. 1, p.273. 
107 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4. 
108 Lorenz, “Großherzogliches Hoftheater,” Deutschland 26 May 1898, p.2. 
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F. of the Musikalisches Wochenblatt agreed that Smyth had not used leitmotives or Wagnerian 

melodic writing, and concluded that the work seldom recalled the “great master”.109  When 

the work was revived three years later in Karlsruhe, the critic of the Frankfurter Zeitung 

noted that Mottl chose only Wagnerian works for his theatre.  He also commented that 

despite Smyth having studied in Leipzig under Herzogenberg, Fantasio’s score indicated 

that she had evidently also discovered Berlioz and Wagner.110 

As noted above, the Berlin critics found Der Wald unworthy of German influence.  In 

London, however, the critic of The Daily Mail was reminded of the Wagner pilgrimage as 

he recreated the atmosphere of the Covent Garden performance: 

Wagnerian influences made themselves felt even before the rise of the 
curtain, when the theatre was suddenly plunged in Cimmerian darkness.  
“Bayreuth!” whispered a voice in the stalls.  The one-act opera, which was 
played in German, might indeed be described as a Wagnerian cantata, and 
possibly loyalty to the great master of German opera may have influenced 
musical opinion in Berlin, where Miss Smyth’s opera was somewhat coldly 
received.111 

Another connection between Der Wald and Wagner was made by the critic for The 

Daily Telegraph, when he suggested that Iolanthe’s “horn sounds ominously in the distance, 

much as Hunding’s horn rang in Sieglinde’s affrighted ears”.112 [Die Walküre Act 2, Sc. 3113]  

The comparison is one of dramatic effect as—beyond the superficial resemblance between 

triplet figures used in operatic representations of hunting horn calls—the musical links are 

tenuous.  Wagner placed the horn not only on and offstage but also in the auditorium to 

                                                                                                                                         

Eigentliche Leitmotive habe ich aus dem Werke nicht herausfinden können, doch 
trägt jede Figur des Dramas ihr eigenartiges Gepräge.  Ueber den musikalischen 
Gedanken schwebt indes Richard Wagner, dessen geistiger Macht auch Frl. Smyth 
sich weder entziehen konnte, noch wollte.  Trotzdem sind alle Melodien der Oper 
“Fantasio” durchaus ursprünglich. 

109 F., “Bericht.  Weimar”, Musikalisches Wochenblatt 29 (9 June 1898), p.343. 
Ist die Musik in der Melodik, was bei der heutigen übermässigen Opernproduction 
schon eine grosse Ausnahme bildet, bei aller Kühnheit der Conception und Schärfe 
des Ausdrucks fast unbeeinflusst von Richard Wagner, so erinnert “Fantasio” auch 
sonst nur selten an den grossen Meister, indem er im Wesentlichen der alten 
Opernform treu bleibt und leitmotivische Beziehungen kaum sich bemerklich 
machen. 

110 “Kleines Feuilleton”, Frankfurter Zeitung 11 February 1901, p.1.  The critic of the Signale also 
commented on Smyth’s strong dependence on Wagner and Berlioz.  [Signale 59 (20 February 1901), 
p.233]  
111 “An English Opera”, Daily Mail 19 July 1902, p.3. 
112 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Daily Telegraph 19 July 1902, p.9. 
113 Richard Wagner, Die Walküre (New York: Dover, 1978), pp.320, 385. 
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achieve the effect of distance and give reality to the characters hearing the horn onstage.  

Iolanthe’s horn call is presented both on and offstage, as well as in the orchestra.  It first 

appears at the end of Scene 2 interrupting the peasants’ revelry in song and dance over the 

impending marriage of Heinrich and Röschen.  [See Example 2a]  A related motif recurs 

throughout Scene 5 where Iolanthe confronts Heinrich, as a triplet followed by a falling 

octave played by different wind instruments.  [See Example 2b]  When Iolanthe gives 

Heinrich her ultimatum—if he enters her service he will escape punishment for poaching, 

if he refuses (and remains true to Röschen) he will be killed—the horn sounds again from 

backstage, moving on stage as Röschen urges him to go with Iolanthe [Sc.9, pp.103–04], 

and the abbreviated motif from Scene 5 sounds in the orchestra beneath the lovers’ final 

duet.   

 
Example 2.  Smyth, Der Wald. 
 
a) Sc. 2: 9 bars before 23.  Horn;  3 bars before 23.  Horn onstage.114 

 
b) Sc. 5, Bar 1.  Cor anglais.  [4 bars before 46].115 

 
The critic of the New York Times took this as an example of Smyth’s use of thematic 

reminiscence. 

She has, however, nothing to do with leading motives or recurrent themes 
except for one or two phrases that reappear occasionally, such as Iolanthe’s 
hunting call, a sinister voicing of the evil principle of the opera.116 

                                                
114 Ethel Smyth, Der Wald, [Vocal score] (Mainz: B. Schott’s Söhne, 1902), p.36. 
115 Smyth, Der Wald, p.65. 
116 ‘ “Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 
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The difficulty of following Wagner was appreciated by both German and English 

critics.  The critic of the Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung felt that Wagner’s influence was 

responsible for Der Wald’s lack of originality. 

The opusculum takes place in one and a half hours, and one can hardly wait for 
the end, because it has nothing to say to the listener.  He knows everything 
already.  He is familiar with it all.  Miss E. M. Smyth transfers Wagner’s 
compositional style to her little piece. […] It is not such bad music that Der 
Wald lets us hear, it is even orchestrated with skill.  But it bears no personal 
features, neither objective, nor subjective.117 

A London critic added advice to his judgement that close emulation of the Wagnerian 

style led to failure: 

The mantle of Wagner is not an easy one to wear, and the best way of 
profiting by the master’s example is to avoid competing with him on his own 
ground.  Thus we would wish that the purely lyrical element in the opera 
were more prominent; as it is, there is a great deal of declamation and too 
little song.118 

W. W. C. [Cobbett] of The Musical News took pleasure in the feminine aspects of Der Wald, 

which he found particularly in the choral writing, but he deplored the fact that  

the rest is distinctly written in a dialect derived from Wagner […] .  
Humperdinck did something with it, but it is unsuited to a woman.  Wagner 
is more often an obsession than an inspiration, and has proved so in this 
case.119 

Kalisch found Der Wald something of a Wagnerian pot-pourri both in characters and 

in music, but he also refers to Offenbach’s great success La Grande-Duchesse de Gérolstein.  

The storyline of a high-born lady who falls for a young commoner, and then seeks to 

separate him from his peasant beloved is present in both Der Wald and the Offenbach, 

however great the stylistic differences.  

                                                
117 R. F., “Theater und Musik”, Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung 11 April 1902, p.2. 
In this review, the critic compares Smyth with David trying to fight Goliath in Saul’s armour. 

In anderthalb Stunden spielt sich das Opusculum ab, dessen Ende man kaum 
erwarten kann, denn es hat dem Hörer nichts zu sagen.  Alles weiß er schon.  Alles 
kennt er.  Miß E. M. Smyth überträgt Wagners Kompositionsart auf ihr Stücklein.  
Das erinnert […] an den jungen Hirten David, dem Saul seine Rüstung anzog und 
sein Schwert umgürtete.  Er konnte sich aber so nicht bewegen und siegte dann im 
Hirtenkleide mit einer Schleuder. Es ist ja keine schlechte Musik, die “Der Wald” uns 
hören läßt, sie ist sogar mit Geschick instrumentirt.  Aber sie trägt keine persönlichen 
Züge, weder objektive, noch subjektive.  

118 “Royal Opera Covent Garden”, Morning Post 19 July 1902, p.5. 
119 W. W. C., “Der Wald”, Musical News 26 July 1902, p.72. 
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Miss Smyth shuffles the Wagnerian pack rather curiously at times.  For 
instance, the lover who is Siegfried when he talks of his strength and his tree-
felling prowess suddenly becomes Tristan when he is about to die and finds 
that life is pitiful.  There is a bear in the opera, but it does not belong to 
Siegfried, as it should by rights, but to an old pedlar who seems to have 
strayed out of the Meistersinger.  There is a Landgraf who talks rather like 
Wotan, but he has two eyes.  The lady who arrives on a horse is not 
Brünnhilde, but Fricka—that is to say, she is always apparently wanting to 
sing Fricka’s phrases, but never quite dares to, probably because she is an 
advocate of free love, so it would not do.  But when she sees a handsome 
woodcutter, and at once promotes him to high office, we seem with a sudden 
jerk to be transported to the Grand Ducal Court of Gerolstein.  It may be 
Gerolstein, but Miss Smyth does not tell us—it is simply The Forest—as 
who should say the Idea of the Forest in the platonic sense.  And this is 
another thing which ought to have endeared the opera to Germany.120 

Drawing direct links of this kind was an easy journalistic device for Kalisch.  Baughan, 

however, returned to his reflections on whether Smyth had assimilated Wagner rather than 

merely imitated him.  He criticised an unprogressive adoption of Wagner’s style of 

orchestral commentary in Der Wald, but limited his comments to the role of the orchestra 

vis à vis the vocal writing by first declaring that Smyth’s “touch on the orchestra never 

fails”. 

In only one particular do I find myself in opposition to Miss Smyth’s 
methods.  It may seem absurd to say so, but Wagner, even the Wagner of the 
later music-dramas, has become old-fashioned, and though one expects a 
composer to write for the orchestra in more or less of the Wagnerian style, I 
really do think that a modern composer should understand that Wagner did 
not say the last word in the treatment of the voice in music-drama. […]  
[T]hough Wagnerians will not agree with me, I have reluctantly come to the 
conclusion that Wagner sacrificed his dramatis personae to his own 
orchestral comment. […] He unnecessarily restricted [vocal melody] for the 
sake of his orchestra.  […] It is here that the modern composer of music-
drama must free himself from the shackles of the Wagnerian style of music-
drama.  Miss Smyth has not attempted to do so.  She is ultra-Wagnerian  in 
her declamation without his knowledge and ingenuity in writing for the voice. 
[…] But “Der Wald” has so many fine qualities that one may be sure Miss 
Smyth will soon break from the Wagnerian jungle and advance along a path 
of her own.121 

                                                
120 A. K. [Kalisch], “Music. Two Native Operas”, World 23 July 1902, p.12. 
This colourful passage was so much appreciated at the time that it was reprinted in the Musical 
Opinion [303 (December 1902), p.190], with the introductory note that “To avoid misconception, 
however, it must first be noted that the purely critical comments are highly appreciative”. 
121 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Opera: Miss Smyth’s ‘Der Wald’ ”, Musical Standard 26 July 1902, p.54. 
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This closing note of encouragement bespeaks Baughan’s hope that Smyth is capable of 

better, but his criticism that she has not developed beyond Wagnerian style anticipates 

responses to The Wreckers. 

After hearing the Prague performance, E. R. felt that “it was as if none of the modern 

aesthetic achievements since Wagner existed”. 122  The Smyth entry in the 1908 edition of 

Grove’s Dictionary indicates that some English writers thought that in following Wagner, she 

had circumscribed her modernity within the limits of good taste. 

While the style is so far modern as that set pieces are dispensed with and 
Wagner’s artistic ideals are fulfilled, there is no attempt to curry favour with 
the lovers of ugly music, or to write what sounds bizarre for the sake of 
making a sensation.123 

Her style was connected with contemporary developments however, when J. H. G. B. 

stated that “[h]armonically there is more than a suggestion of that greatest living composer, 

Richard Strauss”.124  

It is curious that in 1909 the critic for The Athenaeum still noted the “boldness with 

which what may be called Wagnerian lines are followed,”125 indicating that Smyth’s choice 

of idiom could still not be accepted at face value.  While Wagner’s influence met with 

favour from L. B., he felt compelled to defend it, revealing the battle-lines of the English 

debate:  

Wagner is the keynote of both Miss Smyth’s inspiration and expression.  
There is scarcely a bar that does not speak of his influence.  But it is no 
confession of weakness on the part of the composer, rather merely a proof 
of the school in which she has found the most sympathetic outlet for her 
own powers.126 

Filson Young echoed critics of Der Wald in his belief that it is impossible to imitate 

Wagner, but provided his own analysis of the reasons for Smyth’s failure: 

The music is wonderfully well written, and often shows a largeness of 
conception and constructive power that are rare among modern composers.  
It is written, I am glad to say, in the idiom of Wagner, which is of course the 
best idiom for opera; but yet there is a strange unlikeness to Wagner that 

                                                
122 E. R., Musikalisches Wochenblatt / Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (20 December 1906), p.978/1040. 

Die Musizier-Oper, für die alle modernen ästhetischen Errungenschaften seit Wagner 
nicht zu existieren scheinen. 

123 J. A. Fuller Maitland, “Ethel Mary Smyth”, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., p.491. 
124 J. H. G. B., “ ‘The Wreckers’: A Rough Estimate”, Musical Standard 26 June 1909, p.403. 
125 “His Majesty’s”, Athenaeum 26 June 1909, p.766. 
126 L. B., “The Wreckers”, Evening Standard and St. James’s Gazette 23 June 1909, p.4. 
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continually disappoints one. […] I realised for the first time how large a part 
of the satisfying effect of Wagner’s music is due to the succession of keys 
that he uses, and to his choice of tonality.  That is not a thing that anyone can 
ever imitate; it must be innate, expressed unconsciously from within; it makes 
music like the flowing of a river.  But the key scheme of Miss Smyth’s music 
is often cheerless and arid; one’s ear aches for the cool refreshment of some 
related key, instead of a series of abrupt and unkind transitions, with the 
eternal diminished third [sic] waiting round the corner at every modulation. It 
is all very well to say that the question of sex is impertinent to the criticism of 
a work of art; but I am convinced in my own mind that part of the aridity 
and unkindness and sometimes excessive masculinity of the music is due to 
the fact that Miss Smyth is a woman and not a man.127 

Young has identified distinctive features of Smyth’s style, such as her use of diminished 

seventh harmony, but having interpreted them negatively he made a list of what he did not 

like and blamed it all on the composer’s sex, thus relating her harmonic style to her gender. 

Only Baughan pointed a specific connection with Wagner: the similarity of sentiment 

between Thirza and Mark’s duet—lighting the beacon while singing of ‘the deathless of 

flame of love’—and Tristan and Isolde.  The “Liebestod” of Smyth’s protagonists is also 

reminiscent of Wagner’s great lovers, but critics made no detailed musical comparisons.128   

The explicit references to leitmotif technique make no mention of Wagner at all.  The 

modern critic might argue that Smyth never employed a fully developed leitmotif 

technique, but she made most dramatically effective use of recurring themes in The 

Wreckers.  The Times’ critic stated that“[t]he leitmotives are worked in combination and 

contrast with great ingenuity—and, what is better, with great beauty”.129  Smyth’s choice of 

material for these themes was particularly praised by the critic of The Daily Telegraph: 

[I]n her use of representative themes, she exhibits considerable resource, 
while, apart from their dramatic appropriateness, those she employs are in 
some instances of striking beauty–notably that associated with Thirza, and 
the lovely Cornish folk-song, which, identified with the hero, is woven with 
great skill and effect into many pages of the score.130 

A different attitude towards Wagner’s influence on The Wreckers had developed by 

1939, once war and another wave of musical nationalism had placed it in a new 

perspective.  After seeing the Sadler’s Wells revival, Dyneley Hussey remarked: 

                                                
127 Young, “The Wreckers”, Saturday Review 26 June 1909, p.811. 
128 E. A. B. [Baughan], “The Wreckers”, Daily News 1 June 1908, p.4. 
129 “The Wreckers”, Times 23 June 1909, p.10. 
130 “The Wreckers”, Daily Telegraph 23 June 1909, p.9. 
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It was produced at the heyday of Wagner’s influence in Europe, and a 
composer who had received her schooling in Germany could hardly escape 
that influence.  But it would be a mistake to dismiss the opera as a school-
work containing only the mannerisms of a greater master.  For the 
Wagnerisms, and especially the use of leitmotives which is not elaborate, are 
really superficial and beneath the foreign surface of the music there is a solid 
English core.  At the same time, there is a certain lack of coherence in its 
style owing to this overlay of an alien method of composition upon a native 
individuality.131 

Eclectic influences: French & Italian 

Few English critics demonstrated an awareness of Smyth’s response to non-German 

styles, but foreign writers noted her assimilation of more varied influence. The former 

continued to judge Smyth in light of her German training but did not value the absorption 

of new ideas in her music, while the German critics showed themselves well aware of both 

Italian and French influence on the work.  This attitude demonstrates again that German 

critics saw Smyth as a foreigner, not as a composer with a claim on their tradition.  Der 

Wald aroused little speculation; its arguably verismo elements were only noticed in New 

York where the critic of The Musical Courier stated that  

Miss Smyth has not studied in vain the dramatic scheme of the Neo-Italians.  
Her drama moves swiftly, and she does not spend her potency on elaborate 
psychological detail that halts the action and clouds the meaning.132 

The Wreckers saw Smyth turning away from a predominantly German style, inspiring 

new critical appellations, as when Arthur Smolian wrote:  “Miss Smyth, who as an eclectic 

is deeply under the spell of modern German, Scandinavian and French models in her 

musical impressions”.133  Smolian however, omitted the Italians from his list.   

Verismo had a stronger influence on The Wreckers than on Der Wald.  The depiction of 

a village community with its barbarous customs drawn clearly, the importance of the 

Cornish locale for which Smyth created local colour, extreme emotions expressed with 

                                                
131 Dyneley Hussey, “Opera and Screen”, Spectator 28 April 1939, p.708. 
132 Qtd in “ ‘Der Wald’ in New York”, Musical News (18 April 1903), p.372.  Carl Johnson also cites 
a newspaper simply referred to as The Press, in which Der Wald was called derivative, of composers 
including a verist: “In it there are intimations of Mozart, suggestions of Mendelssohn, hints of 
Leoncavallo, and memories of Wagner, principally Wagner.”  [Johnson, “Ethel Smyth: The Only 
Woman Composer Ever to Be Heard at the Met”, p.14]  
133 Arthur Smolian, “Kritik: Oper. Leipzig”, Die Musik 6 (1906–7), p.381.   

Miss Smyth, die mit ihrem musikalischen Empfindungen als Eklektikerin stark im 
Banne moderner deutscher, skandinavischer und französischer Vorbilder steht. 
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naturalistic declamation—all this was again ignored by English critics who concentrated on 

German influences.134  Recognition came some 80 years later when Matthew Rye, writing 

in 1995, noted the “new sense of realism” Smyth brought to opera with The Wreckers, 

helping English opera catch up with the tendency already established in nineteenth-century 

English literature.135  Matteo Sansone includes The Wreckers along with Bretón’s La Dolores 

(1894), d’Albert’s Tiefland (1903), Frédéric d’Erlanger’s Tess (1906), and Janacek’s Jenufa 

(1904) in his list of followers of the “veristic fashion” in countries outside Italy.136   

It is noteworthy that Tess had its English premiere at Covent Garden in July 1909,137 

just weeks after The Wreckers finally reached an English stage at His Majesty’s Theatre.  

Despite the admittedly Italian style of Tess—its “general character” was described in The 

Athenaeum as “Italian (one might indeed say Puccinian)”138—the Monthly Musical Record 

simply called it “modern, but not extravagant”.139  English critics were certainly familiar 

with recent Italian opera, as it had remained a staple of the Covent Garden repertory, but 

its influence on their own new works was not emphasised.  During the early part of 

Vaughan Williams’ career, however, the accepted eclecticism of his style did not preclude 

recognition of the ‘Englishness’ of his music.  This suggests the important role played by 

public biography in critical classification.140  Since Smyth’s style had been pigeon-holed as 

Germanic from the outset of her career due to knowledge of her education, her later 

responses to other national schools were often ignored.  

German critical commentary often bracketed verismo influence with the realism of 

Bizet, variously attributing Wagnerian influence, or the lack of it.  Smyth was praised by the 

                                                
134 An Italian connection, however slight, is made by the critic of The Manchester Guardian, when he 
points out that the end of the opera “suggests ‘Aida,’ but that is not necessarily a fault”.  [“A 
Woman’s Opera”, 23 June 1909, p.7] 
135 Matthew Rye, “Music and Drama”, Music in Britain: The Twentieth Century, ed. Stephen Banfield 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p.344. 
136 Matteo Sansone, “Verismo”, TNGO.  
137 Tess was premiered at Naples on 10 April 1909, then at Covent Garden 14 July 1909.  It was 
performed in Germany and Hungary in 1911.  [Loewenberg, Annals of Opera, col.1273] 
138 “Music. The Week”, Athenaeum 17 July 1909, p.79. 
139 “Opera”, Monthly Musical Record 1 August 1909, p.183. 
140 Ball, pp.417, 421.  Ball quotes an anonymous reviewer writing in 1913 of Vaughan Williams’ 
style:  

[A]n amalgamation of the English ideals of the ’eighties and the French ideals of the 
20th century; which ideals in their turn have to be fused with the further ideals—
different, but equally simple—of primitive folk-thought and Walt Whitmanesque 
elaborations. 

[“Dr. R. Vaughan Williams”, Musical Herald 781 (1 April 1913), p.99]  
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critic of the Berliner Tageblatt for her expression of the drama, particularly by means of rich 

orchestration, but he judged the “thematic invention, on the other hand, weak; echoes of 

Wagner, Bizet and the Verists are noticeable.  The opera hardly contains a beautiful 

melody”.141  The music’s harshness and excessive dissonance was considered appropriate, 

as was Smyth’s “consistent grasp of [a] style conforming to the realist[ic] material”. 142 

The realist elements of The Wreckers encouraged comparisons with Bizet’s Carmen, a 

link given further impetus by the similarity between the opening lines of Avis’s aria 

“Fleeting is a maiden’s favour” and Carmen’s “Chanson Bohème”.143  [See Examples 3a 

and 3b]. 

 

                                                
141 “Die Oper der Engländerin”, Berliner Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  

Die thematische Erfindung ist dagegen arm, Anklänge an Wagner, Bizet und die 
Veristen sind zu bemerken.  Die Oper enthält kaum eine schöne Melodie.  

This statement is echoed by the critic of the Allgemeine Zeitung, who said “The music follows Bizet 
and the Italian Verists and bears relatively few especially Wagnerian features”. [Allgemeine Zeitung (14 
November 1906), p.4] 

Die Musik lehnt sich an Bizet und an die italienischen Veristen an und trägt 
verhältnismäßig wenig speziell Wagnersche Züge. 

142 “Die Oper einer Frau”, Frankfurter Zeitung 14 November 1906, p.2. 
Geht es dabei ohne ein Uebermaß äußerster Dissonanzen im Orchester, 
fortwährendes Modulieren in der Stimmführung und kühnsten Satz der Chöre auch 
nicht ab, so zwingt doch das konsequente Erfassen und Festhalten des dem 
realistischen Stoffe angepaßten Stiles Achtung ab. 

143 Avis’s aria is in Act 1, Sc. 5 of The Wreckers.  Carmen’s aria is in Act 2. 
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Example 3a.  Bizet, Carmen, Act 2, “Chanson Bohème” (Carmen).144 

 
Example 3b.  Smyth, The Wreckers, Act 1, Sc. 5, “Fleeting is a maiden’s favour” (Avis).145 

 
 

Wood recently described Avis’s first song as “a violent adaptation of Carmen’s Chanson 

Bohème, “Les tringles des sistres tin-taient,” […] with identical rhythm, tonality, and melodic 

phrases”.146  Both numbers are in E minor and Smyth apparently took the rising scale to 

the distinctive fourth motif (Motif A in Examples 3a and 3b) of her first phrase directly 

from the Bizet.  She does not, however, use the quaver anacrusis, and the melodic and 

structural parameters of the two arias differ considerably, despite Smyth’s repetition of the 

first phrase and her use of Motif A in later phrases.147  

Wood points out that Carmen was Smyth’s favourite opera and posits the composer’s 

personal identification with the rebellious gypsy character and her status as a “clandestine 

outsider who refuses fixed conventions of sexuality and gender and resists oppression”.148  

                                                
144 Georges Bizet, Carmen, [vocal score] (New York: G. Schirmer, 1958), p.115. 
145 Smyth, The Wreckers, p.55. 
146 Wood, “Sapphonics”, p.53.  Although Wood identifies the aria as “The Rat”—Avis’s second 
aria, which occurs in Scene 6—she is clearly referring to “Fleeting is a maiden’s favour”. 
147 Where Carmen’s song leads on to the “Tra la la” of the gypsy dance, the B section that follows 
the first two strophes of Avis’s aria is more lyrical. 
148 Wood, “Sapphonics”, p.44. 
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She describes the important influence of Bizet’s opera on “Smyth’s representation of 

Iolanthe and Thirza”, the powerful central characters of Der Wald and The Wreckers,149 but 

in fact the relevant aria is written for Avis, who remains a secondary character despite her 

passionate actions. 

Male critics contemporary with Smyth also saw resemblances, but their concern was 

less with women resisting authority, than with influence and originality.  Zöllner called 

Avis a “close relative of Carmen” and felt that her role was one of the most successful in 

the opera.150  Another critic thought Smyth had exhausted her invention on the sea and 

love motifs, with the result that a “clear dependence on ‘Carmen’ is detected in the 

secondary character of a jealous lovelorn girl”.151 

Beyond the direct allusions to Carmen, German critics noted the strong influence of 

recent French music.  Richard Batka declared the work to be “unmistakably French”, even 

stating that the “character of the French chanson unmistakably beats through Avis’s 

second aria, commonly known as “The Rat”. [Act 1, Sc. 6]152  French harmonic devices 

were also noted by critics including Walter Niemann, who remarked that The Wreckers was 

harmonically very strongly under recent French influence.153  In his book Die Musik der 

Gegenwart (1913), Niemann uniquely describes Smyth as an “impressionist”.154  He writes of 

The Wreckers in similar terms to his review, as “leading  again, with an altered scene, into the 

gloomy environment of Wagner’s Flying Dutchman, with methods of Impressionism, that 

dare the most extreme of wildness and boldness that the music is capable of”.155   

                                                
149 Wood’s detailed and fascinating discussion of this influence and the parallels between the 
characters can be found on pp.52–54 of “Sapphonics”. 
150 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3. 

Ueberhaupt hat die Partie der Avis (Akzent auf der letzten Silbe), eine nähere 
Verwandte der “Carmen”, vielleicht die glücklichsten Momente; so ist ihre 
Verzweiflung in der Ariette “Ha, ha! die Ratt’ ist da” mit wenigen Strichen, mit 
knappster Orchesterbegleitung wirkungsvoll gemalt. 

151 “Die Oper einer Frau”, Frankfurter Zeitung 14 November 1906, p.2. 
[M]it den genannten Motiven ist aber die Erfindung der Komponistin auch fast 
erschöpft, und in der Nebenfigur eines eifersüchtig-liebestollen Mädchens ist gar eine 
deutliche Anlehnung an “Carmen” wahrzunehmen. 

152 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), p.95. 
Der Stil ist unverkennbar französisch, so wie in der Ballade von der Ratte (mit den 
unheimlich huschenden Passagen und den gequälten, wie vergifteten Harmonien) der 
Charakter des französischen Chanson unverkennbar durchschlägt. 

153 Niemann, “Das Strandrecht”, Kunstwart 20.6 (2. Dezemberheft 1906), p.362.  
harmonisch bei starker jungfranzösischer Beeinflussung 

154 Walter Niemann, Die Musik der Gegenwart (Berlin: Schuster & Loeffler, 1913), p.268. 
155 Niemann, Die Musik der Gegenwart, p.244. 
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Most German critics declared Smyth’s “wildness” of style and her apparent interest in 

recent French music to be unhealthy, particularly as it supposedly encouraged her to 

develop her harmony at the expense of other elements.  Detlef Schultz felt strongly on this 

point: 

The musical style provokes criticism more than the invention (which 
incidentally is not free from references of the most various kind).  The most 
modern of the modern, the young French, have exercised a disastrous 
influence on Miss Smyth.  Her efforts are so one-sidedly directed towards 
harmonic hits [successes], that everything else: organic melodic structure, 
voice-leading etc, moves unconditionally into the background.  To be original 
in harmony at any cost—that is indeed the trend of the young French.  
Certainly that is easier than creating original melodies; harmony can 
ultimately be calculated, melodic invention however, is born only of 
inspiration. This craving for status and ‘harmonic’ originality leads in The 
Wreckers to the craziest extravagances 156  

Schultz then branded Smyth a dilettante, which suggests that gender plays a role in his 

criticism, despite his obviously virulent dislike of French harmony.  The German word 

Großmannsucht (translated above as “craving for status”) literally means “great man 

obsession” and the author implies that Smyth is unbalanced in her alleged desire for such 

status.  D. S., presumably the initials of Detlef Schultz,157 wrote elsewhere that Smyth had 

                                                                                                                                         

Das Werk führt bei verändertem Schauplatz noch einmal in die düstere Umwelt von 
Wagners Fliegendem Hollander, mit Mitteln des Impressionismus, die an Wildheit 
und Kühnheit das Äußerste wagen, dessen die Musik überhaupt noch fähig ist. 

156 Schultz, “Theater und Musik: Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 
Mehr als die Erfindung (die übrigens von Anlehnungen der verschiedensten Art nicht 
frei ist) fordert die Ausführung und Verarbeitung der Ideen, der musikalische Stil, zur 
Kritik heraus.  Da haben die Modernsten der Modernen, die Jungfranzosen, einen 
unheilvollen Einfluß auf Miß Smyth ausgeübt.  Ihr Streben ist so einseitig auf 
harmonische Schlager gerichtet, daß alles andere: organische Melodiebildung, 
Stimmführung usw, bedingungslos in den Hintergrund tritt.  In der Harmonik 
originell sein um jeden Preis—das ist ja die Tendenz der Jungfranzosen.  Freilich ist 
das leichter als originelle Melodien schaffen; die Harmonie läßt sich ja schließlich 
außrechnen, die melodische Erfindung dagegen wird nur aus der Inspiration geboren. 
Diese “harmonische” Originalitäts- und Großmannssucht führt im “Strandrecht” zu 
den tollsten Extravaganzen. Wir halten die Willkür, mit der die Komponistin mit 
neuen Klängen und mit der Tonalität drauflos experimentiert, für dilettantisch.  
Dilettantische Züge weist auch der dürftige Vokalsatz und die schwache, dabei oft 
wüste Polyphonie der Oper auf. […] 

157 D. S. of the briefer notice in the Signale is probably Detlef Schultz, who wrote the extended 
review for the Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten.  To Schultz’s credit, he expresses his opinions quite 
differently in the two reviews, and only one phrase makes the connection explicit, this being where 
he states that the wreckers have no sense of humour where adultery is concerned:  “Die Fischer/ 
die Cornwallleute verstehen in diesem Punkte keinen Spaß”. 
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attempted to disguise her lack of invention by borrowing from folksong and chorale and 

also by adopting the excesses of modern French handling of harmony and tonality.158 

Smyth employed an even more eclectic mixture of styles in The Boatswain’s Mate.  The 

critic for The Athenaeum found incongruity between the earthy English text—quoting the 

line “Am I dreaming? I wish somebody would pinch me!”—and the musical setting, in 

which he heard “phrases that might have come from the pen of Charpentier or Puccini”.159 

‘Waldvogel’ was inspired to wit by the bewildering effect of Smyth’s stylistic variety: he 

would be enjoying “delightful old folk tunes”, when 

the very next moment we are plunged head-first in the grand operatic 
maelstrom,—jerked violently, as it were, from country simplicity to the 
grandiose artificiality of the “Huguenots,” from beer-house humours to “Our 
Renowned Operatic Imitations” (a well known Puccini theme is lovingly 
fondled in the landlady’s scena in the first part and Strauss is almost out-
Straussed in the last part), from long-drawn sentimentalising to strenuousness 
and general strafing, shuttlecocked at one bang from Gilbert and Sullivan to 
“Götterdämmerung.”160 

The pleasure he took in the folk tunes, as opposed to the overwrought styles described 

above, reflects a common attitude that such melodies should provide an authentic basis for 

a truly English music. 

Smyth as an English composer 

The use of folk elements 

Smyth employed folk song to varying degrees throughout her career, and in many of 

her operas.  She used an Irish folksong to introduce her heroine in Fantasio, a haunting folk 

melody to enhance the local atmosphere in The Wreckers and wove various folksongs 

through the vocal and instrumental numbers of The Boatswain’s Mate.  Even Smyth’s March 

of the Women ‘written’ for the suffragettes was in fact a folk song from the Abruzzi.  But 

Smyth neither attached herself to the English folksong movement, nor did she adopt its 

attitude to folk music as the source of a distinctively English musical sound.  Unlike the 

                                                
158 D. S., “Dur und Moll”, Signale 64 (14 November 1906), p.1182. 

Sie hat Geist und Stimmung, aber nicht viel Erfindung; dieses letztere Manko und die 
Dürftigkeit ihres Vokalensembles (die Instrumentation ist auffallend gut) sucht sie 
einerseits durch Anleihen beim Volkslied und Choral, anderseits durch überheizte, 
jungfranzösisch-outrierte Behandlung der Harmonie und Tonalität zu verdecken. 

159 “Music. Opera and Concerts”, Athenaeum (February 1916), p.95. 
160 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392. 
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most famous composers to come out of the movement, Ralph Vaughan Williams and 

Gustav Holst, Smyth did not shape her musical language around the folksongs she 

‘borrowed’. Rather, she incorporated them into her own musical language, which still bore 

traces of her German background.  She wove sophisticated variations around them and set 

them to her own idiosyncratic and rich harmonies.  As a result, many partisan critics felt 

that Smyth’s use of folk material was inappropriate. 

Despite her individualistic approach to her life and career, Smyth was well aware of 

contemporary debates and musical developments.  By the late nineteenth century, many 

European composers saw folksong as the proper source of truly national music, but it was 

not only used by those with a nationalist agenda.  Brahms’s output had been permeated by 

German folk melodies, but he did not normally use them to make a point.  Sidney 

Finkelstein writes of his complex treatment of such material, including frequent changes of 

mood and style that prevent his ‘borrowed’ material from determining the mood and 

direction of the work.161   

English composers had been making use of folksongs from around the British Isles 

for many years.  Publications of ballads and folksongs were enormously popular 

throughout the nineteenth century, and folksong also found its way into English concert 

and stage music.  Stanford’s famous inclusion of Irish melodies in his Symphony of 1887 

did not substantially alter his German influenced style.162  The debate gained force in the 

new century, however, and many of the younger generation of composers adopted 

folksong in fantasias or rhapsodies, programmatic orchestral works and opera,163 

responding to growing interest in folksong collecting.164 

                                                
161 Sidney Finkelstein, Composer and Nation, 2nd ed. (New York: International Publishers, 1989), 
p.186. 
162 Frank Howes remarked of this work that “the total effect is like leaving and returning to Ireland 
for a holiday in Germany”. Qtd. in Percy M. Young, “Orchestral Music”, Music in Britain: The 
Romantic Age, p.374. 
163 Vaughan Williams and Holst both wrote folksong pot-pourris in the form of rhapsodies and 
fantasias in the first decade of this century, and numerous operas could be mentioned for their 
folkloric inspiration, including Boughton’s The Immortal Hour (1913), Bantock’s The Seal Woman, 
Holst’s At the Boar’s Head (1924) and Vaughan Williams’s Hugh the Drover (1914, premiered 1924). 
The Twentieth Century, pp.189, 215, 346, 349–51. 
164 Ball surveys the debate over use of folk songs in Ch. 5 “Folk song as a basis for national style”, 
pp.167–211. 
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Smyth’s use of an Irish folksong in Fantasio was noted by two critics, one describing it 

as “a lovely Irish ballad plaited in”.165  Petzet praised its effect of strengthening Smyth’s 

weak melodic gift, and particularly liked her skilful use of it in the overture to Act 2.166  

Smyth made no direct reference to folk music in Der Wald, but a New York critic found 

her music for the scenes of peasants celebrating the approaching nuptials in song and 

dance vastly preferable to the “commonplace” music of the rest of the opera:  

Miss Smyth has been most successful in striking the note of folk-song that is 
appropriate to the peasantry with which the opera is populated, and that is 
uppermost in the earlier part of the work, as in the opening chorus and in the 
dance. 167 

Smyth borrowed not only folk music but also a chorale for The Wreckers, a fact that did 

not escape her German critics.  Schultz’s praise for the “pearls of the score” was qualified 

by his belief that they were not of her own original invention.  He referred to the Cornish 

song, sung by Mark in Act 1, Sc. 5 (“The wind is cold, the sky is sad”)—which he believed 

to be an actual folksong—and to the chorales, all of which form “thematic and leitmotivic 

mainstays of the score”, especially the Cornish song in its frequent reappearances “in all 

possible variations”.168   Zöllner was also greatly struck by Mark’s song, declaring that “a 

single musical motif is immediately noticeable and is pleasing even when it returns”.169  

Specht thought Smyth “used melancholy Cornish motives beautifully”,170 and Batka 

concurred, saying that the melody simply did not want to leave his head.171   Schultz noted 

                                                
165 Feuilleton, Berliner Tageblatt 26 May 1898, p.3 

Eingeflochten ist eine schöne irische Ballade.   
166 Petzet, “Vom Karlsruher Hoftheater”, Allgemeine Zeitung 12 February 1901, pp.1–2. 
167 “ ‘Der Wald’ at the Opera”, New York Times 12 March 1903, p.9. 
168 Schultz, “Theater und Musik.  Strandrecht”, Leipziger Neueste Nachrichten 12 November 1906, p.2. 

Wir halten nämlich die Perle der Partitur, das sehr schöne, zwei ganze Strophen 
umfassende Cornwallied (“Der Regen strömt”) für ein wirkliches Volkslied und nicht 
für Eigentum der Komponistin.  Dieses Strophenlied mit Refrain bildet aber einen 
Grundpfeiler ihrer Partitur, es kehrt immer und immer in allen möglichen Varianten 
wieder.  Zweifelhaft ist es uns auch, ob die beiden Choräle, ebenfalls thematische und 
zugleich leitmotivische Stützen der Partitur, eigene Erfindung von Miß Smyth sind. 

169 Zöllner, “Theater und Musik”, Leipziger Tageblatt 12 November 1906, p.3.  Emphasis original. 
Zöllner is unsure whether it is an authentic Scottish or Welsh folk melody or whether it is Smyth’s 
imitation. 

Ein einziges musikalisches Motiv fällt direkt auf und gefällt auch bei seiner Wiederkehr: 
das ist eine Nachahmung (oder ist es ganz echt?[)] einer schottischen oder walisischen 
Volksmelodie, die sich in Sexten herauf und herab bewegt. 

170 Specht, “Die Komponistin Ethel Smyth”, Der Merker 2.30 (2. Dez-Heft 1911), p.1217. 
Wunderschön sind melancholische kornwallische Motive in der Musik verwendet. 

171 Batka, “Strandrecht”, Aus der Opernwelt (1907), p.95. 
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that the song encompassed fully two strophes, and a refrain.  This is notable because 

Smyth rarely finishes a second strophe with the music of the first in The Wreckers, 

preferring to follow the text and her musical inclination into new thematic areas.  English 

critics failed to comment on the presence of this melody, with the sole exception of the 

critic of The Daily Telegraph who noted its use as a “representative theme” for Mark and his 

love for Thirza, “woven with great skill and effect into many pages of the score”.172  

Smyth’s most extensive and controversial use of folk song material was in The 

Boatswain’s Mate.  She even claims to have used a tune she had collected herself when 

visiting Alms Houses in Warwickshire with Violet Gordon Woodhouse, although 

unfortunately she does not identify where it is used in the opera.173  Identification was a 

problem in reviews of the work: when Smyth drew up a list of the folk melodies she had 

used, a printer’s error omitted ‘Lord Rendal’.  According to the composer, this tune was 

then criticised “as an instance of the composer’s unfortunate gift for turning out the 

cheaper sort of music-hall ditty.”  Her own tune, for ‘When the sun is setting’, was 

included by the critics in the folk list, and was praised as “a perfect example of English 

melodic genius”.174 The critic of The Times declared that “One scarcely knows whether the 

composer is quoting folk-songs or making up her own tunes,”175 while a review in The Daily 

Telegraph suggested that despite the “English folk-song tunes” being “well adapted to their 

purpose”, tunes of Smyth’s own invention “fit into her own scheme better than most of 

the adopted tunes”.176  

Robin Legge placed Smyth’s opera in the context of the current debate over the role of 

folk music in English art music, simultaneously revealing his own lack of sympathy with 

the most passionate advocates of a folk-based style by repeatedly praising Smyth for her 

                                                                                                                                         

Es soll ein kornwallisches Volkslied sein. […] will einem gar nicht mehr aus dem Sinn. 
172 “The Wreckers”, The Daily Telegraph 23 June 1909, p.9. 
173 Smyth, Beecham and Pharaoh, p.98. 
174 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, pp.13ff.  Lists of folk tunes appeared in Robin H. Legge, 
“The Boatswain’s Mate”, Daily Telegraph 22 January 1916, p.5 and “Shaftesbury Theatre”, Musical 
Times 57 (1 March 1916), p.155. 
175 “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Times 29 January 1916, p.11. 
176 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6.  The following tunes were named 
as the most ‘appropriate’ of Smyth’s original composition:  

Benn’s very serious, almost solemn soliloquy, ‘When rocked on the billows,’ which is 
Miss Smyth’s own, and Mrs. Walters’s [sic] Isolde-esque song in the second act, about 
‘Summer’s the time for love’. 
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“adventitious” use of the melodies, free of any stated agenda or “slavish devotion to a 

cult”.  

Musically it derives a special interest, quite apart from the known creative 
ability of Miss Ethel Smyth, from the fact that here she acknowledges that 
sundry folk-tunes have been introduced into the score.  As there exists in our 
midst a well-armed body of musicians who look for our national musical 
salvation to the use that is to be made of the folk-song, any experiments with 
it by composers who have “arrived” have a certain derived interest.  But Miss 
Smyth makes it clear that the experiment now made is not to be taken as a 
precedent, since she writes, “In using a few English melodies I have no 
theory to advance and may possibly never use any again; but on this 
occasion, W. W. Jacobs’s humour being so close to nature and so utterly 
English, these melodies came in of themselves”. 

[…] 

In a word, Miss Smyth has utilised folk-tunes, &c., not to point a moral, not 
to emphasise or illustrate the use that some think should be made of our 
“national melodies”, but merely because it suited her purpose in the abstract 
to do so.  And that, I take leave to say, is precisely what should be done with 
such melodies.177 

Smyth’s explanation, as quoted by Legge, suggests that she did not wish to be 

embroiled in the debate, but this should not be accepted at face value.  Although she could 

not have foreseen the effect of war—fuelling the fire of nationalist fervour for English 

music based on its folk roots—she was astute enough to know that the incorporation of 

folk material would attract an audience and arouse critical interest. 

It was Smyth’s musical treatment of her borrowed melodies that drew the ire of 

reviewers.  At the time writers, such as W. F. Arnold declared qualities such as “simplicity, 

dignity […] matter-of-fact statement of the musical idea” to be the “characteristic features 

of English music”178 and disapproved of “the mere dishing up of folk melodies in the 

‘foreign sauce’ of ultra-modern harmonies” as making no contribution to the “national 

style”.179  She used well-known tunes including ‘Oh dear, what can the matter be’ and ‘Lord 

Rendal’, to set her own texts.  Evans found this disconcerting:  

A number of folk-songs are used with lines having no analogy of sentiment 
with the original texts.  Although Dr. Smyth can quote illustrious precedents 
for this course, the result is not altogether happy, for, sadly as we neglect our 

                                                
177 Legge, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Daily Telegraph 22 January 1916, p.5. 
178 W. F. Arnold, “The True British Music”, Musical Opinion 38 (August 1915), p.746, qtd. in Ball, 
p.145. 
179 Ball, p.145. 
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wealth of traditional music, certain tunes have associations which are apt to 
get in the way.180   

Evans then suggests that Smyth would have done better to take on the challenge of writing 

her own tunes in the same idiom, rather than “taking these tunes and using them 

elaborately”. 181 

Smyth’s “elaborate” means, assimilating the tunes into her own style, were the subject 

of most criticism.  Her practice was gently described in The Daily Telegraph:  

Miss Smyth’s musical idiom is peculiar to herself in spite of gentle 
suggestions which occur here and there that she knows the modern operatic 
répertoire well, and though she uses the folk-tunes in her own way, that way 
is not after the manner of the folk-tune, and most of these tunes become, 
therefore, somewhat sophisticated.182 

This attitude is illustrated by the critical response to Smyth’s lovely setting of the 

Somersetshire folksong ‘Lord Rendal’ for Mrs Waters’ aria “What if I were young again”. 

In 1916, her use of the folk tune passed almost without comment; although included in 

several lists of the melodies borrowed by Smyth, only The Musical Times carried the 

comment that ‘Lord Rendal’ is “particularly well treated”.183  Richard Capell reviewed the 

work after its 1934 revival under Beecham at Sadler’s Wells, and he criticised Smyth’s use 

of the tune, writing “one thing in Dame Ethel’s opera one simply cannot understand is her 

wanton application of the great melody of the tragic ballad ‘Lord Rendal,’ to a sentimental 

ditty”.184  Opinions became harsher as time elapsed.  Smyth’s musical executor, Kathleen 

Dale, writing in the 1950s, called it an “appropriation”, a “lapse in good taste which can 

hardly be palliated”185 and Gervase Hughes declared it “a confession of weakness to make 

a centre-piece of […] ‘Lord Rendal’, an indiscretion to cloud its purity with chromatic 

harmonisation”.186   

Although the first two stanzas are treated simply, with harp accompaniment outlining 

simple diatonic harmony and the subtle addition of sustained string notes, the third stanza 

                                                
180 Evans, “Musical Notes”, English Review 22 (January–June 1916), p.233. 
181 Evans, “Musical Notes”, English Review 22 (January–June 1916), p.233. 
182 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6. 
183 “Shaftesbury Theatre”, Musical Times 57 (1 March 1916), p.155.  
184 Richard Capell, “Ethel Smyth’s Opera”, unidentified press clipping in envelope labelled “Ethel 
Smyth. ‘The Boatswain’s Mate’ produced at Sadler’s Wells […] 13 February 1934”, Edwin Evans 
Collection, Westminster Public Library. 
185 St. John, p.301. 
186 Gervase Hughes, Composers of Operettas (London: Macmillan, 1962), p.227. 
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becomes richly chromatic beneath the unchanged melody, with greater activity in the 

instrumental accompaniment.  [See Example 4]  The heightened tension in the text, as Mrs 

Waters dreams of a young lover waiting for her, is matched by colouristic harmony, which 

starts from an augmented chord built on the flattened sixth, and lush orchestration, while 

the harp figuration moves from quavers to semi-quavers (not shown in this piano 

reduction). 
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Example 4.  Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, Part 1, Sc. 6, “What if I were young again” (Mrs 
Waters).187 

 
‘Waldvogel’ however, accused Smyth of academicism and intellectual self-indulgence at 

the expense of her material:  

[T]he clearest vision of the appropriate (as in the use of old English folk 
tunes) has been in the main “sicklied o’er with the pale cast” of intellectual 
snobbishness,—the “clean, simple things without which there can be no 
sound national life” (to quote Dr. Smyth herself from her article in The 
English Review), often put to a lingering death by academic self-exposition.  
Why, she cannot resuscitate one of those delightful old folk tunes without 
showing you how cleverly she can “treat” it.188  

                                                
187 Ethel Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, vocal score (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1915), pp.58–59. 
188 ‘Waldvogel’, “The Operatic World”, Musical Opinion 462 (March 1916), p.392. 
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The melody for Travers’ aria “A friend and I” was not named as a folk song, but the use of 

the flattened seventh gives it a modal feel and the irregular rhythm created by the 5/4 time 

signature contributes to the effect.189  Smyth set the six stanzas as instrumental variations 

beneath the unchanging vocal line, and her employment of the technique illustrates 

‘Waldvogel’s complaint of academic self-exposition.  While the first is set simply to 

diatonic harmony, with lush strings following the text’s rhythm, the second and fourth 

variations add restless detail that obscures the clean line, and the fifth suggests a chromatic 

two-part invention rather than a song in a comic opera.  [See Example 5]. 

 

Example 5.  Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, Part 1, Sc. 4, “A friend and I” (Travers). 

5a) Opening stanza 

 
 
 
5b) 2nd stanza (4 bars before 44) 

 
 
 

                                                
189 Ball cites Geoffrey Shaw as saying that 5/4 time was common, and only slightly less 
characteristic of English folk song than 6/8. [“British Music of To-Day. 1 – Introductory: The 
Turning Point”, Music Student 8 (October 1915), p.23, cited in Ball, p.109]  
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5c) 4th stanza (2 bars after 45) 

 
 
5d) 5th stanza.190 

 
 

Runciman’s denunciation of this fault went further, occurring in his discussion of 

Stanford and Smyth’s dry-as-dust academicism.  The following comment exposes the 

heightened patriotism of war-time, couched in Runciman’s typically outspoken style, but 

can also be traced back to his long-held beliefs about the use of folk song.  As early as 

1908 Runciman had questioned the use of folk song in fugues, symphonies and symphonic 

                                                
190 Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, p.31–34 
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poems.  He felt that only “bad art” was produced when melody, harmony and 

orchestration were “out of all proportion to the matter to be expressed”.191  Hence his 

reaction to The Boatswain’s Mate: 

Dr. Smyth has a German (1880 style) horror of anything ever so indistinctly 
resembling a tune.  When she takes one she promptly spoils it.  Our national 
sea songs are good enough for English people as they stand: we don’t want 
them turned into German volkslieder.  Miss Smyth cannot even take a 
nursery rhyme, “O dear, what can the matter be?” without twisting it out of 
shape to show her cleverness, as though saying “Could Humperdinck himself 
do it better”.192  

In fact, Smyth had taken only the repeated first note and falling third from the well-known 

tune, and had developed a longer phrase of running quavers from it, which appeared 

against a contrapuntal accompaniment in the violins.  After both Mrs Waters and Travers 

have presented the theme, as if they were singing the initial entries in a tonal fugue, the 

texture becomes more complex as their lines overlap.  [See Example 6].   

 

                                                
191 John F. Runciman, “The Music of the People”, Musical Standard ill. s. 29 (21 March 1908), p.182, 
qtd in Ball, pp.184–85. 
192 Runciman, “The Boatswain’s Mate”, Saturday Review 12 February 1916, pp.155–56. 
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Example 6.  Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, Part 2, Sc. 3, “O dear! If I had known” (Mrs 

Waters, Travers) [Smyth, The Boatswain’s Mate, p.92–93.] 
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A few weeks later, Runciman cried “Alas! German technique hath ruthlessly stamped out 

anything like atmosphere or native wild beauty.”193  The Boatswain’s Mate was caught in the 

crossfire of changing tastes in the treatment of folksong, during a period when the use of 

folk material was caught up in patriotism and arguments over the source of England’s 

emerging national music. 

The significance of Smyth’s Mass and early operas for English music 

Smyth’s compositional career covered the decades in which the debate over the state 

of music in England reached its height, and although her music never received the number 

of performances she thought its due, certain of her works were recognised by English 

critics as contributing to the development of a stronger native musical culture.  Different 

qualities were read into different works, and Smyth herself was rarely accepted as a 

significant figure of the English Musical Renaissance.194  Besides gender bias, no doubt her 

life outside London, her lack of connection to the educational institutions and the fact that 

she did not teach any students who might have carried on her ideas all contributed to this 

uncertain status.  It is difficult to trace a linear development of critical attitudes to her 

music, but the Mass, The Wreckers and The Boatswain’s Mate each aided the development of 

confidence in native composition.   

Smyth’s Mass was a clear departure from contemporary English sacred music 

composition.  T. L. Southgate declared it “a fresh and notable addition to the store of 

sterling music produced by English musicians of our day”.195  Others were more critical of 

the Mass’s competitors, one observing that “[t]he absence of mere prettiness—that bane of 

modern church-music—is very remarkable”.196  Perhaps the stylistic non-conformity of the 

Mass contributed to its neglect, despite some writers ascribing greater aesthetic value to it 

for the same reason.   

The Mass’s place and significance were differently assessed in the 1920s.  These 

criticisms gave a considered and detailed response to its music, resulting in a combination 

of positive and negative assessments of the work’s worth.  Yet it was perhaps easier to 

                                                
193 John F. Runciman, Saturday Review 11 March 1916, p.251. 
194 Ball surveys definitions of the generations of what he terms the British Musical Renaissance, 
from which it emerges that Smyth was included by Gerald Cumberland in 1912, R. A. Streatfeild in 
1914 and Edwin Evans in 1919.  See Ch. 8 “Critical Perspectives”, pp.345ff. 
195 Southgate, “Miss Smyth’s Mass”, Musical News 21 January 1893, p.56. 
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praise a work of the past, which would play no ongoing role in English musical life, and 

the composer of which had achieved national status as a ‘character’, than it had been to 

recognise its value in 1893. 

Several critics suggested reasons other than gender why the Mass fell into neglect, the 

most common being that a plethora of ‘good’ choral works were composed in the 1890s, 

many of which received one performance only and then dropped into obscurity.  Sidney 

Grew speculated that if Smyth had continued to write large choral works, she might have 

had more chance of their being remembered.  Although she later arranged numbers from 

her operas for choral performance, Smyth never composed works expressly suited to the 

choral festival movement.  Grew also identified the performance of the Mass in 1924 as 

part of a growing revival of “pre-Elgarian choral and orchestral music” which was sparking 

a positive reappraisal of the music of such composers as Stanford and Parry.197  The critic 

of The Morning Post compared Smyth with her peers, concluding that she showed evidence 

of ‘independent thinking’ in the Mass, which was much better in quality than most other 

British works of the 1890s, because it was “guiltless of the formalism and sentimentality 

committed by most other British works of the time”.198 

Ernest Newman reflected on Smyth’s Mass in The Glasgow Herald, quoting Fuller-

Maitland’s praise of the work, which surely forms the most positive recognition of its 

value. 

I find some difficulty in judging the Mass objectively.  Theoretically one 
ought to remember all the time that it was written in 1893, but, hearing it for 
the first time now, one cannot, try as one will, quite make the proper 
historical adjustment of view.  […] Perhaps our inability to do so in the case 
of the Mass comes from the fact that the composer is still alive and active; in 
spite of ourselves, we feel we are at the first performance of a new work of 
hers.  We can well understand that Grove’s Dictionary, in 1908, should say 
that “this work definitely placed the composer among the most eminent 
composers of the time.”  But a great deal has happened in music even since 
1908.  The face of the art has been radically changed in the last 20 years, 
whether for good or for ill I will not pretend to say; and the idiom of the 
Mass necessarily strikes us to-day as a little old-fashioned. 

                                                                                                                                         
196 “Recent Concerts”, Saturday Review 28 January 1893, p.96. 
197 Sydney Grew, “Ethel Smyth’s Mass in D”, Musical Times 65 (1 February 1924), p.140. 
198 “Dame Ethel Smyth”, Morning Post 10 March 1924. 
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[…] But the thing as a whole is large-minded and large-handed, and one is 
really puzzled to account for the long oblivion into which it fell, and from 
which it is now happily rescued.199 

Fantasio was hardly noticed in England, but many found an encouraging sign for 

English opera in the success of Der Wald, leading The Times’ critic to express the hope that 

it might “lead other young British composers to turn their attention to things dramatic”.200  

‘Common Time’ concurred, according Smyth’s second opera a high position in England’s 

operatic ranks, as “it is the one English opera of any importance either by man or woman 

which has been produced at Covent Garden.”201 

In Smyth’s list of works Der Wald was overshadowed by The Wreckers, which was not 

only a larger work but also had nationalist overtones and aroused more debate about its 

significance, in part due to the timing of its premiere.  The Wreckers was greeted as a definite 

sign that native opera was becoming stronger.202  Its “Englishness” was noted from the 

first concert performance in 1908:  

An English work, that is to say by an English composer—an essentially 
English tale and no less essentially English music […] over and over again 
one is struck on hearing it by its British ring.  The use of folk-tunes is 
particularly happy, since it creates the British atmosphere which the 
composer has done well to sustain; and by no means the least interesting 
feature of the opera is the fact that folk-tunes and original stand successfully, 
and with dramatic fitness, side by side.203 

The critic for The Monthly Musical Record was less certain that it was a specifically English 

work, but was sure that it furthered the cause: “This event, when English opera, or rather 

opera in English—whether by state subsidy or private enterprise—has been established, 

will be regarded as having materially aided in maturing the scheme.”204 The Times’ reviewer 

saw that the drama and passion of The Wreckers “must have startled the sceptic in his 

unshakable belief that English music is still in the cradle and the English temperament 

incapable of being dramatic”.  The same critic commended Smyth on joining the great 

                                                
199 Ernest Newman, Glasgow Herald 13 March 1924, Smyth folder, Edwin Evans Collection, 
Westminster Public Library. 
200 “The Royal Opera”, Times 29 July 1902, p. 11. 
201 ‘Common Time’, “Music, Gossip of the month”, Musical Opinion 299 (August 1902), p.818. 
202 A quite different work, Liza Lehmann’s light opera The Vicar of Wakefield was greeted in the 
same way only 3 years earlier.  Lehmann quotes from a review in The Sphere that described her 
opera as “essentially English”, showing that “operatic music by English composer is once more 
possible”.  Lehmann, p.112, qtd in Fuller, “Women Composers”, p.237. 
203 “Opera in Queen’s Hall”, Daily Telegraph 1 June 1908, p.7. 
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tradition of British artists who took Cornwall and the sea as subjects.  He concluded his 

review with the statement that “Miss Smyth, by the choice of her subject and the strength 

and sympathy with which she has treated it, deserves to take her place with the English 

writers whose theme has been the tragedy of the sea”. 205 

Bruno Walter, always a high musical authority for Smyth, admired The Wreckers from 

his first encounter with the score and its composer in Vienna. 

You ask me what is my opinion of Ethel Smyth’s Wreckers and I have great 
pleasure in complying with the request. 

It is typically English, and also a standard dramatic work on account of its 
great musical and dramatic power.  The whole feeling and style are so deeply 
English that I have always thought it must surely acquire great popularity in 
England.  Here we have a story of profound human passion combined with 
music which is original and yet at the same time has in it a strong element of 
English folk-lore.  Provided the performance is on the highest level, both scenically and 
musically, such a work should surely prove a key to English hearts, and most 
certainly it will be a real triumph for the English operatic stage.206 

Walter foresaw a future for The Wreckers which sadly has not yet materialised, despite Eric 

Walter White’s declaration in 1951 that it was now “well on its way to becoming an 

established classic”.207  With the revival of interest in Smyth’s music in the 1990s, perhaps 

the concert performance at the Proms will bear fruit in a stage production, the difficulties 

of performance notwithstanding.  Although direct influence has not been proven, the 

legacy of The Wreckers can be seen in Britten’s Peter Grimes. 

With The Boatswain’s Mate Smyth achieved more lasting success, in her lifetime at least.  

It was the only one of her operas to be taken into repertory, and found a niche with the 

audiences of The Old Vic.  It also engaged most explicitly with the debates surrounding 

native opera, as a consensus developed that comic opera was the most natural genre for 

British opera.  Dent cited the tenor Charles Santley in his 1946 article “The Future of 

British Opera” in support of this view: 

                                                                                                                                         
204 “Opera”, Monthly Musical Record (1 August 1909), p.183. 
205 “Music”, Times 23 June 1909, p.10. 
206 St. John, p.135.  This letter from Walter to Sir Frederick Ponsonby was translated and published 
in The Times, according to St. John’s footnote. 
207 Eric Walter White, The Rise of English Opera (London: John Lehmann, 1951), p.183. 



300 

Kertesz © 2001  Chapter 5 

Santley, some fifty years ago, said that opéra-comique was what suited both 
English singers and English audiences best, and Ethel Smyth used to 
maintain the same view.208 

Smyth expressed this opinion in her article “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, saying that English 

reserve encouraged the development of a strong sense of humour, as evidenced by the 

high quality of native humorous literature and the success of home-made light opera over 

all other musical genres.209   

Baughan devoted an article to the subject in 1916, inspired by Beecham’s productions 

of The Boatswain’s Mate and Stanford’s The Critic.  He believed that an English opera style 

must express the English character, and the seriousness of Wagner is just not natural to the 

English.  He concluded that, apart from the English “love of poetry, our chief 

characteristic is, perhaps, our sense of humour.”210  Baughan recognised the difference in 

temperament between England and the European ‘operatic’ nations, but did not give up 

English opera as hopeless, simply reiterating that “the character of the drama and music 

must be expressive of our race.  It must be something different from the gesticulation of 

the Latin races and the hysteria of the Teutonic”.211  In response to their 1916 premieres, 

Baughan praised both Stanford and Smyth for having “cast off all German influences and 

[daring] to be humorous in a British manner”.212  Smyth identified with this purpose and 

saw its usefulness.  When in 1927 she wanted to re-awaken interest in her comic operas, 

she included the libretti of The Boatswain’s Mate and Entente Cordiale in her volume A Final 

Burning of Boats.  In her preface to these texts, Smyth dubbed them “essentially English 

comedies”.213 

The Boatswain’s Mate was viewed in this light by the critic of The Times: 

It was a good thing extremely well done, reflecting the greatest credit upon 
the very clever composer, the management, and the producers, and is a most 
encouraging example of well-directed enterprise, and, let us hope, a further 
sign of a growing taste for native opera.214 

                                                
208 Edward J. Dent, “The Future of British Opera”, Opera in English, ed. Eric Crozier (London: John 
Lane, 1946), p.32. 
209 Smyth, “An Iron Thesis on Opera”, pp.186–87. 
210 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, pp.552–53. 
211 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.553. 
212 Baughan, “British Humour and Opera”, p.554. 
213 Smyth, “A New Departure in Comic Opera”, A Final Burning of Boats, p.201.  
214 “New Comedy Opera”, Daily Telegraph 29 January 1916, p.6. 
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Of the various revivals of The Boatswain’s Mate by Beecham, the BNOC and Lilian 

Baylis at the Old Vic, the last met with most success.  Dent claimed that “the crowded and 

enthusiastic audience” who had heard its 1922 production proved “it can fill a house just 

as well as ‘Madame Butterfly’ ”.  He attributed this to the intelligence of both company and 

audience, a distinctive feature of this theatre.215  Smyth described the revival as “a huge 

glowing triumph”.216   

Smyth’s next theatre works were a “Dance-Dream”, Fête Galante and her comic opera 

Entente Cordiale.  By moving towards ballet and developing her interest in comedy Smyth 

demonstrated that she had her finger on the pulse of contemporary theatre, and was aware 

that full-length post-Romantic opera was no longer the genre of choice.  The aging 

composer strove to retain her relevance as musical ground shifted in the 1920s, but the 

revivals of her work in this decade show that, despite her ongoing compositional activity, 

she was seen as representative of a past generation.  Smyth could neither appreciate the 

recognition she had achieved nor accept that her new works did not awake a lively interest 

that would ensure their survival.  But she was right in declaring that she had raised the 

Union Jack in Europe with her opera productions, for her career bridged the cultural 

divide between the still artistically triumphant Germany and an England that sought to free 

itself from its musical bonds to that nation. 

                                                
215 Dent, “A Commonsense Opera”, p.68. 
216 Smyth, Diary 2, p.38 (19 October 1922). 
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Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that—despite the pervasiveness of gender bias—there is 

much more to the critical reception of Smyth’s music than the way in which it represents 

her in relation to patriarchal stereotypes of femininity.  Rich and multiple interpretations 

are made possible by reading from different perspectives, allowing the complexity of 

critical commentary and the subtle intersection of concerns with gender, nationalism and 

style to be revealed.   

Smyth had legitimate grievances, but she allowed them to overshadow her 

achievements as an internationally successful opera composer and, despite the importance 

of her feminist polemic, it could be argued that she exaggerated the discrimination against 

her.  Smyth’s struggles are undeniable, as narrated in Chapter 2, but she nevertheless 

attained a high profile and a hearing for much of her music.  Her large-scale works were 

not revived as much as she desired, but she belonged to a generation of English composers 

whose contributions struggled to achieve a place in the repertory of concert hall or opera 

theatre, with the notable exception of Elgar.1 

Smyth was viewed as a success in many quarters, criticism notwithstanding.  Early in 

her career, literary evocations of Smyth’s persona comment on her success as a composer.  

E. F. Benson caricatured Smyth as the composer Edith Staines in his popular novel Dodo: 

A Detail of the Day,2 first published in 1893 and thus written at a time when only her early 

orchestral works and Mass had been performed in England.  Staines is depicted as full of 

promise, writing music—including a Mass—that moves and impresses all around her.  Her 

                                                
1 Even Smyth’s prominent German contemporaries, such as Herzogenberg, Zöllner and 
Weingartner are hardly remembered as composers today. 
2 E. F. Benson, Dodo: A Detail of the Day, 12th ed. (London: Methuen, 1894). 
E. F. Benson (1867–1940) met Smyth because of her close friendship with his mother, dating from 
1886.  Mary Benson (known as Minnie) née Sidgwick (1841–1918) was the wife of Edward White 
Benson (1829–96), Archbishop of Canterbury, and Smyth was a frequent visitor to their home, 
until the friendship waned in the early 1890s.  Dodo satirised a prominent actress and numerous 
society figures, and Smyth writes of its notoriety and the reactions of her acquaintance in ATWO 
[pp.204–06].  In some ways a cruel portrait of Smyth, only thinly veiled by the name, the reader 
nevertheless recognises in Edith Staines aspects of Smyth’s character so familiar from her 
autobiography: the passion for sport, the close friendship with a German conductor, the dominant 
and outspoken personality, etc. 
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success is such that she is lionised by the fictional Lady Grantham, who admired success 

and entertained all the current “lions”.3   

The years leading up to World War I witnessed the height of Smyth’s success, when a 

number of concerts devoted to her music were mounted after The Wreckers’ production at 

Covent Garden in 1910.  After the Great War, the focus gradually shifted to Ethel Smyth 

the national character, a transition to which the composer herself contributed through her 

political activism, and the publication of her autobiographical writings.  The great 

popularity of the memoirs enhanced Smyth’s tireless efforts to achieve performances of 

her music in the 1920s and 30s, although by this time she felt that recognition had come 

too late to be of any use to her creative life.  Even as early as 1924, Eaglefield-Hull’s 

Dictionary of Modern Music stated that “[h]istorically, as a composer she is important”,4 rather 

than treating her as relevant to contemporary musical life. 

Smyth’s early career had been fragmented.  Her attempts to secure regular 

performance in England were hindered by her travels and by her residence outside 

London, which she was aware excluded her from the musical life of the capital.  The vexed 

question of Smyth’s compositional output remains unanswered: we shall never know 

whether she would have gained the recognition she sought if she had composed a greater 

number of works, particularly in less monumental genres.  Although many criticised her for 

allowing sport, travel and friendship to distract her from composition, Smyth brought 

profound conviction to every aspect of her life, and it cannot be denied that the time and 

energy she devoted to seeking performance played a significant role in limiting her creative 

output.  Her compositional development perhaps suffered because she worked in isolation.  

Despite the warmth of her relationships with musicians such as Henschel, Levi and later 

Walter, ongoing participation in a wider community of musicians and critics, or a 

specifically musical creative friendship such as that shared by Vaughan Williams and Holst, 

might have given her greater encouragement.  Yet she was self-critical, and continued to 

listen and absorb new musical and dramatic ideas, despite her sense of isolation in her 

native land. 

                                                
3 In this section of Dodo, the composer Edith Staines was staying at Lady Grantham’s country 
house, and her daughter Nora described the situation thus:  

[Y]ou’re mother’s lion just now[…]and you’re not going to get out of the menagerie 
just yet.  There’s going to be a big feeding-time next week, and you will have to roar. 

[E. F. Benson, Dodo: A Detail of the Day, 12th ed. (London: Methuen, 1894), p.305]. 
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Smyth’s conviction that England had not recognised her emerged as a constant motif 

of her later life, and she became more likely to view setbacks as the result of conspiracies, 

of which her analysis of her troubles in Berlin is an early example.  In As Time Went On… 

Smyth ascribed her difficulties as a composer seeking performance to her sex, her foreign 

musical education, and “the conditions of English music life”.5  Her grievances were 

vividly documented by Virginia Woolf in her diaries.  In 1930, soon after they had met, 

Woolf described Smyth repeating “worn compliments” from Walter and others: 

For she cannot get over unfortunately her own ill-treatment.  A refrain 
occurs; & it is all the more marked for being in contrast with the generosity, 
sense, balance, & shrewdness of all else.  Off her own music, & the 
conspiracy against her—for the Press are determined to burke her, though 
she fills every hall—that’s the line of it—she is an admirable guest.6 

But by 1939, Woolf described Smyth’s telling of the “old story of her genius & its non-

recognition” as a “kind of feeblemindedness”, rendering her pitiable at the age of 84.7  

Smyth’s idiosyncratic and forceful character had become almost grotesque to Woolf as 

deafness and the contracting horizons of old age closed in.  Yet she had inspired Woolf to 

create the character of Miss La Trobe in Between the Acts,8 a character whose creative 

vision—expressed in the composition and production of an historical pageant with the 

villagers—co-existed with a great desire to connect with her audience and receive 

recognition.   

A decade after Smyth’s death, aspects of her persona were incorporated in the 

composite figure of Hilda Tablet, the eponymous composer of a BBC radio drama entitled 

The Private Life of Hilda Tablet written by Henry Reed and first broadcast in May 1954.9  

Throughout her career—and even after her death—Smyth made an indelible impression 

                                                                                                                                         
4 A. Eaglefield-Hull, “Smyth, Dame Ethel”, A Dictionary of Modern Music and Musicians (London: 
Dent, 1924). 
5 ATWO, p.290. 
6 Virginia Woolf, Diary (25 August 1930), The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Oliver Bell, vol. 4 
1931–1935 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1982), p.29. 
7 Virginia Woolf, Diary (8 December 1939), The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Oliver Bell, vol. 5 
1936–1941 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1984), p.249. 
8 Virginia Woolf, Between the Acts (London: Hogarth Press 1941). 
9 Henry Reed, Hilda Tablet and Others: Four Pieces for Radio (London: British Broadcasting 
Corporation, 1971), pp.53–101.  This biting satire poked fun at many aspects of twentieth-century 
music, but certain elements of the composer’s exaggerated character can be linked to Smyth, 
including lesbian tendencies, and an outspoken and egotistical style.  Other elements, like twelve-
tone composition, may perhaps be traced to other contemporary composers such as Elizabeth 
Lutyens. [See for example, p.71] 
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that may have drawn audiences during her lifetime, and it was her character rather than her 

music that had a lasting impact.  Her campaigns for patronage and performance were 

propelled by her powerful and engaging personality, and this affected both selection and 

reception of her music. 

Studying the Smyth criticism in context enables the reader to add extra layers of 

meaning to her well-worn stories.  Smyth’s critics were as “situated” in their personal and 

cultural contexts as the composer herself, but their comments on her music and its place in 

the contemporary musical landscape reveal that she was only vilified by a small proportion 

of critics, and that despite the wide range of reflections on her sex, many reviews ignored it 

altogether.  The lack of detailed and specific musical discussion was typical of the daily 

press and of English criticism in particular.  Those critics who had time to reflect and the 

luxury of an extended piece frequently took the opportunity to express their own pet 

concerns, using Smyth’s music as a springboard rather than focussing on the work in 

question. 

Critics remarked on Smyth’s exalted patronage, a most striking factor in her career.  

She surmounted overwhelming odds to put her music before audiences, and in many 

instances it was her connections that secured or confirmed performance.  From the 

Empress Eugénie to numerous members of the English royal family and household, and 

their friends and relatives connected to German theatres, these allies proved invaluable.  

Much of her support, both artistic and financial, came from women.  Smyth received 

patronage in the early years from aristocratic ladies—who secured ‘brilliant’ Society 

audiences—and was supported by her sister Mary Hunter.  She later benefited from warm 

friendships with musicians such as Violet Gordon Woodhouse and feminists such as the 

American heiress Mary Dodge.  Smyth’s German studies had laid a foundation of 

friendships with professional musicians, who also provided recommendations and 

promoted her music.  Perhaps her chief ally, and a friend of later years, was Bruno Walter, 

whose musicality and wisdom she constantly quoted.  Smyth also used professional musical 

networks in England, seeking support for her schemes from Hugh Allen, Thomas 

Beecham, Adrian Boult and others. 

Smyth commented on the disparities between German and English judgements of her 

music, but her claims of recognition and appreciation in Germany—in contrast to English 

rejection—seem to refer more to Smyth’s personal acquaintance with the musical ‘nobility’ 

of Germany than to published criticism of her operas.  With the notable exceptions of 
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writers like Specht and Batka, Smyth’s German reception was significantly cooler than her 

English reception, and she was treated as an interloper on the basis of her nationality as 

much as of her sex.  It must be recognised that gaining performance for her operas in 

Germany was a triumph in itself, at a time when most other women opera composers were 

working in lighter forms of the genre.  The division between English and German critics is 

most marked in their attribution of influence on Smyth’s operas.  In the knowledge that 

Smyth had studied in Germany, her countrymen persisted in hearing this debt in her 

scores, although some allowed that she was contributing to the formation of an English 

voice.  German critics however, distinguished various styles and genres in Smyth’s music 

and were more perceptive in recognising the underlying eclecticism of her mature voice. 

Smyth’s career spanned a period of change both in musical styles and in the social 

structures that supported the arts, a period that posed significant challenges for composers.  

Her negotiation of these transitions can be seen in the gradual re-orientation of her 

operatic endeavours, and in her turning towards a new audience in the 1910s and 20s.  

Smyth’s exclusive focus on England after the war was an outcome of the shift in German 

politics that dislodged the aristocracy from their posts of artistic influence, and of the 

aesthetic and generational changes which depleted the ranks of her musical generation in 

Germany.  She remained conscious of contemporary musical developments, particularly in 

her creation of a hybrid work in The Boatswain’s Mate that responded to debates in English 

music as well as recent German opera.  Fête galante shows her awareness of post-war trends 

towards neoclassicism and chamber opera, and her re-working of The Boatswain’s Mate for 

smaller forces illustrates her pragmatic common sense.  This contrasts with her earlier 

refusal to rework Fantasio in the context of different aesthetic presumptions about serious 

opera and more popular music theatre.  She constantly sought to remain relevant, a 

struggle that became increasingly difficult after World War I. 

Smyth’s main wish was that her music should reach an audience, and her conception 

of this audience changed as the English opera public became less socially homogeneous 

and she herself encountered a new public.  In her autobiographical writings and 

correspondence Smyth developed the idea that her music spoke to the ‘common man’, 

which perhaps represents her desire for continuing relevance, in terms of audience.  In 

1925, she expressed this in a letter to Dent:  

I remember a wise old man who used to be at Schotts saying to me “You 
know how to talk to the people in music” (which is what Walter is forever 
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saying—asking me if I realise how close to “das Volk” I am in my grain—
musically & otherwise) “Stick to that!  You won’t please the reviewers…but 
that is where your strength lies” 

Well—I know now that this is true—that the audiences when I am allowed 
to get at them, understand what I am talking about. Catch the tone of my 
voice & feel “that’s true talk” as a quite simple man said to me the other day 
being the unmusical Dean of Worcester!10 

She developed this aspect of her public image as a composer, particularly after her 

engagement with women’s suffrage, as she consciously re-oriented her career towards an 

English public who were not necessarily music connoisseurs, but whose interest in her 

came from her writings and activism.  She reconstructed herself as a composer in her 

published writings and in her private correspondence.  Woolf suggested that 

to explain her lack of success, she fabricates a theory (about her kinship with 
the common man, & her consequent failure to attract the sophisticated, who 
control the Ring, so that Bax Vaughan Williams &c—are done. but she 
not).11 

Woolf was acute in summing up Smyth’s grievance, but demonstrated a lack of sympathy 

with her rationalisation of it.  As Smyth’s new works were judged increasingly irrelevant to 

contemporary musical development in the 1920s, she clung to the belief that audiences still 

liked her music.  Smyth was a national character, whose musical significance lay in the past.  

Never seen as being on the cutting edge of musical progress, her music has been forgotten 

and the history of her career and critical reception distorted.  Smyth and her music are now 

regaining relevance in several niche markets, from those interested in recovering 

composers of the English Musical Renaissance to feminist scholars and music-lovers.  By 

examining Smyth’s place in her musical world, and the diversity of praise and criticism her 

music attracted, this study has revealed the complexities that underlay her story and 

contributed to constructions of her significance.  Smyth herself reflected that: 

The exact worth of my music will probably not be known till naught remains 
of the writer but sexless dots and lines on her ruled paper.  I do not know it 
myself, nor need I.12 

 

                                                
10 Ethel Smyth, Letter to Edward Dent, 17 October 1925. 
11 Virginia Woolf, Diary (2 June 1931), The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Oliver Bell, vol. 4 
1931–1935 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1982), p.29. 
12 Smyth, “A Final Burning of Boats”, p.54. 
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