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Ethel Smyth loved music from an early age. 

When she was 12 years old she heard about a 

really good music school in Germany and 

decided she wanted to go. She asked her dad, 

but he said she wasn’t allowed – and stopped 

all her music lessons.  

Ethel was sad because she really wanted to learn music. She kept on asking her 

dad again and again. She wouldn’t eat her dinner, stopped going to church and 

locked herself in her room until finally her dad agreed to let her go! When she 

was 19 years old she left England to go and study music in Germany. She met 

lots of amazing musicians and became really good at all types of music. 

Ethel started to make up her own music. She wrote music for all different 

instruments and for people to sing. A famous composer called Tchaikovsky said 

she was one of the best composers he knew.  

In 1910 she met Emmeline 

Pankhurst, who was a famous 

suffragette. Emmeline had 

started a group called the 

Women’s Social and Political 

Union, or the WSPU. 

Hundreds of other women 

joined and together they all 

tried to get the people in 

charge to change the rules so girls could vote too. 

Ethel Smyth was a 

composer and suffragette 

who used her music to 

fight for votes for women! 

 

The SUFFRAGETTES 

were people who 

fought for votes for 

women (at that time 

in history only the men 

were allowed vote!) 

 



 

Ethel Smyth joined the WSPU and said she would give her time to help get votes 

for women. She thought about how she could help and came up with the idea to 

write a song for all the women to sing together. She wrote a song called The 

March of the Women which became the favourite song of the suffragettes.  

Many suffragettes were arrested for trying to get votes for women. Ethel Smyth 

was arrested with Emmeline Pankhurst for throwing stones through the 

windows of the Houses of Parliament. When she was in her prison cell one day 

she heard singing coming from outside her window. She looked out and saw all 

the other suffragettes in the prison marching around singing her song. Ethel 

grabbed her toothbrush and started to conduct them through the bars of her 

cell window! 

During the First World War many suffragettes stopped their protests and helped 

the soldiers. Ethel went to France where she worked in a hospital. 

On Ethel’s 75th birthday a big concert was held where people played her music 

and the Queen came along to hear. Even today people still say that she is one of 

the best woman composers ever. 

 Do you like music? Is there an instrument you would like to play? Maybe 

you could learn like Ethel did. 

 Why not try and write a song for you and your friends to sing together like 

Ethel’s March of the Women? 

 

 
  These are some other amazing sheroes who were    

composers… 

 – was a brilliant german musician 

and composer. 

 – just as good as her little 

brother, but less famous because she was a girl. 

 – was a medieval composer & 

nun, called ‘the greatest woman of her time’. 
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These are some of the words to Ethel’s famous song: 

“Shout! Shout! Up with your song, 

Cry with the wind for the dawn is breaking; 

March! March, swing you along, 

Wide blows our banner and hope is waking” 

 

 

 

 


