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Young Musicians … and composers
Young musicians are one thing, but what about young 
composers? The Proms Inspire scheme for the youngest 
composers in the country has been running since 1998, and 
among its dozens of winners are names such as Alissa Firsova 
and Mark Simpson, both of whom are now internationally 
successful composers and performers (Mark Simpson is the only 
person ever to win both the Inspire composition competition 
and, as a clarinettist, the BBC Young Musician award). But those 
names are only the tip of the inspirational iceberg. There are 
plenty of pieces and performances of the here and now – and 
the future! – to enjoy on the Proms Inspire website (www.bbc.
co.uk/proms). 

And what’s most inspirational about the music you’ll discover 
there is how adventurously un-categorisable and un-conventional 
it is. Listen to the imagination and freedom of music such as 
Shoshanah Sievers’s shattering, breathtaking Silence, Sarah 
Jenkins’s dazzling Three Miniatures of Yns Lawd or Rebecca 
Farthing’s vivid, visceral The Death of Lennie Small – to take just 
three winners and commissionees from last year’s scheme. 
Astonishingly, these teenage composers aren’t content merely to 
fill out textbook forms and techniques, or only to imitate their 
heroes: instead, these pieces have the confidence and urgency of 
music that speaks with originality, honesty and necessity. That’s a 
rare quality in music by young people, however gifted they are. 

Throughout musical history, the most youthful works of 
composers who were child prodigies – for example Wolfgang 
Mozart, Felix Mendelssohn or Camille Saint-Saëns – seem so 
prodigious to us because they fill out the forms of conventional, 
‘adult’ music so precociously, writing sonatas, symphonies, 
concertos and operas while the rest of us are still riding around 
with stabilisers on our bicycles. We are amazed as much by the 
preternatural technical mastery of pieces such as Mendelssohn’s 
String Symphonies as by their spark of imagination; we are 
impressed and over-awed by the sense that these powers of 
musical structuring and facility are uncannily grown-up 
achievements when they come from the compositional pen of a 
child. But I don’t think that awe and stupefaction are the right 

responses to this music. Mozart and Mendelssohn are playing 
with their musical toys in their earliest pieces in a similar way to 
how the rest of us remake the world around us in our childish 
imaginations. Yes, they do it with more virtuosity than we might 
be able to, but they are playing nonetheless, sticking the bricks of 
pre-existing musical ideas, harmonic progressions and formal 
plans together in new contexts and shapes, experimenting in the 
sandbox of their musical brilliance. By contrast, what’s so striking 
about what today’s youngest composers are doing is that the 
conventions – the pre-existing musical blocks that composers in 
the 18th and 19th centuries could count on as the basis of their 
musical language – don’t exist in the same way. And that means 
the emphasis is on imagination more than technical virtuosity for 
its own sake, as the Proms Inspire scheme reveals. Inspiration by 
name, inspiration by nature: listen to the voice of the next 
generation of composers through the catalogue of Proms Inspire 
winners and commissions!

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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