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MT INTERVIEW

MT  Liz Sharma, we hear you’re 
composing full time now. How come 
you made the switch?
I have always composed full time, but for 
most of my life I had to teach full time too, 
in a range of schools and day centres. For 
the last ten years I’ve been gradually cutting 
down on the teaching, in order to meet more 
musicians, play more myself (oboe/cor., 
saxophones) and write more adult works, for 
performances and music courses.

I’m not teaching lessons now, but still run a 
recorder orchestra, a pre-orchestra group and 
a whole school singing assembly at Berrymede 
Junior School, Acton.

MT  What got you composing for schools 
in the first place?
Teaching. I needed to write music to the 
needs of my students and wanted to use 
whatever money was available on buying 
instruments, as I always worked in deprived 

areas. I often had to start from scratch, with 
no musical tradition in place. In one of my 
first comprehensives there was a fantastic 
drama department, staging three productions 
a year. It was like composing for a West 
End production every term, on top of a full 
teaching load, and before Sibelius. I was also 
running an orchestra and various choirs. It 
certainly taught me to work fast, and I loved it. 

MT  What have you got coming up?
I’ve just finished two wind ensemble pieces for 
an event in Rotterdam in October, and have 
nearly finished writing music to A Dorset Ghost 
Story, for Dorset Chamber Orchestra with 
Martin Clunes as narrator. This will be the 
seventh story I’ve set for them. These stories 
are written by Richard Baker and often involve 
local children playing some passages on their 
violins with the orchestra.

I’m also working on Dave the Musical 
Caveman as the next project for several hundred 
children and adult chamber orchestra, to be 
performed at Berrymede in March.

In terms of arranging, I’m re-jigging some 
of my double reed and clarinet choir music 
to suit the needs of ensembles that have 
requested pieces, and I’ll soon start arranging 
one of my wind band pieces for a very large 
woodwind orchestra for an event in January.

MT  What has been your favourite 
experience in schools so far? 
All the musical stories involving loads of 
children and an adult orchestra have been 
exciting, and in every case the children’s 
performance exceeded all expectations. I’ve 
done eight of these events and they obviously 
enjoy the experience of playing and singing 
with a live orchestra.

However, the best of all was Zoo Tales at 
Berrymede last March. We made animal 
masks for all the children and some of the 
adult musicians wore them too. Though it 
was quite a difficult work, the performances 
were stunning.  When we showed the photos 
to the children in assembly, three months 

later, after a group of them had performed 
a medley at the Ealing Schools Prom, they 
began to spontaneously sing along. It sent 
shivers down my spine! 

MT  Do you have any tips for others 
wanting to write for their schools?
Know your students and don’t underestimate 
what they can ultimately achieve. Stretch 
them a little, but make sure they can always be 
confident that they will sound good. Involve 
everybody – it’s what music is for!

MT  How do you see your future work 
developing?
I’d love some music services to take up my 
musical stories. My volunteer musicians are 
good amateurs, and they play every event 
after one rehearsal. Music Services using their 
peripatetic staff at the end of a term could 
put on one of these events with a group of 
schools. I’d be happy to provide the materials, 
and if necessary tweek the instrumentation. I 
make rehearsal cds of the orchestral parts, so 
the children can learn to count their rests and 
come in with the instrumental parts, and so 
that anyone can rehearse the songs with them.

Basically I love to write for community 
events involving orchestra and singers and am 
happy to write anything that people will use – 
for any range of performers. I believe strongly 
that music is for everyone, and there’s nothing 
like the thrill of performing together – except 
the thrill of writing the piece!

Q&A Liz Sharma’s compositions are performed all over the world. 
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Liz Sharma rehearses Zoo Tales  
at Berrymede Junior School

MT10 Q&A.indd   15 23/09/2013   09:34:07


