
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284237885

Unfulfilled potential: The adult careers of former musical prodigies Ervin

Nyiregyházi, Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel, and David Helfgott

Article  in  Australasian Journal of Gifted Education · June 2015

DOI: 10.21505/ajge.2015.0002

CITATIONS

0
READS

105

1 author:

Jae Yup Jung

UNSW Sydney

27 PUBLICATIONS   152 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Jae Yup Jung on 21 November 2015.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284237885_Unfulfilled_potential_The_adult_careers_of_former_musical_prodigies_Ervin_Nyiregyhazi_Fanny_Mendelssohn_Hensel_and_David_Helfgott?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284237885_Unfulfilled_potential_The_adult_careers_of_former_musical_prodigies_Ervin_Nyiregyhazi_Fanny_Mendelssohn_Hensel_and_David_Helfgott?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jae_Yup_Jung?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jae_Yup_Jung?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/UNSW_Sydney?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jae_Yup_Jung?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jae_Yup_Jung?enrichId=rgreq-c88d75d72516a8a2fa6cb65d2e2b7417-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI4NDIzNzg4NTtBUzoyOTgxMTUyNDEzOTgyNzJAMTQ0ODA4NzYyMDE0MQ%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


6 The Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 24 (1)

 

   
6  The Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 24 (1) 

 

Unfulfilled potential: The adult careers of former musical 
prodigies Ervin Nyiregyházi, Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel, and David 
Helfgott 
 
Jae Yup Jung, University of New South Wales 
 

Abstract 
 

This study investigated the careers of three former musical prodigies (i.e., Ervin Nyiregyházi, 
Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel, and David Helfgott) who made mature decisions to pursue music as a 
career, but did not achieve at the expected levels of distinction as adults. Many of the individual 
factors that may contribute to their relative lack of adult success appear to be related to factors 
other than natural ability, including a less than optimal level of psychosocial skills, restrictions 
imposed by society, and distractions from a complete commitment to music. Greater scholarly 
attention to the adult careers of musical prodigies is necessary to ensure that future generations 
of musical prodigies are better supported to realise their potential.    
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Prodigies are generally recognised as children 
who are able to perform at the level of 
professional adults in a culturally relevant 
domain such as music, mathematics, visual arts, 
or writing either by the age of ten or prior to 
adolescence (Feldman, 1993, 2008; Goldsmith, 
1987; Jenkins, 2005; Kopiez, 2011; McPherson, 
2006; Ruthsatz, Ruthsatz-Stephens, & Ruthsatz, 
2014). While they may be unique in being 
extreme specialists in a particular field (Feldman 
& Goldsmith, 1986), a number of recent studies 
suggest that many prodigies may also have an 
elevated level of general intelligence that would 
qualify them as being generally intellectually 
gifted under Gagné’s definition (Gagné, 2004, 
2009; Ruthsatz, Ruthsatz-Stephens, & Ruthsatz, 
2014; Ruthsatz & Urbach, 2012). In particular, 
prodigies in music appear to be a group who may 
not only be generally intellectually gifted, but 
also gifted in the visual-spatial domains and 
gifted due to their exceptional working 
memories (Gagné, 2009; Ruthsatz, Ruthsatz-
Stephens, & Ruthsatz, 2014).  
 
An assumption that is often made about 
prodigies, including musical prodigies, is that 
they will go onto highly successful adult careers 
in their area of early mastery (Goldsmith, 1987). 
While prodigies may have more time to make 
mature contributions in comparison to 
individuals who do not achieve at similar levels 
as children, many prodigies in fact abandon the 
field of their early mastery, or do not achieve at 
the expected levels of eminence as adults 
(Goldsmith, 1987; Howard, 2008). Indeed, 
Jenkins (2005) noted that even though a prodigy 
shows high ability in a particular domain at an 
early age, there is no certainty that performance 

at this level will continue into later life, while 
Gardner (1993) has suggested that it may be rare 
for an individual to be remarkable both as a child 
prodigy and an adult professional. As an 
illustration, Goldsmith (2000) noted that of the 
approximately 70 musical prodigies identified in 
the San Francisco area of the United States in 
the 1920s and 1930s (i.e., the “San Francisco 
cohort”), only six had achieved notable adult 
careers as musicians.    
 
A number of reasons may explain why many 
former prodigies do not choose to pursue adult 
careers in their area of early mastery. Jung and 
Evans (in press) have suggested that for musical 
prodigies, some of these reasons may include 
competing career options that become 
increasingly accessible with older age, non-
ability factors (e.g., interests, values, income, 
social status, culture) in the career decision, a 
possible resentment about the high expectations 
that are held of prodigies by others and 
themselves, and the perceived riskiness (e.g., 
job insecurity and low financial reward) and non-
serious nature of a career in music. In 
comparison, very little is known about the 
reasons why many musical prodigies who do 
pursue adult careers in music do not achieve at 
the expected levels of distinction, and thereby 
fail to translate their exceptional musical 
abilities into talent as adults (Gagné, 2004, 
2009). To shed some light on the issue, three 
former musical prodigies who pursued adult 
careers in music, but did not achieve at a 
distinguished level (i.e., Ervin Nyiregyházi, Fanny 
Mendelssohn Hensel, and the Australian David 
Helfgott), were investigated in this study. 
Unfortunately, few other examples of such 
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prodigies are known, as most former musical 
prodigies who do not become successful as adult 
musicians choose to keep their pasts hidden 
(Bamberger, 1982, in press).  
 

Ervin Nyiregyházi 
 
Ervin Nyiregyházi (1903-1987) was a pianist and 
composer who was born into an educated middle 
class family in Hungary. Despite the lack of any 
longstanding family tradition in music, 
Nyiregyházi showed exceptional musical abilities 
from a young age, including perfect pitch, a 
repertoire that included sonatas by Haydn, 
Mozart, and Beethoven by age six, and mastery 
of the romantic concertos of Tchaikovsky and 
Grieg by age nine. Once his musical abilities 
were recognised, Nyiregyházi’s family (and 
particularly his domineering mother) organised 
their life around his musical development and 
ensured that he received instruction from the 
best music teachers in Budapest and, later, 
Berlin. While home schooling and relief from 
normal childhood responsibilities for Nyiregyházi 
allowed him to concentrate on his musical 
development, it may also have had the effect of 
reducing opportunities for social interaction 
(Nyiregyházi was already isolated as a child due 
to his introverted, neurotic, melancholic, 
insecure, and defiant nature). From the age of 
six until his late teens, Nyiregyházi gave widely 
acclaimed concerts, often before esteemed 
audiences, in the major European capitals of 
Vienna, Berlin, London, Stockholm, and 
Copenhagen (Bazzana, 2007; Révész, 1925).  
 
After the First World War, Nyiregyházi achieved 
independence from his family and moved to the 
United States. Despite a highly enthusiastic 
public and a generally positive critical reception 
to his initial performances, Nyiregyházi’s career 
floundered in his new home. His unpredictable 
temperament, uncompromising attitude, and 
defiant personality, which were no longer 
shielded from others by his family, meant that 
Nyiregyházi was unable to work for sustained 
periods of time with managers.  
 
Without proper management, Nyiregyházi had to 
settle for an adult musical career that included 
only sporadic concert appearances, private 
recitals in the homes of friends, support work for 
other musicians, piano lessons, and other odd 
music-related jobs. The slow and steady decline 
of Nyiregyházi’s musical career over a span of 
sixty years, from which there were only a few 
short-lived recoveries, coincided with a messy 
personal life that included ten marriages, a 
ruinous appetite for alcohol, and long periods of 
poverty (Bazzana, 2007).   
 

Throughout his adult life, multiple opportunities 
were presented to Nyiregyházi to resurrect his 
career to its previous heights in Europe. 
Nevertheless, such efforts were always in vain, 
as Nyiregyházi would sabotage or flee the 
relationships with the very people who tried to 
help him. The factors that prevented Nyiregyházi 
from achieving eminence as an adult musician 
certainly appear to be related to factors other 
than natural ability in music, which he possessed 
in abundance. In particular, Nyiregyházi 
appeared to lack the social skills to develop and 
nurture the mentors and networks needed to 
advance his career (Creech, Papageorgi, Duffy, 
Morton, Haddon, Potter et al., 2008; Howard, 
2008; MacNamara, Holmes, & Collins, 2006). 
Even when Nyiregyházi’s exceptional abilities 
attracted the attention of music event managers 
and directed them toward Nyiregyházi without 
any major effort on his part, Nyiregyházi lacked 
the capacity or will to take advantage of these 
opportunities.  
 
Some interesting parallels appear to exist 
between the musical careers of Nyiregyházi and 
another former musical prodigy, Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart. To some degree, both had a 
sheltered upbringing devoted to their musical 
development that was closely controlled by their 
parents and both endured periods of poverty in 
their adult lives (Kenneson, 1998; Solomon, 
1995). Nevertheless, a striking difference 
between the two was that Mozart was at the 
centre of the musical world in his country of 
residence and was able to maintain positive 
relationships with friends, acquaintances, and 
admirers among fellow composers, performers, 
and members of the aristocracy (Solomon, 1992).  
 
It is possible that a fear of success (Ivers & 
Downes, 2012) may have been a contributor to 
Nyiregyházi’s lack of distinction as an adult 
musician. Nyiregyházi’s introverted personality 
and multiple insecurities may have meant that 
he perceived the additional scrutiny from the 
public and music critics, that go hand-in-hand 
with success, to be undesirable. Furthermore, 
having already experienced the trauma of a 
“fall” from epic heights when he first moved to 
the United States, Nyiregyházi may have been 
fearful of a second “fall” that may come after a 
later success. Perhaps unconsciously, Nyiregyházi 
may instead have desired the anonymity and 
freedom associated with a lack of success as an 
adult musician. Interestingly, and in partial 
support of the view, Jung (2014) identified a 
negative relationship, for intellectually gifted 
adolescents, between the fulfilment of one’s 
potential and attitudes toward careers.  
It is noteworthy that Nyiregyházi never 
considered himself to be a failure and was 
successful in his own way in the realm of music 
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that gave him the greatest satisfaction (i.e., 
music composition). During the course of his life, 
and despite a lack of public or peer recognition 
for his work, Nyiregyházi produced almost 1,000 
compositions, which have been described by 
Bazzana (2007) as “impressive” and “original”, 
but also “strange” and “deeply personal”.  The 
compositions never achieved a major following 
among other pianists or publishers, which 
Nyiregyházi attributed to the view that 
“musicologists cling to the opinion that in the 
20th century, one shouldn’t compose as they did 
in the 19th century” (Bazzana, 2007, p. 224). 
Perhaps reflective of his fear of success, 
Nyiregyházi protected his compositions from 
public and critical scrutiny.   
 

Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel 
 
Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel (1805-1847) was born 
to a prominent, upper class, family in Berlin, 
Prussia. Hensel was the granddaughter of the 
famous Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn 
(the German Socrates) and the older sister of the 
former prodigy and celebrated pianist-composer 
Felix Mendelssohn. After an introduction to 
music from her parents and top teachers, both 
Hensel and her brother demonstrated precocious 
musical talents, and both became the talk of 
Berlin society. Nevertheless, the social mores at 
the time, which disallowed music as a vocation 
for a female of the upper classes, meant only her 
brother’s musical development was actively 
promoted. Fortunately, due to her brother’s 
musical abilities, Hensel was given a limited 
level of access to some of his esteemed 
teachers, including Carl Zelter, Franz Lauska, 
and Ludwig Berger. Furthermore, Hensel had an 
outlet for her musical talents in the fortnightly 
private concerts (called the “Sunday Practices”) 
held in her family’s residence (and later, her 
residence) that attracted many of the top 
European musicians of the time. Many musicians 
who observed Hensel play, including Eduard 
Devrient, John Thomson, and Ignaz Moscheles, 
heaped praise on her that sometimes rivalled 
that given to her brother (Todd, 2010). 
 
As a composer, Hensel tended to focus on small-
scale pieces such as the lieder (German art songs 
for the solo voice and piano), unlike her brother 
who chose musical forms including the sonata, 
opera, and symphony. Nevertheless, throughout 
their lives, Hensel and her brother remained 
each other’s artistic confidantes and the so-
called “Mendelssohnian style” of composition 
that was historically linked to her brother, is 
now jointly attributed to both siblings. Todd 
(2010) in fact suggested that musical ideas 
flowed freely between the two siblings in both 
directions, with “a thematic idea, turn of 

phrase, or texture used by one... subsequently 
taken up and reworked by the other” (Todd, 
2010, p. 101).  
 
Despite societal restrictions, Hensel does appear 
to have developed as a musician to a far greater 
extent than would ordinarily have been possible 
for others in similar circumstances. While she 
only performed in public on three occasions, she 
was a lauded participant in, and eventually 
presided over, regular private concerts in Berlin 
that became so popular, that the lines between 
private and public performance became blurred. 
She was also a prolific composer of over 400 
pieces in a variety of genres, some of which, 
including the piano cycle Das Jahr, may now 
“take its place among the major offerings for the 
piano of the Schummans, Chopin, Liszt and, of 
course, [Mendelssohn]” (Todd, 2010, p. 284). It 
is unfortunate that only one of Hensel’s piano 
compositions, Andante in G major, was published 
before her death, due to her brother’s late and 
only reluctant support for her professional career 
(Todd, 2010).   
 
Despite the extent of Hensel’s accomplishments, 
which was not known for most of the 19th and 
20th centuries, it is difficult to conclude that she 
had a distinguished adult career as a musician. 
While Hensel did commence a professional 
musical career late in her life, it may not have 
been long enough to give her the stature of 
musicians such as her brother, Mozart, 
Beethoven, and Bach. A number of questions 
remain about how much more she could have 
accomplished as a pianist or a composer, if she 
had full access to the expert musical instruction 
offered to her brother, if her family encouraged 
rather than discouraged her as a child to pursue 
music as a vocation, and if her adult efforts to 
pursue a musical career in the face of societal 
opposition were better supported by her brother. 
It is speculated that a more accomplished Hensel 
may have helped her brother reach even greater 
heights in his career, or since she was the older 
sibling, whether Hensel may have even outshone 
him.    
 
An interesting comparison to the musical career 
of Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel is that of Maria 
Anna Mozart, the older sister of Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart, who was similarly celebrated 
as a prodigy of the piano and whose acclaim also 
initially rivalled that of her brother (Solomon, 
1995). Nevertheless, like Hensel, family and 
societal views at the time meant that the 
necessary opportunities to develop a musical 
career were withdrawn from her as she reached 
adulthood (Solomon, 1995). In contrast, Clara 
Wieck Schumann, a contemporary and a personal 
friend of Hensel, was able to have a long and 
distinguished career as a pianist despite being 
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female, due to her father’s continuing technical 
support and her family’s standing outside of the 
upper classes of Prussian society (Kenneson, 
1998; Todd, 2010).    
 
Hensel is unusual in that, unlike many modern 
prodigies (Jung & Evans, in press), she 
experienced no pressure to pursue a career in 
her area of early mastery and in fact fought 
against pressure not to pursue music as a career. 
In many respects, an “early” career decision for 
Hensel to become a housewife appears to have 
been made on her behalf by her family. Despite 
this, Hensel made a mature decision to pursue a 
musical career, which appears to reflect a 
number of factors including her exceptional 
natural ability and an intrinsic interest in music, 
both of which have been suggested to be among 
the most important in the making of a career 
decision for intellectually gifted individuals 
(Jung, 2012; Lubinski & Benbow, 2006). 
Moreover, Hensel demonstrated strong 
psychosocial skills that may be considered 
essential for a successful adult career, including 
perseverance, resilience, and self-belief in the 
face of opposition (MacNamara et al., 2006). Her 
involvement in the “Sunday Practices” over a 
number of years also meant that she had 
continual access to the best peer networks that 
provided her with opportunities to advance her 
career (Creech et al, 2008). Unlike Nyiregyházi, 
Hensel was able to take advantage of these 
opportunities. 
 

David Helfgott 
 
David Helfgott (1947- ) was born as the second of 
five children to Polish Jewish parents of modest 
means in Australia. A sensitive, anxious, and 
introverted child, Helfgott spent much of his 
time at the piano from a young age. The family 
valued music, and Helfgott’s father, a self-
taught musician, was his first music instructor. 
Helfgott’s other early piano teachers included 
Frank Arndt and Alice Carrad, who was a former 
student of the Hungarian pianist Béla Bartók 
(Rich, 2012). During his youth, Helfgott won 
numerous local piano competitions in Perth, 
along with six Western Australian finals of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation Instrumental 
and Vocal Competition. He received highly 
positive reviews for his performances from the 
media and musicians—including Isaac Stern, 
Abbey Simon, Sidney Harrison, and Willem van 
Otterloo—alike (Helfgott & Gross, 1998).     
 
In his late teens, Helfgott moved to London to 
study at the Royal College of Music under the 
tutelage of Cyril Smith (Helfgott & Gross, 1998; 
Rich, 2012). At the Royal College of Music, he 
received numerous awards including the 

Marmaduke Barton Prize, the Dannreuther Prize, 
and the Hopkinson Silver Medal, while his 
technique was compared to that of the classical 
pianist Vladimir Horowitz (Helfgott & Gross, 
1998; Rich, 2012). Among his award-winning 
performances was Rachmaninov’s notoriously 
difficult Third Piano Concerto in D Minor 
(Helfgott & Gross, 1998; Rich, 2012). It was 
while Helfgott was in London that signs of his 
mental illness, believed to be schizoaffective 
disorder (which can produce symptoms of both 
schizophrenia and mood disorder), first became 
evident (Helfgott & Gross, 1998; Rich, 2002). 
Consequently, from the early 1970s, Helfgott 
returned to Australia, and spent long periods of 
time in psychiatric hospitals (Rich, 2012).  
 
As Helfgott recovered, he started to earn a living 
by, among other music-related jobs, playing the 
piano in a restaurant, giving piano lessons to 
students, and performing in small public 
concerts in Western Australia. After marriage to 
Gillian Murray in the 1980s, Helfgott also 
travelled to, and performed in, a number of 
European cities (Helfgott & Gross, 1998; Helfgott 
& Tanskaya, 1997). The film Shine, which was 
based on the life of Helfgott, was internationally 
released in 1996 to popular acclaim and soon 
after, Helfgott embarked on a concert tour 
around the world. Helfgott’s performances were 
met with widely differing responses from the 
public, who were usually captivated and music 
critics, who tended to give negative reviews 
about his technical and artistic proficiency. Since 
the tour, Helfgott has gone on to produce a 
number of classical recordings and continues to 
give recitals in Australia and around the world, 
to this day (Helfgott, 2015; Helfgott & Gross, 
1998).  
 
The impact of the mental illness on Helfgott may 
have been similar to the impact of schizophrenia 
on the Polish prodigy Josef Hassid. In the case of 
Hassid, a very promising career as a violinist was 
terminated by the illness, the symptoms of which 
were first evident at the age of eighteen 
(Feinstein, 1997). Among musical prodigies who 
became distinguished as adult musicians, some 
have suggested that Mozart may have 
experienced depressive episodes in his later life, 
which while reducing his compositional output, 
may not have been as severe as Helfgott’s 
mental illness to substantially influence his 
career (Huguelet, & Perroud, 2005; Solomon, 
1995). Similarly, Robert Schumann, the composer 
who some may not consider to have been a 
musical prodigy, may have suffered from 
episodes of depression, which only appear to 
have temporarily interrupted his musical career, 
until its symptoms magnified late in his life 
(Jensen, 2001).   
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Helfgott has certainly had an unusual career in 
music. His initial musical training was supported 
by multiple parties, including his family whose 
economic circumstances may not have allowed 
for the level of support given to prodigies from 
wealthier backgrounds such as Mendelssohn, 
piano teachers such as Frank Arndt, the Jewish 
community of Western Australia and the 
University of Western Australia (Helfgott & 
Gross, 1998). As an adult, Helfgott’s career was 
interrupted for more than a decade by a mental 
illness, but also assisted by a film, containing 
some fictional elements, about his life. Although 
his mental illness may be one of the factors that 
prevented Helfgott from achieving distinction as 
a concert pianist at the levels achieved by 
figures such as Arthur Rubinstein, Glenn Gould, 
and Vladimir Horowitz, he does appear to have 
achieved popular and economic success.  
 
As for Nyierhazi and Hensel, Helfgott’s lack of 
success as an eminent musician appears to lie 
mostly in non-ability, rather than, ability 
factors. Although Helfgott did appear to have the 
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000), discipline, and focus needed for a 
distinguished career in music prior to the 
expression of his mental illness (MacNamara et 
al., 2006), it is possible that the illness hindered 
and distracted, to some extent, his continuing 
commitment to a musical career. Furthermore, 
without the fame that he has now achieved as a 
pianist, Helfgott’s mental illness may have 
interfered with his ability to develop and nurture 
the networks necessary to advance his career. In 
many ways, it was by good fortune that a 
successful film was created about Helfgott, to 
give him the career opportunities that might not 
otherwise have been available.  

 

Discussion  
 
While Nyiregyházi, Hensel, and Helfgott have all 
been successful in their adult careers as 
musicians in some ways, none of them appear to 
have fulfilled the exceptionally high level of 
potential indicated by their achievements as 
child musical prodigies. Interestingly, the 
particular contributing factors for the lack of 
adult eminence (i.e., a less than optimal level of 
psychosocial skills for Nyiregyházi, a restrictive 
societal and family environment for Hensel, and 
a mental illness for Helfgott) for all three former 
prodigies appear to relate to factors other than 
their musical abilities. Their adult careers 
therefore serve to highlight the possible non-
ability factors that may need to work in tandem 
with an exceptional level of musical ability, for a 
distinguished adult musical career to be possible. 
It is obviously the case that natural musical 
ability is not enough. Furthermore, it is 

unsurprising that so few musical prodigies go on 
to become accomplished adult musicians 
(Gardner, 1993; Goldsmith, 2000; Jenkins, 2005). 
 
Specifically, the experiences of Nyiregyházi, 
Hensel, and Helfgott suggest that for prodigies 
who choose to enter an adult career as a 
musician, some of the most important non-ability 
factors to achieve at a distinguished level may 
include: (a) access to the best music instructors; 
(b) strong and sustained family support for a 
career in music; (c) membership of a society or 
culture that is supportive of the translation of 
one’s musical abilities into talents; (d) the 
possession of personal qualities such as 
perseverance, discipline, and a focus on music; 
(e) the possession of sound interpersonal skills; 
(f) access to and an ability to take advantage of, 
career-related and career-promoting 
opportunities; and (g) freedom from issues, such 
as health, that may detract from a full 
commitment to a career in music. Nevertheless, 
due to the limited number of investigated cases, 
there are potentially multiple other and related 
non-ability factors that may account for 
unrealised prodigious talent. Moreover, questions 
exist over the relative importance of these 
factors and the impact of any interaction 
between these factors.   
 
Unfortunately, the scientific knowledge base on 
the careers and career decisions of musical 
prodigies and for the related group of gifted 
children and adolescents, remains extremely 
limited (Jung & Evans, in press; Feldman, 2008). 
As a consequence, greater and more systematic 
scholarly attention on the topic is needed to gain 
a more complete understanding of the careers of 
musical prodigies and to ensure that the 
potential of future generations of musical 
prodigies is not wasted. 
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