Last Night of the Proms sees growing display of EU flags amid evolving cultural celebration
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This year’s Last Night of the Proms presented a remarkable tableau of unity and musical celebration, marked notably by the widespread display of European Union flags among the audience at the Royal Albert Hall, a striking contrast to the fractious political protests that took place earlier in London. According to Dr George Mowat-Brown from Devon, the prominence of the EU flag symbolised a softer, more inclusive spirit that transcended the often divisive nationalistic fervour associated with the event in past years. This visual display highlighted how the Proms, long regarded as a bastion of British patriotism, have evolved into a venue where international camaraderie and cultural diversity find expression alongside tradition.
The 2025 Last Night of the Proms was widely hailed as one of the most enjoyable in recent memory, showcasing a vibrant mix of classical music intertwined with rock, musical theatre, and comedy elements. The season welcomed some of the world’s foremost orchestras, including the Budapest Festival Orchestra, the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, and the Vienna Philharmonic, underscoring the Proms' international character despite the backdrop of Brexit. Conductor Elim Chan opened with a dramatic interpretation of Mussorgsky, and there were significant contemporary contributions from composers Camille Pepin, Rachel Portman, and Lucy Walker. Performers such as soprano Louise Alder and trumpeter Alison Balsom, who announced her retirement at 46, brought charisma and skill, while comedian Bill Bailey’s rendition of Leroy Anderson’s typewriter concerto added levity to the evening. A special tribute celebrated the 50th anniversary of Queen’s "Bohemian Rhapsody," with Brian May and Roger Taylor joining to mark the occasion. While traditional patriotic songs maintained their place during the finale, Proms director Sam Jackson balanced respect for enduring customs with modernity, signaling the festival's thriving status after challenges posed by the pandemic.
The tradition of waving EU flags at the Proms is not new but has grown more prominent in recent years, often stirring political debate. Back in 2016, amid heightened Brexit tensions, anti-Brexit campaigners organised to distribute EU flags to the audience as a form of solidarity, emphasising music’s transcendence of national boundaries. Organisers argued that the international nature of music, benefiting greatly from EU membership, made the Proms a fitting venue to express support for the EU. This gesture generated both support and backlash, notably from figures such as Nigel Farage, who accused flag-wavers of living in denial about Brexit. Eurosceptic critics have described the display of EU flags at the event as inappropriate, a politically charged gesture that some feel undermines British tradition. Former Conservative MP Harvey Proctor called for a BBC inquiry following the large presence of EU flags at the Proms, highlighting ongoing tensions between patriotic expression and political symbolism at the concert.
Yet, the Proms have historically been a colourful, international affair, rather than a purely British nationalist event. Past performances have included diverse cultural elements, such as Peruvian tenor Juan Diego Flórez appearing dressed as an Inca warrior during "Rule, Britannia!," underscoring the event’s celebration of global cultures. Flags from across the world, including those of Tibet and visiting German spectators adorned in Union Jacks, mingle in the auditorium, reinforcing the Proms’ inclusive spirit. This enduring mix of patriotism, internationalism, and festive fancy dress suggests the Last Night remains a complex cultural phenomenon—a sophisticated party embracing both tradition and change.
Recent years have further cemented the Proms as a site of cultural fusion. In 2024, for example, prominent performances included Puccini arias and pieces inspired by Welsh nursery tunes as well as tributes to pioneering Black musicians, blending diverse musical legacies. Celebrations often include playful elements, such as an orchestral medley of sports themes accompanied by audience participation in a Mexican wave, demonstrating the event’s embrace of both high art and popular enjoyment.
In sum, the 2025 Last Night of the Proms illustrated how this iconic British event continues to evolve, balancing cherished traditions with a broad and inclusive cultural embrace. The visibility of EU flags among the audience pointed to an ongoing negotiation of identity and community within the Proms, where patriotism coexists with international solidarity, and music remains a powerful unifier amidst the fractures of contemporary political life.
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