
 

 

ABOVE ALL FOR BROTHERHOOD 
The Role of Fraternalism in the Advancement of Music in America 

 
“Our future success…is to be found through the same general principles that have directed us to 
success in the past—the principles of brotherhood. This is the keynote of our organization. 
Sinfonia stands for harmony, advancement of music in America, loyalty to our several 
institutions, but above all for brotherhood.” - George C. Williams, Supreme President 1903-
1904. 
  

October 1, 2002 
Dear Brothers, 
 
In recent years a rising spirit within our Fraternity has extended into nearly every quarter of the 
Brotherhood, uniting Sinfonians across the nation. Some of its manifestations are active interest 
in Sinfonia’s history, renewed commitment to the mission of the Fraternity as expressed by its 
founders, and a fervent desire to unfold the Mysteries concealed within the Initiation Ritual. 
These developments have been of immeasurable benefit to the Order, as countless members have 
gained a greater understanding of the relevance of Sinfonia’s Ritual, ideals, and purposes to their 
own lives. However, this heightened awareness has not come without a cost. In the course of 
rediscovering the reasons for which Sinfonia was founded, many brothers have come to realize 
that the message promoted by the national Fraternity for a substantial period of its history was not 
aligned with the vision articulated by the men who created the organization. As a recommitment 
to the mission set forth by the founders spreads throughout the Fraternity, members who were 
educated at a time when the national organization promoted a different message have begun to 
feel alienated. The resulting dissension has been most evident in the form of an ongoing debate 
over Sinfonia’s classification as a social fraternity. An accurate understanding of the historical 
factors related to this issue and of the vision of the founders may help to resolve the growing 
discord and bring all Sinfonians to a common recognition that placing Brotherhood first is 
perfectly consistent with the belief that music is the very core of our Fraternity. 
 
After many years of Sinfonia being marketed as “The Professional Fraternity for Men in Music,” 
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 was passed, dictating that professional fraternities 
cannot legally restrict membership to a single sex. Having permitted the initiation of females 
since 1976 in response to Title IX, Sinfonia eventually sought exemption from this law and thus 
designation as a “social, rather than professional, fraternal organization.” Following receipt of an 
exemption from Title IX in 1983, the 1985 National Assembly voted to limit all membership and 
initiation programs in chapters to men only and to delete “Phi Mu Alpha is a fraternity 
representing the music profession” from the National Constitution as not being an accurate 
description of the organization. However, the current Statement of Purpose, which was altered in 
1970 specifically to reflect “an increased emphasis on professionalism,” was not reconsidered in 
accordance with these changes. Since 1985, members who recognize that Sinfonia is not a 
professional fraternity, both legally and philosophically, have questioned the apparent 
contradiction of the Fraternity’s classification with the Statement of Purpose. As Sinfonia’s 
efforts in fraternity education have increased greatly, this inconsistency has become even more 
evident to a rapidly growing number of members. Concurrently, as members have taken a greater 
interest in the history of Sinfonia and the Ritual, they have come to realize that the very name of 
the Fraternity, the three great objects, and the symbolism of the coat-of-arms are all based on the 
specific ordering of statements in the original Object (purposes), adopted at the first National 
Convention on April 18, 1901: 
 



 

 

The Object of this Fraternity shall be for the development of the best and truest fraternal 
spirit; the mutual welfare and brotherhood of musical students; the advancement of music 
in America and a loyalty to the Alma Mater. 

 
Furthermore, increased familiarity with the writings of the men who established the Fraternity has 
allowed members to recognize that the specific phrasing of the original Object is not arbitrary, but 
in fact crafted carefully to reflect a unique philosophy that makes Sinfonia distinct among musical 
organizations. Acknowledging these facts, members have been asking whether there are plans to 
restore the original Object. In response to this recurring question, a proposal to restore Sinfonia’s 
Object will be considered by the 2003 National Assembly. Some members have opposed 
restoration of the Object due to a concern that removing “creativity, performance, education, and 
research in music in America” from its current position as “the primary purpose” might 
undermine the role of music in the Fraternity. The purpose of this message is to help put those 
concerns to rest by demonstrating how the specific wording of the original Object represents the 
vision consistently expressed by early Sinfonians that the Fraternity would have a positive and 
lasting impact upon the musical world. 
 
Before proceeding, it is necessary to clarify what is meant by saying that Sinfonia is a social, not 
a professional, fraternity. Sinfonia rejects classification as a “professional fraternity” in 
recognition of the fact that the organization does not limit membership to students who are 
pursuing an organized curriculum leading to a professional degree in music, and does not 
organize its group life specifically to promote professional competency and achievement within 
music. In accordance with the philosophy of the founder, Ossian Mills, Sinfonia seeks “not the 
musician in the institution, but the man in the musician.” However, the fact that it is not 
Sinfonia’s role to provide the individual member with skills that will prepare him for the music 
profession does not relieve him of his personal obligation to strive for the highest level of quality 
in all activities—social, musical, and scholastic. 
 
Likewise, calling Sinfonia a “social fraternity” is not license for members to act in accordance 
with the worst stereotypes of social fraternities. Sinfonia expects all members to act as moral and 
upright men, serving as true examples of positive manhood in every word and deed. The phrase 
“social fraternity” carries many negative connotations in today’s society, due mainly to the fact 
that popular media often place disproportionate attention on the negative aspects of college 
fraternities, while their numerous benefits to their members and their service to school and 
community are largely ignored. Sinfonia rejects the idea that classification of its function 
(sociability) must necessarily assume poor behavior on the part of its members. To those who 
joined Sinfonia specifically because it was referred to as “professional” and now find it difficult 
to accept the fact that the Fraternity is recognized as social, one thing should be kept in mind: the 
Sinfonia you joined was, still is, and always will be a music fraternity! 
  
In keeping with the minutes of the Sinfonia Club’s first meeting of October 6, 1898, which state 
“Voted that the primary object of the club be sociability,” our Brotherhood seeks to develop 
fraternalism in musicians as a means of improving relations among individuals in the musical 
world and thereby advancing music in America. Early Sinfonians acknowledged this relationship 
between the fraternal and musical goals of the Fraternity. Moreover, they recognized that the 
musical goals were achieved through the fraternal goals, and they reflected this philosophy in the 
phrasing of the original Object, the name “Phi Mu Alpha,” the three great objects, and the 
symbolism of the coat-of-arms (topics that cannot be elaborated upon in this message for reasons 
of secrecy). The fact that these symbolic aspects of Sinfonia also reflect the idea that “loyalty to 
the Alma Mater” is developed by promoting fraternalism will be addressed in a future message. 
 



 

 

Sinfonia’s unique means of advancing music through Brotherhood is what gives the Fraternity its 
individuality, and early members took great pride in this fact. However, following the first World 
War and the death of Ossian Mills in 1920, the emphasis on the essential relationship between the 
development of fraternalism and the advancement of music began to fade, and an increasing and 
disproportionate emphasis was placed on the advancement of music. Furthermore, until the 
establishment of a permanent national headquarters in 1968, there was no central location for the 
Fraternity’s historical archives. Without easy access to the writings that are available to all 
Sinfonians today, and which make so clearly evident the philosophy of Sinfonia’s founders, the 
Fraternity’s leaders had little choice but to establish their own direction for the organization. In 
1950, National President Archie Jones’ “Progress Program for Sinfonia” called for greater 
emphasis on “the advancement of music in America” as the primary expression of the national 
organization’s effectiveness and for closer relationships with music organizations such as MENC, 
MTNA, and NASM. With the expansion of Sinfonia’s relationships with these organizations and 
a great deal of crossover between their leadership and the leadership of Sinfonia, it was only 
natural that the message of the national Fraternity began to resemble the messages of these 
worthy organizations, which do much to advance music in America but have nothing to do with 
brotherhood. Thus, prominence was given to the advancement of music, while the development 
of fraternalism took a place of lesser importance. The purpose of this message is not to condemn 
previous generations of Sinfonians; their hard work and tireless efforts helped the Fraternity to 
survive over the years. However, because of this shift in philosophy, many Sinfonians today have 
little or no understanding of the relationship between the Fraternity’s fraternal and musical goals 
and see them as almost entirely independent aspects of the organization, instead of being 
fundamentally linked. 
 
So how did Sinfonia’s founders believe that promoting brotherhood would advance music in 
America? To answer this question we must first understand the reasons for which the Fraternity 
was created. In the words of George C. Williams, Supreme President from 1903-1904, “Sinfonia 
came into being in response to a great hunger and unrecognized necessity. At the beginning of the 
present century musicians were of all people, the most lonely and esoteric.” The Sinfonia Club 
had been formed in Boston to promote sociability among the male students of the New England 
Conservatory, and a similar need at other institutions provided fertile ground for the club’s 
expansion into a national Fraternity. The words of Gilbert R. Combs, founding father of 
Sinfonia’s Beta Chapter and Supreme President from 1902-1903 and 1914-1915, provide unique 
insight into the reason for Sinfonia’s earliest extension beyond the New England Conservatory: 
 

Fraternity, the universal brotherhood of man—surely this feeling never existed before 
among music students, and so conscious was I of the lack of it, that I gladly welcomed 
the Sinfonia movement. It meant sacrifice of time and money to me, but the results have 
been so gratifying that I consider the expenditure one of the best I have ever made, and I 
have the satisfaction of knowing that I have helped in a movement for the betterment of 
mankind, a step toward the Millennium. 

 
Brotherhood was the key to the Fraternity’ expansion into other schools of music, for the leaders 
of these schools recognized the benefits that Sinfonia would provide not only to their students, 
but also to their institutions. In addition to building students into loyal alumni by fostering school 
spirit among them, a national brotherhood of musicians based in their institutions would address 
what Williams described as “an unhealthy rivalry and a definite distrust between the various 
Schools of Music throughout our country.” As General Manager of the Ithaca Conservatory of 
Music, Williams understood the importance of positive relations between institutions of musical 
learning. In 1904 he commented that such associations would have a broader impact beyond the 
Fraternity for the advancement of music in America: 



 

 

  
…the bond of Sinfonia Brotherhood now extends throughout the length and breadth of 
our country. Never before have such cordial relations and mutual interest existed among 
the leading musical schools of learning. Never before has a like number of musicians and 
students of music been banded together by such bonds of real brotherhood. Such an 
influence must make itself felt beyond the borders of our fraternal quarters to the 
accomplishment of our further purpose, ‘The advancement of music in America.’ 

 
Williams was not alone among early leaders of Sinfonia who recognized its value “beyond the 
borders of our fraternal quarters.” As Director of the Combs Broad Street Conservatory, Gilbert 
Combs was also in a position to recognize the potential impact of the Fraternity upon the music 
profession:  
 

Who can doubt that the Sinfonia is destined to grow and spread and prosper until it has 
covered the whole land and brought all the members of our beloved profession into a 
fraternal and mutually helpful intercourse? 
 
The enmities, the jealousies, the rivalries of the profession have often been made a matter 
of comment and among a large section of the community the impression prevails that 
musicians spend much of their time in mutual quarrellings and recriminations. To that 
unjust reproach the eager welcome accorded among our ranks to the Sinfonia forms a 
sufficient and conclusive answer. 
 
The Sinfonia stands for harmony, it stands for friendship, it stands for sincere good will 
and an enduring peace, and it will expand and prosper in proportion as we all cultivate 
those qualities in our daily lives and illustrate them in our mutual intercourse. It would 
not have so largely attracted, it would not have so quickly met the favor it has won did it 
not respond to the needs, the sentiments and the desires of the musical world. Therein lies 
the deeper significance of our movement and therein is to be found the assurance of its 
triumph. 

 
In 1912, Dean George A. Parker, honorary member of Theta Chapter, also commented that 
Sinfonia ideals could calm the hostilities and rivalries in the music profession: 
 

Sinfonia stands, I believe, for…high ideals, and is rapidly coming to be a national 
organization of influence and power in the musical profession. Such growing numbers of 
earnest musical students, as they go out into their lifework, have great possibilities of 
exerting a powerful influence on the profession which should result in a more charitable 
and fraternal spirit of good will where now is the altogether too prevalent spirit of 
jealousy, enmity and the like. 

 
Also in 1912, Coleman Dudley Frank, (Epsilon, 1903) described how Sinfonia would influence 
music in America as Sinfonians carried the ideals of the Fraternity with them into their 
professional lives: 
 

Sinfonia should ‘start something’ here in New York City. Sinfonia should have a chapter 
in this great musical centre… What a rich stretch of virgin soil for the immediate sowing 
of the seeds of Sinfonia standards! Sinfonia men, Sinfonia sympathies, Sinfonia ideals 
ought to gradually find their way into all these choirs, these schools, these orchestras, 
these musical organizations. Then, as these men scatter to the West, the North, the South 
to become the leaders of musical matters everywhere, they would carry with them the 



 

 

Sinfonia ideals and purpose, they would scatter them throughout the length and breadth 
of the land to the advancement of musical America along the lines of Sinfonia’s ideals 
and Sinfonia’s standards. 

 
The words of our elder brothers reveal that Sinfonia was created in response to a need for a 
fraternity experience among musical students, and rapidly found favor among the various 
institutions of musical learning for several reasons. First, it was recognized that promoting 
brotherhood among student musicians would result in cordial relations and mutual interest 
between schools of music. Second, by developing fraternalism among young men, many of whom 
would later adopt music as a vocation, the spirit of Fraternity would help to end the enmities and 
jealousies that characterized the music profession. In keeping with Combs’ idea that “the deeper 
significance of our movement” is responding to the needs of the musical world by promoting 
good will and friendship among musicians, “the development of the best and truest fraternal 
spirit” and “the mutual welfare and brotherhood of musical students” were considered the 
primary goals of the organization and thus given due prominence in the Fraternity’s Object.  
 
In addition to advancing music in America by spreading Sinfonia ideals throughout the musical 
world, the Fraternity would also advance music by encouraging its individual members to 
succeed. In 1910, Roy J. Buell (Gamma, 1908) wrote that “the future success of an organization 
depends upon the amount of fraternal spirit manifest within it” because “fraternalism creates the 
spirit which daily moves us to do things.” Buell wrote:  
 

The world today demands specialists. He who would succeed let him be a specialist. He 
who would succeed rapidly let him fraternize with others following his chosen specialty. 
Therein we have the motive which prompted good Father Mills and his contemporaries to 
found, just ten years ago, Sinfonia Fraternity. Man grows strong through contact with 
fellowmen. If they be of the kind seeking to tread a path parallel to his, and a fraternal 
bond links him to his brother, added strength is given to him, and greater zeal fills his 
soul for the ‘onward push.’ He knows a brother hand is ever ready to be extended across 
the way to aid him should he stumble and fall. It lends a feeling of security to his 
footsteps. 

 
Thus, bonds of brotherhood between men with a common pursuit provide unseen sources of 
strength that instill in them a secret zeal to attain their goals. As Ossian Mills wrote in 1910: 
 

It is a well known fact among the brothers that many a young man has been inspired 
through his Fraternity associations with an ambition to make the most of his life and in 
every way to be worthy the respect of his brothers…and many of the boys are now out in 
the world fighting the battle of life, making a place and a name for themselves, inspired 
to do their best by the thought that their brothers are deeply interested in their successes. 

 
Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the principles of unity, harmony, sympathy, and concord, 
which form the basis of Fraternity, are the same universal Truths represented in music. Thus, the 
only true musician is one who can effectively express these principles in his art after having 
actually experienced them in his life (this subject is treated at length in a previous message 
entitled “The Truth in Music”). As Percy Burrell wrote in 1908, “such a regeneration, taking 
place in man, will find in very logic, a transmitting and an infusion of these better, nobler 
qualities into the every composition and performance of the artist and musician.” 
 
Early Sinfonians placed much importance on the advancement of music in America, and 
described Sinfonia’s role in this effort as developing the ideal of Fraternity among musicians to 



 

 

enhance relations between musicians and schools of music. They recognized that as Sinfonians 
graduate and enter the professional world, they carry with them the noble ideals of Sinfonia and 
have a positive impact on musicians and music throughout the nation. They acknowledged the 
motivating power of the bonds of brotherhood to urge the individual member to success in the 
advancement of his art. While the Fraternity certainly discussed the various means by which 
music could be promoted and undertook projects both locally and nationally to accomplish this 
goal, writings of Sinfonia’s most influential early leaders communicate the consistent message 
that Sinfonia advances music in America most significantly by promoting the ideal of Fraternity 
among musical students. This unique method of advancing music by bringing young musicians 
into fraternal relations with one another is the defining aspect of our Fraternity, as George 
Williams wrote in 1910:  
 

…the Sinfonia Fraternity was organized in order that the benefits of true brotherhood 
might be extended to the young men of this country seeking a musical education in the 
schools of music where the fraternal idea had not yet extended. This has given to Sinfonia 
its prominence and distinction—its individuality. Let us not lose this individuality and 
thus become only one of thousands of similar organizations, when at present we are at the 
head of a field truly our own. 
 

Let us reestablish the unique and wonderful design of our founders which gives Sinfonia its 
prominence and distinction and is so simply and clearly stated in the original Object and 
represented in the name, symbols, and Ritual of our Order. Let us accept that raising the ideal of 
Fraternity to its former level of chief importance need not diminish that which brings all 
Sinfonians together: music. To the contrary, it must inspire each member with an even greater 
passion to advance music by instilling in him an understanding that the Sinfonian’s dedication to 
this goal is elevated by powerful fraternal bonds—bonds that form the basis of a shared 
commitment to uplift mankind with the purest of arts.  
 
Fraternally yours, 
In Φ M A, 
 
John A. Mongiovi, Upsilon Psi 
Committeeman-At-Large 
National Historian 
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