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In ancient times philosophers depicted the universe as a target-like image, organized in 

concentric rings.  They divided the cosmos into seven spheres, depicting the idea that there are 

multiple levels of existence ranging from the spiritual to the material.  Likewise, man was 

considered to be a miniature universe, a microcosm, also existing on different levels, for 

example his physical life, mental life, emotional life, and spiritual life.  I refer to this ancient 

principle because Sinfonia also exists on multiple planes, and when brothers grasp the full 

vision, it is like an epiphany that sparks a new Sinfonia spirit.  So let us consider the different 

levels of our mission and what it means to be a Sinfonian.  

 

On the surface Phi Mu Alpha is a college music fraternity.  It started in the fall of 1898 when 

thirteen conservatory students in Boston got together for the sake of sociability.  Today, that 

most basic element of brotherhood based on shared devotion to music is still the most 

common reason that members join this Fraternity and remain active.  Brothers develop 

friendships in the chapter that make real impacts on their lives, both during their college years 

and for a lifetime.  We could stop right here, and Phi Mu Alpha would be a great college 

fraternity.  But there’s far more to Sinfonia.  

 

Some brothers venture beyond the level of their own chapters to a province or national event, 

and many consider it a significant leap in awareness when they first experience what it means 

to be a national brotherhood.  Sinfonia became national not for the sake of growth itself, but in 

response to a real need in the music world.  At the end of the 1800s, when music in America 

was held back by intense rivalry and distrust, our Brotherhood promoted harmony among 

musicians.  In 1902 The Philadelphia Press said that Sinfonia was “the first organization which 

has ever tried to promote and foster…fellowship among makers of melody” and that we had 

overcome tradition by eliminating the spirit of antagonism that was rampant among musicians.  

We could stop here and take great pride in knowing that Phi Mu Alpha had this impact, and still 



fills the music world with fraternal spirit as the oldest and largest national brotherhood of 

musicians in the world. 

 

In its most basic forms Sinfonia is both a music fraternity on the local campus and a national 

brotherhood in music, but there is more to it than developing fraternity among musicians.  

From Sinfonia’s earliest days, it has been our mission to advance music in America.  In October 

1900 when the first Sinfonians from Boston visited Philadelphia to start a chapter there, they 

told their hosts that their unwritten motto was “Gather to the Art for Americans, and American 

Art for the World.”  At the beginning of the twentieth century Sinfonia was a rallying point for 

American music to take its rightful place on the world stage.  This was not a group of men with 

casual interests in music, but in fact music’s leading figures.  Our Fraternity’s first Supreme 

Presidents were the directors of the music conservatories in Boston, Philadelphia, Ithaca, and 

Cincinnati.  The founders of the Boston, Chicago, and Cincinnati Symphony Orchestras were our 

brothers.  Three of the men of the famous Boston six, the first composers of American classical 

music, were Sinfonians.  Foremost among them was George Chadwick, who suggested our 

name “Sinfonia.”  These men, as brothers, worked together to see American music on the 

programs of the greatest orchestras of both America and Europe.  They wanted American music 

to uphold certain aesthetic values.  They stood for sincerity in music, the idea that a musician 

should follow his own inspiration over the influences of commercialism and materialism.  They 

upheld standards of artistic excellence.  Since that time, and in every generation, Sinfonians 

have founded and led music ensembles, schools, and organizations of all kinds.  Our 

membership includes many of the greatest talents who have ever lived, and who have 

transformed virtually every field and genre of music in America and the world.  Some of them 

have been with us at this very Convention.  Just think about what it means that every one of 

these brothers dedicated himself to music upon the great obligation of Phi Mu Alpha.  

 

So on one level, Sinfonia is a music fraternity on the college campus.  On another it is a 

brotherhood of musicians nationwide.  On yet another we are an alliance for the cause of 

American music.  All of this might be expected of a national music fraternity.  However, there is 

another important and unique level of our mission: idealism.  You might think idealism is not 

unique; every fraternity eventually adopts a set of principles and teaches them to its members.  

But, for Sinfonia the practice of discussing and meditating on high ideals goes back to our 

origins, before we became a national fraternity.  Early Sinfonians said that our beginning was 

different than that of other fraternities.  As they put it, it was “the product of a personality…the 

founder of the movement, Ossian E. Mills.”  Mills created a place where musical students could 

contemplate things of a higher nature.  He was inspired by the New Thought, a philosophical 

movement that had permeated the circles of New England intellectuals around the time of 

Sinfonia’s birth.  It teaches that thoughts are real, that they have power, and that higher 

thoughts and ideals draw man onward and upward.  Mills cited this influence when he 

encouraged brothers “to withdraw from the active, noisy, materialistic rush of the world…and 

in peaceful quiet meditate upon and consider together some of the deep things of life…”  He 

used the key phrase of the movement referring to quiet contemplation when he asked brothers 

to go “into the silence” and consider each one of our Fraternity’s ideals. Take into account the 

influence of this movement and Father Mills, and you can gain a whole new level of 



appreciation for our ideals and the fact that we discuss them so actively in positive and 

meaningful fraternity education programs.  

 

As I have said, there are multiple levels to our mission.  I have mentioned brotherhood, the 

cause of music in America, and the practice of idealism.  Now I must add the progress of 

humanity.  One of the most inspiring things to realize about Sinfonia’s mission is that, from our 

earliest years, the word “Fraternity” has carried a much higher meaning than sociability or 

friendship alone.  Our early leaders spoke of the Brotherhood of Mankind.  This is the idea, as 

stated in an early Sinfonia publication, that “We are all members one of another… We are 

branches of the same tree, a family of one blood.”  Supreme President Gilbert Combs said that 

he welcomed Sinfonia because the feeling of “the universal brotherhood of man” had never 

existed before among music students.  Supreme President Percy Jewett Burrell asked if we 

catch the true meaning of the brotherhood of men, whether it gives us a spiritual insight and a 

broader vision.  In the shadow of the first World War, Supreme President F. Otis Drayton said 

that “the great truth of the brotherhood of man is of inestimable value to the world,” and that 

the greatest value of the fraternity lies in teaching men the ideal of brotherly love so that they 

will carry it into their dealings with the outside world.  This is not merely a lofty way of 

describing the ideal of Fraternity, or some artifact of the way people wrote at the turn of the 

last century.  In an unprecedented age of industrial and technological revolution and great war 

like the world had never seen, those brothers believed that musicians must be part of the 

broader movement to bring harmony to mankind, and that we can actually can attain that 

seemingly impractical ideal through simple acts of loving-kindness. 

 

The Brotherhood of Mankind is a high and noble ideal, but even this level does not fully capture 

the spirit of Sinfonia.  As part of a movement to uplift mankind, what makes this Fraternity so 

unique and so powerful is that music has been the key component to human progress and 

enlightenment since the dawn of civilization.  The oldest-known musical instruments 

demonstrate that there was already a well-established musical tradition when modern humans 

colonized Europe over 35,000 years ago.  This means that 25,000 years before agriculture and 

30,000 years before the earliest known writing systems, there was music.  And those ancient 

instruments – flutes made from bone and ivory – are not mere whistles or noisemakers.  They 

are capable of playing expressive melodies in the pentatonic scale.  What’s more, they were 

found in the painted caves of the French Pyrenees, where the earliest known initiation rituals 

took place.  As far as we know, these decorated temple-caves are the very first evidence of 

man’s capacity to create beauty and of his higher aspiration.  What was there?  Music. 

 

Music was again used to awaken man to his higher nature in the Greek Mysteries.  That ancient 

fraternity was founded by a poet and musician called Orpheus, and almost every great 

philosopher was an initiate.  The Mysteries introduced western humanity for the first time to 

the concept of the soul, the notion that there is an invisible and immortal part of man, and they 

did it with music.  Their rituals were dramatic reenactments of their myths, accompanied by 

beautiful poetry and music.  At that time in human history, when nothing else like them existed, 

these elaborate productions were so aesthetically powerful that they produced in their 

participants the same indescribable feelings that we have when we are deeply moved by music.  



And when their initiates experienced those feelings, the movement of something invisible 

within them confirmed to them the existence of the soul. Aristotle noted that initiates attended 

the Mysteries not to learn something, but to experience something.  Music provided the 

exalted experience. 

 

Music has long been considered so essential to the full expression of a human being that some 

of the greatest epochs in history have been marked by efforts to guard and use its emotive 

power.  The Greek philosopher Plato said that the fall of the Athenians began when they 

abandoned ancient musical laws, and began to favor what appealed to mass consumption over 

true musical science. With the rise of the Roman Empire, followed by Barbarian invasions of 

Europe, the arts and sciences were destroyed, along with the temples where they were taught.  

Even the basic principles of harmony, which Pythagoras had derived from immutable laws of 

nature, were altered by those who would silence the powerful songs of Greece.  But in that 

darkness of the Middle Ages, a band of brothers that we know as the Troubadours lifted carried 

humanity with music’s power.  For three centuries their songs inspired mankind again with a 

spirit of chivalry and love.  Then, the leading philosophers of the Renaissance, on their mission 

to promote human reason and self-awareness, revived principles of ancient Greek music that 

had been completely extinct for a thousand years.  Their purpose was to create music of much 

greater expressiveness, to free man’s spirit, to restore the power of music.  

 

Throughout the ages great movements have revered and used music’s power to heal, elevate, 

and even enlighten humanity.  Modern society, government and education do not value these 

goals; they are more concerned with the production and consumption of material things.  We 

even play into this view and fall into their framing of the discussion when we cite the fact that 

music education improves skills in other subjects, for example, or that students in band and 

orchestra have the lowest rates of drug and alcohol use.  Of course these are important 

findings, but music’s purpose is not to make better math and science students, or to teach 

teamwork and discipline.  Music has its own intrinsic value. If we are really to defend music it 

depends on recognizing that its true value and very essence lie in an entirely different sphere of 

human experience – the invisible part of human life.  Music expresses that part of man.  It 

keeps his highest nature awake, inspired and alive.  That is exactly why, since the dawn of 

mankind, music has played a key role in the greatest leaps forward in human consciousness and 

human freedom. One of the highest things a Sinfonian can know – and must know – is that the 

men who constructed our ceremonies and traditions so many years ago acknowledged clearly 

that this Order awakens again the spirit of those movements.  It kindles anew the sacred flame 

of melody.  

 

Supreme President Combs called Sinfonia “a movement for the betterment of mankind.”  An 

early issue of Musical America said that Sinfonia’s purpose is to bring the musician to the “full 

realization that service to music is not enough, but that service to mankind should be the 

essential thing of his life.”  Supreme President Drayton wrote that “our fraternity has as its 

purpose and as its result the elevation, the happiness and the betterment of mankind.”  These 

are not mere words to make our Fraternity sound grand and impressive.  They are clear 

declarations of our mission – an ancient one – which is now our duty to promote and preserve. 



 

I know that understanding the full depth of our Fraternity’s history and purpose has inspired 

many brothers with a greater sense of responsibility to our legacy, and more importantly has 

changed lives.  So I hope that when you look beyond the lowest levels, a broader vision of 

Sinfonia’s mission gives you a high conception of what it means to be a Sinfonian, inspires you 

to be the most loving and generous person you can be to others, and renews you with strength 

to work ceaselessly with the power of music to bring light and harmony to mankind, one song 

at a time.  

 

Once again, brothers, I’m so grateful to every single one of you for making this the greatest 

gathering of Sinfonians ever, for giving me the extraordinary opportunity to serve as your 

National President, and for your utter devotion to our cause. Thank you, brothers, and Long 

Live Sinfonia! 


