
Phi Mu Alpha stands for brotherhood among
musicians, the best in music, and building men of
high ideals. For 113 years, every Sinfonian has
been dedicated to these principles. What it means
to be a Sinfonian has never changed. However, for
a brief period our Fraternity’s classification was
changed—from social to professional, then back
to social. Consequently, brothers who experienced
the same unique combination of brotherhood
and music in their collegiate chapters, and who
share the same devotion to Sinfonia’s aims and
ideals, can have very different ideas about the
Fraternity’s identity and mission. 

Brothers initiated between 1970 and 1998
were taught that Phi Mu Alpha was a “professional
fraternity for men in music,” even though this was
not true for the last 15 years of that period. I 
was initiated in 1994, in one of the last classes 
who were taught that being “professional” was 
our main point of pride and distinction, so I
understand how hearing that Phi Mu Alpha is
“social” can seem confusing or even disheartening
to some. Having served on the National Executive
Committee since 1997, I have observed 

the Fraternity’s transformation from a unique 
perspective, so I want to describe the reasons 
and meaning of these changes, not only as they
relate to our legal classification, but in terms of 
a movement to rebuild Sinfonia’s identity and
restore our core values to their intended promi-
nence. It is my hope that every brother will take
pride in how integrity to our founding principles
has revitalized our Brotherhood, and inspired
work that puts our highest ideals into action.

Sinfonia was born in response to the real 
needs of musicians and the music world. At the
dawn of the 20th century an American musician
could not expect to advance unless he was
European-trained. There was intense competition
for the few positions available to American 
musicians. The field of music was notorious for
petty hostilities among musicians, and there was
“an unhealthy rivalry and a definite distrust”
between schools of music.  By promoting a spirit
of brotherhood and mutual support, Sinfonia’s
founders overturned that dominant condition 
of hostility, and revolutionized music in America
at its birth.

As our country was beginning to assert itself 
in world affairs and take its place as a leader 
among nations, musicians wanted to be part of
that movement.  American musicians had a deep
sense of inferiority, and wanted to be treated
equally with their European counterparts. Their
nationalism was a driving force behind the 
creation of Sinfonia, which quickly became the
rallying point for American musicians to support
one another and the best in music. Believing that
great art brings out the noblest instincts in man
and creates a better democracy, they wanted the
music of the nation to represent the highest 
standards in musical art.  

For those men, brotherhood and their 
lives and livelihoods as musicians were insep-
arable. They took immense pride in the fact that
Sinfonia was the first society to advance music by
promoting brotherhood and mutual support.
They valued and drew strength from their frater-
nal bonds. They considered brotherhood to be
“the keynote of our organization” and warned, 
“Let us not lose this individuality and thus become
only one of thousands of similar organizations,
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“This is a time for reassessment and introspection. This is a time to retrace our steps
and see who we are as a fraternity. This is a time to study the path that brought us to
the end of this century…and chart the course that will move us into the next one. Who
better to guide us than our Founding Fathers? Let’s look back on some of their
thoughts and hopes for Sinfonia…and examine our current circumstances in the 
context of their wisdom.”

- Col. John R. Bourgeois, (Ret.); Director, “The President’s Own” United States Marine Band.
Keynote address presented at the Centennial Luncheon, October 6, 1998; Boston, Mass.



when at present we are at the head of a field truly
our own.” Therefore the development of fraternal
spirit was called “our chief purpose,” and was 
listed first in the original Object of 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.

To Sinfonia’s founders, the concept of
Fraternity was not limited to sociability or 
friendship among musicians, but encompassed
the Enlightenment ideal they expressed as “the
universal brotherhood of man.” They hoped that,
through the character and work of individual
Sinfonians, the spirit of charity and fraternity
would pervade society with music and bring
Harmony to all mankind. They wrote that
Sinfonia was “a movement for the betterment of
mankind,” and that the Fraternity’s purpose was
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.” They believed that music and musicians had
a particular power to aid and bless humanity.

It was under these influences that Sinfonia won
great national prestige into the 1920s and 1930s,
but rapid expansion and the passage of time 
took their tolls. Awareness of Sinfonia’s former
prominence in American music faded, and the
intense commitment that characterized the early
years turned to complacency. As the founding
generation became more distant, fewer members
had even the most basic knowledge pertaining to
the Fraternity’s history, mission and symbols. 

In the late 1940s, a massive influx of World
War II veterans returned to America’s campuses,
older and more mature than the usual college 
student, and Sinfonia’s leaders questioned, “What
interest could fraternity membership have 
for these men?” The role of brotherhood was
diminished as the Fraternity’s identity was 
redefined. This was amplified in 1950, when a
new “Progress Program for Sinfonia” called for an
emphasis on “the advancement of music in
America” as the Fraternity’s main purpose. 

In the 1960s Sinfonia’s leaders began an active
campaign to characterize the Fraternity as 

“professional.” Brotherhood, ideals, symbols and
Ritual – all the hallmarks of a fraternal society –
were diminished. The early years were misrepre-
sented as “the old closed-door days” when 
“whispered rites and mysterious signals” were 
separate from “the work-a-day world of music.”
Of course, this would have been foreign to the 
earlier generations, for whom the symbols, 
secrets and Ritual provided the inspiration and
strength to lead virtually every aspect of American
music. In fact, for the founding generation, 
making brotherhood and the ideals of our Ritual
central to the world of music was the whole point.

In 1970, to reflect an “increased emphasis on
professionalism,” the Object was changed to “five
purposes.” The founders had called the develop-
ment of fraternal spirit our “chief purpose,” 
but the new purposes turned this inside-out, stat-
ing that the “primary purpose” was to promote
music, and that fraternal spirit and mutual 
support were “further purposes.” The national
office proclaimed: “the ‘old frat’ is gone.”  

Only two years later, Title IX of the U.S.
Education Amendments was adopted, requiring
professional fraternities to admit both genders.
Sinfonia’s leaders struggled with whether to keep
the new “professional” designation, or return 
to the original social status. Ultimately, after 
initiating about 250 females, the latter course was
chosen. In 1983 the Fraternity received a much
sought-after exemption from Title IX, citing that
it had been legally classified as a social fraternity
since 1904. The 1985 National Assembly
affirmed this, voting to limit initiation and 
chapter membership to men only, and to remove
from the Constitution the statement that 
“Phi Mu Alpha is a fraternity representing the
music profession.” Sinfonia’s interlude as a
“professional fraternity” was officially over.  

As we prepared to celebrate Sinfonia’s
centennial anniversary in 1998, increased
historical research and widespread education
created a heightened awareness that the
Fraternity had been defined as “social” fifteen
years earlier, but was still teaching members
that we were a professional society. At the 
same time, recognizing that an organization
cannot be both single-sex and “professional,” 

Milestones in Our History

1881 – Boston Symphony is founded
1898 – The Sinfonia Club is founded
1901 – National Fraternity is founded
1902 – First Ritual
1910 – Coat-of-Arms adopted
1914-1918 – World War I
1920 – Death of Ossian E. Mills
1926 – Sinfonia’s “New Ritual”
1934 – Founding of the Music

Supervisor's National 
Conference (later MENC)

1939-1945 – World War II
1944 – First undergraduate music 

therapy program founded
1948 – Fifty year anniversary
1950 – “Progress Program for Sinfonia”
1960 – Ritual shortened
1970– Object changed to “five purposes”
1972 – Title IX passed
1976-1985 – Sinfonia initiates females
1983 – Sinfonia receives Title 

IX exemption
1985 – National Assembly affirms

Sinfonia not professional
1998 – Fraternity stops teaching 

professional designation
– Centennial anniversary
– Ossian Everett Mills Music

Mission founded
2003 – Object restored
2009 – Ritual restored
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a growing number of school officials were 
questioning our chapters and calling the National
Headquarters with concerns. Clear contradictions
were obvious, and brothers were losing faith in the
Fraternity’s leadership to provide consistent
answers. We had largely ignored the decision of a
National Assembly for thirteen years, and had a
real mess on our hands. So we began an ongoing
and active effort to teach Sinfonia’s classification
and mission accurately.

Today we have clarified Sinfonia’s 
identity and classification.

In 1998 we eliminated from our national
examination the question which taught that
Sinfonia was “professional,” and stopped describ-
ing the Fraternity in those terms. We take deep
pride in being what our founding members desig-
nated – a “secret national fraternal society in
music” – and do not presume in any way that
being “professional” is superior to being a fraternal
Order. Our identity and message are no longer
centered upon being “professional,” but upon our
Object and ideals, our Ritual, and our legacy and
responsibility in music.

We have restored Sinfonia’s mission.
Like the national examination, the “five pur-

poses” (of 1970) also had not been reconsidered
since the actions of the 1985 Assembly, so we
began an exhaustive nationwide discussion about
the history and meaning of the original Object,
which was restored by the 2003 National
Assembly.  

We have renewed our focus on building 
men of high ideals in music. 

Our Founder said, “Our business is the mak-
ing of men.” Research in the Fraternity’s historical
archives revealed something that was virtually
unknown among brothers: the original Object is
the historical and symbolic basis of our Ritual and
ideals. So we used these associations as a structure
to create a comprehensive fraternity education
program that covers both our outwardly-focused
Object (our purposes) and our highest values.
Drilling exam questions and nonsense are no 

longer status quo in the pledging process; we 
are focused with far greater consistency on building
better men.

Improvements in fraternity education have
helped to increase national participation. We have a
flourishing retreat program at the National
Headquarters; over 250 members visit Lyrecrest
annually to grow stronger as brothers, learn about
Sinfonia’s history and ideals, and improve their 
chapters’ operations and work. We have established
national archives for the preservation of our 
history and a museum for the education of our
brothers.  What began as an annual Ritual
Education Workshop has now developed into a
well-attended fraternity education pre-conference 
at our Leadership Institute and a nation-wide series
of regional “Fireside Conferences” focused on 
fraternity education. Consider how our brothers
described the most recent one…

• An awesome learning and bonding 
experience! 

• Education and fellowship with leaders and
friends across America. 

• A life changing experience full of great
Brotherhood. 

• Awesome experience to hang out with 
brothers from other chapters. 

• Eye-opening, a life changing presentation. 

• Mind-blowing. I wish it went longer. 

• This event will leave you thirsty for more. 

• Greatest weekend I’ve experienced as 
a Sinfonian. 

• Changed my entire mindset as a Sinfonian.

• Inspiring.

• Informative.

• Absolutely amazing. 

• Positively life-changing.

• A must for all Sinfonians!

…and just think about how that enthusiasm 
produces a more productive and dedicated stu-
dent and brother!  

We have revived the Ritual and made it central
to our Fraternity once again.  

Sinfonia’s founders noted the close alliance
between music and mysticism, and used symbols
and rituals to preserve values and teachings that
they believed were important for men of music.
Today there is more knowledge about the 
meaning of Sinfonia’s symbols and Ritual, and a
vastly improved respect for the ceremonies that
make Sinfonia more than just a music association
or academic club. With the aid of historical 
materials that were previously unknown, we have
revised practically every Fraternity ceremony,
including a meticulously researched revision of
the Initiation Ritual that was adopted unani-
mously by the 2009 National Assembly. Brothers
embrace Sinfonia’s symbols and Rituals, not as
mere decorative formalities, but as the repositories
of wisdom and inspiration that guide our values
and our work.

We act on our ideals and change lives with music. 
Tracing Sinfonia’s history led us to discover the

charitable work of our Founder, whose “Song and
Flower Mission” took the healing power of music
to hospital patients in Boston for over thirty years.
In 1998 we created the Ossian Everett Mills
Music Mission (MMM) as a grassroots effort 
to continue his work. Today it is Sinfonia’s official
philanthropy, and the only ongoing, large-scale
service project in the Fraternity’s history. Last year
alone, chapters reported more than 700 MMMs,
touching the lives of an estimated 25,000 people!
As brothers exemplify the spirit of sacrifice, they
become more personally aware of music’s power
to elevate the human spirit.

National events offer opportunities for 
high level musical performances. The 2009
Convention featured the 1898 Jazz Orchestra,
Sinfonia Winds, and the Men of Song Chorus.
The summer Leadership Institute and our 
regional Fireside Conferences have also featured
men’s chorus performances. Next summer’s
Convention will offer more musical opportunities
than ever before. These are unforgettable 
experiences that carry into our members’ lives and
chapters. Brothers return again and again to renew
friendships and grow musically.
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In 1910 President George Williams wrote 
that the “ideals so clearly and wisely presented to
us by Father Mills at the organization of Sinfonia
are the foundation-stones on which our fraternity
has been built, and all of our present greatness is
due to the fact that these foundation-stones were
laid soundly and well…” A century later, those 
foundation stones have been secured and 
reinforced. Our average collegiate membership
numbers, initiation rates and financial health 
are better than at any time in the Fraternity’s mod-
ern history. Collegiate and alumni members are
more engaged, and we have more alumni associa-
tions than ever. Our position of enthusiasm and
strength gives us a unique opportunity to do more
than ever before, but we need every brother’s help.
There are over 109,000 Sinfonians across the
world. Just imagine the difference we can make
with music in our communities, schools and the
lives of others if each man acts a brother’s part.

Support Sinfonia.
Love and support for your Fraternity equals

love and support for your brothers, and builds
future generations of stronger supporters 
and advocates of music. It’s easy. Stay in touch.
Attend a chapter or alumni association meeting 
or event. Become a “Life Loyal Sinfonian” to 
support our magazine and alumni programs.
Give generously to the Sinfonia Educational
Foundation to provide life-changing opportuni-
ties for young musicians. Go to the National
Convention—the last one was our largest ever,
drawing over 600 brothers; the next one will be
July 11-15, 2012 in Orlando, where we will 
celebrate The Power of Music. If you’ve never
been to a Convention, or it’s been a while, I hope
you will join us and get reconnected! I know you
would find the harmony of brotherhood and
music that has been the ideal and experience of
every brother since 1898, and enjoy seeing our
Fraternity at its best.  

It is good to be a Sinfonian. Long Live Sinfonia!

John Mongiovi,
National President

Among the changes and improvements that have come about as part of Phi Mu Alpha’s
restoration is the development of our National Archives.  At the beginning of the 1997-2000
triennium, our National Archives were in disrepair.  Documents were scattered throughout
closets, attics, crawl-spaces and a barn at Lyrecrest, and some important pieces of Fraternity
history were spread throughout the country.  What followed was an organizational collabo-
ration between the National Staff, National Historians, and many dedicated brothers to help
gather, preserve, and display our history for the benefit of the brotherhood.

The archives currently reside in the home adjacent to the headquarters, but it was not
always this way.  All materials on the grounds had to be transferred and catalogued.  Older
and more fragile documents were preserved using a de-acidification process.  Fireproof safes
and cabinets were purchased to ensure that many of our most important materials are pro-
tected from disaster.  Among the cataloging process was the transfer of all known Fraternity
recordings into digital format.  This included over 250 cassette tapes of meeting minutes and
performances.  And recently, we have hung pictures of notable Sinfonians in one of the rooms
of Lyrecrest.  Along with a supplemental reference manual, brothers can view these notable
Sinfonians while learning about their lives and achievements.

An archive is no good to the membership if it is locked away in safes all the time.  To this
end, National President John Mongiovi and Director of Programs Will Lambert have devel-
oped a Sinfonia Museum, which will eventually cover everything from Ossian Mills’ activities
preceding Sinfonia to the Fraternity’s modern era.  Included is a display on the Ritual, com-
plete with reproductions of regalia from 1911 and 1916, and a full display of the 1926 regalia
and specifications on which all Rituals since have been based.  

The improvements don’t stop there.  Many documents, publications and photographs
have been converted into electronic form.  Various pieces of historical note are available to
view on the Fraternity’s website, and we also have online access to many of the most influen-
tial writings from the Fraternity’s founders and great leaders.   Other additions will include a
self-guided written and audio tour, a virtual tour for those who can’t make it to Evansville, and
the capacity to search for terms in scanned documents and publications online.   The end
result will make the archives available and useful to any brother seeking to expand his knowl-
edge about Sinfonia.

As a result of the hard work and dedication of many brothers during the last five triennia,
brothers can now learn more about the Fraternity’s history than ever before.  Brothers can visit
the Sinfonia Museum and Archives in passing or on retreats, and many do on a yearly basis.
Last year alone Lyrecrest hosted 24 retreats and hundreds of brothers.   Never in our history
has such a wealth of information been available to us.

The result is a Fraternity of brothers who can actively seek out knowledge and apply it to
their chapters and their lives.  It is an exciting time to be a Sinfonian for several reasons, not
the least of which is the comfort and excitement in knowing that these materials will now be
available for this and future generations of Sinfonians.
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The Sinfonia Museum and Archives:
Rediscovering our History
The Sinfonia Museum and Archives:
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