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THE CONSERVATORY 
THE FOUNDATION OF THE ALUMNI 

A Survey of the Educational and the Social Features in Student Life 

By Percy Jewett Burrell 

The awarding of a diploma to a graduate does not mean the grad-
uate’s severance from the institution which makes the reward.  Rather 
is it his credential from that institution.  He is appointed its life-long 
representative.  All such representatives are alumni, and the alumni 
that they may be united and have a practical working basis are orga-
nized into an association.  The Alumni Association of the New England 
Conservatory is the one which claims our especial attention.   

 An alumni association has an addition of forces each year.  Its 
very perpetuity is dependent upon this increase.  The alumni associa-
tion, of this, as of all institution, must grow.  When it ceases to grow, 
the alma mater is itself non ens.  The association is not only born in the 
college or conservatory, but it grows therein and nowhere else.  The 
conservatory, in this sense, is an incubator for the future alumnus.  The 
student appears to be merely a student and nothing more, but poten-
tially he is an alumnus in that all his energies are directed toward the 
development of a complete student, a graduate—an alumnus as a final 
product of the educational system.  The alumnus wherever he may find 
himself in later years, never ceases to be what he has been made—
namely, an alumnus.  The early training, the fundamental teachings, the 
student spirit, are never to be wholly erased from the individual.  He 
will bear them as the birthmark of the intellectual life.  He is an alum-
nus despite himself.  He is an alumnus according to the following for-
mula: ambition plus talent plus training plus Conservatory diploma 
equals alumnus.  But this is not all.    

I have said that the student is potentially am alumnus in that all 
his energies are directed toward the development of a complete stu-
dent or alumnus.  A vital question arises at this point.  We may ask how 
conscious is the Conservatory student of his position, his real strife, his 
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progression, his aims, his ideals.  The intellectual maze in which the 
American student is wont to find himself tends to shut out from his 
view the well-defined marks which later on in life he more clearly dis-
cerns on the moral and intellectual roads of thought-travel.  No honest 
investigator of our modern educational system dare deny the slough of 
perplexity, indecision and worry into which the average student is 
thrown.  But what has all this to do with the alumni of an institution?  It 
has considerable to do with our subject when we realize that the alum-
nus emerges from these tortuous paths to the broader and straighter 
highways which, in these days of liberal education, both man and wom-
an must find when they start upon their post-student career and con-
quest.   

What the student is, so will the alumnus be.  It is not uncommon 
to hear the cry raised for a stronger, more interested and active alumni 
association.  The college authorities realize that the sustenance, the 
growth and indeed the perpetuity of a college are largely measured by 
the activity and loyalty as well as by the character and success of its 
graduates.   It must not be deemed a manifestation of self-reproach if a 
like plea be raised for a stronger, more active Alumni Association of the 
New England Conservatory of Music.  Let us deem it an appeal for the 
self interest and mutual progress of student, of Conservatory and of the 
present alumni.   

The time has passed when all our attention and energies are to be 
devoted to arousing enthusiasm and interest among the present alumni.  
Many an alumnus feels his dearth of alumni spirit.  If he does not feel it 
he has at least been told of it.  He is ruled to a large extent by an indif-
ference to alumni and Conservatory.  He is not wholly to blame for his 
apathy.  Aside from his present pressing business demands he has been, 
in the past, largely a creature of the circumstances of a conservatory or 
college life whose trying conditions I have briefly pointed out.  Let these 
by-gones be by-gones and let us gather our forces for the support and 
betterment of the present student that he and she may become better 
alumni.   

A complete, perfected Alumni Association can only be the result 
or product of a completely perfected Conservatory life which shall 
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generate the thorough Alumni Association.  There must be a complete-
ness of something before there can be anything of completeness.  The 
Conservatory makes the alumnus when it awards the senior a diploma, 
but it does not produce, necessarily, in that award, the spirit of the true 
alumnus—one intensified with real love for and a yearning to support 
the alma mater.  Such a spirit must be the outgrowth of a Conservatory 
spirit which is its creator.  Before the Alumni Association can be fully 
maintained it must be, at least, positively created.  The seeds of alumni 
loyalty must be sown in the mind and heart of the young and growing 
student.  Social impulses must receive attention.  If possessed by one 
they must be directed along proper and uplifting lines.  If lacking in one, 
then there must be bred and fostered a wholesome social environment.   

The graduate will never make a good alumnus unless he be, as a 
student, a good Conservatorian—not alone in the technical, musical 
sense, but in the broad commonsense of the university spirit.  The 
students’ Conservatory must be to them what the United States Army is 
to the soldier in its ranks.  When he receives his honorable discharge, as 
year after year the finished student does his, the soldier becomes a 
member of the Grand army of the Republic.  He is ever ready to grasp 
the helm of the Ship of State or support the arm that signs a proclama-
tion of freedom.  His work in the active fight—in the foundation and the 
preservation of a republic—has made him loyal to his land for he has 
caught the spirit of patriotism while serving his country.  So ought the 
student to catch the Conservatory spirit while serving his musical ap-
prenticeship that there may be in him, and in her, a loyalty to the alma 
mater, and a worthiness as an alumnus which as years roll by shall not 
flag but grow in strength and in enthusiasm. 

How shall we catch this spirit?  This is the problem of the present 
day—how to unite most effectively in the Conservatory the technical 
and the practical parts—the educational and the social functions.  The 
truism that no force is generated without the bringing together of two 
elements is suggestive in our consideration.  What is needed is a har-
mony not alone of music, but of minds and hearts and spirits.  The 
social shall become linked to the educational.  Would that there might 
be a marriage of the two which no divorce court presided over by Judge 
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Jealousy or a jury of musical pettifoggers could annul!  Let the heart of 
education beat in harmony with the heart of sociality to the tickings of 
a great university metronome.  Let us use the intellectual microscope to 
discern and solve the deep, difficult problems, and the spiritual tele-
scope to catch a vision of the ideal in our life work.   

The Conservatory principles must afford the ground for a devel-
opment of the social as well as the educational nature so that these 
two natures may be most attractively manifest in the one person as he 
or she becomes an alumnus.  Certain it is that such a delicate and diffi-
cult task demands for its successful accomplishment, minds of deep 
insight, perspicuity of wisdom, and hearts of forbearance and kindness.  
Any conservatory has a mammoth problem on its hands when it seeks 
to develop properly and liberally the educational in music, but is it not 
true that the best musician is he who has, as it were, a polarized na-
ture—a pole of music and a pole of sociality?  One-sidedness has ever 
been a drawback to the highest and most complete accomplishments.  
The musician, for the sake of himself, his conservatory, and the alumni, 
should be trained for something besides the mere executant or per-
former.  If he be constitutionally absorbed in his own work, and his 
temperament all music (and no play), is it not possible for him to be 
guided, unconsciously it may be, on to a broader, higher, more social 
plane where his life-work may have its value for the practical and the 
social life, some of his musical oxygen.  He will, in a short while, alt-
hough scarcely realizing it, breathe into his system the social oxygen 
and it will become essential to the proper maintenance of his student-
life.  The student needs relaxation as much as he needs money.  He can 
learn quite as much for his own good and that of the public, before 
whom he must go, by studying how to make the social and the educa-
tional harmonize and become mutually helpful, as he can by constantly 
applying himself each day to an unnatural and strained exercise of 
musical technique.  His social hours will make him a better musician; his 
music will improve his social companionship.  The philanthropist would 
not misplace his money by endowing some college with a chair of Har-
monization of the Educational and the Social in College Life.   
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Companionable association and social advantages in conservatory 
or college life are a means to the success of both individual and institu-
tion—and their logical product is an energetic and worthy alumni asso-
ciation.  The life of the student in college determines the life of the man 
in the world.  The life of the student body determines as well the life of 
the alumni body.  The life of the student body determines the life of the 
man in the world.  The life of the student in college determines as well 
the life of the alumni body.  The truth of such an analogy cannot be well 
disputed.  The Conservatory has in this matter, a problem on its hands 
which calls for earnest and persistent attention.  It may be that its solu-
tion lies in the hands of the students themselves.  If so it becomes the 
duty of the authorities of an institution to do all in their wisdom to 
satisfy the yearning in the student after the “social.”  I do not mean to 
advocate that a management become indulgent and “passing easy.”  
On the other hand, there are required intelligent oversight and consid-
erate foresight so that the restraint, when such be laid, shall be felt by 
the students not as the restraint of the autocrat but of the prudent 
father—a restraint not for the purpose of manifesting and proclaiming 
one’s power, but simply for the purpose of exercising a proper right to 
curb the over-strenuous social youth.   

The Alumni Association—its interests and its life—is grounded in 
the Conservatory.  It cannot be successfully or commendably “worked 
up” after graduation.  I have not suggested any concrete plans which 
might be adopted to further the alumni interests.  Such I may dwell 
upon in a subsequent article.  It has been my endeavor, in this writing, 
to open up a subject in a general way—one which I deem worthy of 
more universal consideration.  I entertain no doubt that when the 
ground is as well cultivated for the social as for the educational in stu-
dent life the Conservatory can point with just pride to a loyal ever-
working Alumni Association as it points now to a magnificent army of 
Conservatory graduates in the pedagogical chairs and on the concert 
stages of the world.   

from New England Conservatory Magazine; Vol. IX, Nos. 1 & 2; October-
December 1902 




