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“In the Beginning”—The Early Days of the
American Musical Instrument Society*

CAROLYN BRYANT

DURING LATE 1971 AND EARLY 1972 an informal network of people
interested in musical instruments was transformed into a formal
organization—the American Musical Instrument Society (AMIS). The
need for a United States-based group devoted to musical instruments
had long been felt, and the impetus toward founding one came from
several directions. American members of the Galpin Society (formed in
London in 1946) wanted to bring to the United States the camaraderie
they had found through corresponding with and visiting their British
colleagues. American customers of London musical instrument dealer
Tony Bingham desired a better way to keep in touch with each other to
facilitate their collecting activities. Museum professionals in the United
States sought more efficient methods of exchanging information with
each other and with music historians, instrument builders, and perform-
ers. In fact, a group of about thirty curators, musicologists, performers,
and teachers had met in 1965 at Yale University for a conference (which
will be described below), during which they discussed establishing a
more permanent forum. But although they remained in touch through
the ensuing years, no concrete steps toward organization were taken.
This article focuses on the society’s first ten years—from October
1971, when a small group of collectors met in Scarsdale, New York, to
April 1981, when the society celebrated its tenth anniversary by holding
its first meeting outside the United States, in Vancouver, Canada. The

* This article is an expanded version of a paper given during the annual meeting
of the American Musical Instrument Society in Asheville, NC, May 2001. I would like to
thank all the long-time members who talked or corresponded with me about their
memories of the early days, Cynthia Adams Hoover for allowing me access to her files
at the Smithsonian Institution, André P. Larson and Margaret Downie Banks for facili-
tating my use of the AMIS archive at the National Music Museum, and Jeannine E. and
Richard W. Abel and William J. Maynard for providing me with copies of otherwise un-
available items from their personal files. I would also like to thank Laurence Libin for
suggesting that I present a paper about the early history of the society, thus starting me
on this very interesting topic, and Beth Bullard, Thomas G. MacCracken, and Susan E.
Thompson for suggestions and encouragement.
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article draws on AMIS newsletters, minutes of meetings, files and
archival material, and interviews with members who were active during
the formation of the society.!

Fortunately for this history, the newsletters started early, thanks to a
particularly energetic communicator, James M. Swain, who attended the
first organizational meetings and reported on them. The first newsletter
appeared in November 1971; thereafter newsletters were published
three times per year. The earliest minutes of a board meeting date from
October 1972 (when the society’s board of governors first met), and the
earliest minutes of a business meeting date from April 1973; the minutes
continue once or twice a year for board meetings and annually for busi-
ness meetings, which were open to all members. Though not always cov-
ering every subject the historian would wish (and sometimes presenting
what is obviously an expurgated report), minutes and newsletters pro-
vide the essential framework for the article. An official set of minutes is
held in the AMIS Archives at the University of Maryland.2

Files of correspondence and personal papers—scattered documents
that too often provide only incomplete information—add detail and
color. Ideally, files would exist for every officer, board member, commit-
tee chair, and editor, but that is simply not the case. Nevertheless, at least
some correspondence is available from most of the people who founded
the organization and shaped it over the following decade. The files of
Cynthia Adams Hoover, curator of musical instruments at the Smith-
sonian Institution, Washington, D.C.,% cover the entire period of study,
and reach back to the 1960s to provide a prehistory for AMIS. Papers at
the National Music Museum (University of South Dakota), preserved

1. Those interviewed (in 2001 or 2005-6) include: Frederick R. (Eric) Selch
(1930-2002), Phillip T. Young (1926-2002), James M. Swain, Linda Tauber, William J.
Maynard, Cynthia Adams Hoover, Jeannine E. Abel, Richard W. Abel, William E.
Hettrick, Betty Austin Hensley, Dale Higbee, Robert E. Eliason, Tony Bingham,
Margaret Downie Banks, and André P. Larson.

2. All references to the minutes are to the official set of Minutes of the American
Musical Instrument Society, Inc., which resides in the American Musical Instrument
Society Archives, Special Collections in Performing Arts (SCPA), Performing Arts
Library, University of Maryland. This set includes minutes from board, executive com-
mittee, and business meetings, interfiled by date. Minutes from the business meeting
are sometimes entitled “Minutes of Annual Meeting,” but in fact they contain minutes
of only the business session held during the multi-day annual meeting.

3. Hoover was on the curatorial staff of the Smithsonian institution from 1961 to
2004, when she became curator emeritus of musical instruments, which was still her
title in 2007.
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and organized by André P. Larson and Margaret Downie Banks, include
responses to a questionnaire mailed out before the first organizational
meetings, early membership forms, and various correspondence files
dating from the 1970s and 1980s, including some concerning the early
days of the jJournal of the American Musical Instrument Sociely. The AMIS
Archives established in 2000 in the Special Collections in Performing
Arts (SCPA), Performing Arts Library, University of Maryland, contain,
besides a set of minutes, a variety of other material from the period of
study, including programs from annual meetings and correspondence
regarding financial matters in the late 1970s. Unfortunately, little corre-
spondence from the first two presidents, Robert M. Rosenbaum and
Frederick R. (Eric) Selch, is available.

The primary goal of this article is to establish the chronology of the
early years of AMIS. Discovering which sources are available (and which,
at least at present, are not), as well as hearing the accounts of those who
founded the society (and realizing how memories alter and dim through
time), convinced me that a presentation of the details, through narrative
and documentary appendixes, was a worthwhile way to create a refer-
ence that could be read as a reminder of the period and used as a basis
for further study. Although a history reaching to the present would be
ideal, limiting this study to the society’s first ten years has allowed me to
explore that period in detail. Events crowded thick and fast, especially in
the first year, with goals to be set, decisions to be made, and compro-
mises to be reached. In reviewing the events of the early years, I have at-
tempted to underscore the ideas and ideals that have shaped the society
and provided continuity through its first thirty-six years. I hope that this
article will provide the basis for additional studies and analysis of the his-
tory of AMIS, by others or myself; in particular, biographical information
about a cross-section of the early membership—the collectors, perform-
ers, curators, makers, dealers, and others who brought the society into
being—would add greatly to our understanding of the society.

Newsletters, minutes, correspondence, and personal reminiscences all
refer to many of the same happenings, with varying viewpoints, em-
phases, and amounts of detail. In any history, there is always tension be-
tween charting one overall chronology and following thematic threads.
In this telling, I chose an overall chronology (with one flashback) for
approximately the first year, up through the election of the first board,
since these events seemed to flow in a story line. Then the recital
switches to sections, each treating a topic or related topics: organization
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and leadership, annual meetings, membership, and the Journal of the
American Musical Instrument Society. To help readers keep the various
chronologies straight, I provide six appendixes:
1. atime line, listing milestones of the first ten years
2. details of organizational and annual meetings, including papers
presented, session topics, concerts and other events, and registra-
tion information when available
3. alist of related societies and groups, with year of formation, and a
statement of purpose for selected societies
4. an annual list of officers and board members, with slate informa-
tion when available and with brief biographies for those on the first
slate (1972)
5. alist of founding and long-time members
6. information on the journal as published during the first ten years,
including editors, editorial boards, titles and authors of articles,
and summary of other contents
I hope that long-time members will read this history with a sense of
recognition, and that younger members will gain a better understanding
of the process by which their elders created a society for and about musi-
cal instruments.

The Historical Musical Instrument Society

On Saturday, October 23, 1971, eight collectors of antique musical in-
struments met to discuss the possibility of forming an organization that
would enable them and others to exchange information about instru-
ments and collecting. They gathered in Scarsdale, New York, at the
home of Robert M. Rosenbaum, a research biologist and professor who
was also an oboist and a collector of woodwinds and other instruments.
Others in the group included music teachers, a professional flutist, and a
consulting engineer (for a complete list, see Appendix 2). During the
meeting several steps were taken: it was agreed that a society should be
formed; a set of proposed bylaws (drafted by William J. Maynard, a
teacher, librarian, and collector of clarinets) was discussed in detail;*
and one of the eight agreed to prepare a newsletter (James M. Swain, a

4. The draft was based on the bylaws of The Bohemians, a New York musicians’
club to which Maynard belonged. E-mail message to the author, 20 June 2002.



166 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY

radiologist, flutist, and collector of flutes). They decided to call the or-
ganization “The Historical Musical Instrument Society.” Dues—to cover
such things as printing and mailing a newsletter—were set at $5.00 a
year, and temporary officers were chosen (Rosenbaum as president,
Maynard as secretary, and Swain as treasurer) to serve until a formal elec-
tion could be held.

This meeting evidently formalized discussions and negotiations that
had taken place during the preceding months, and the decision to pro-
ceed with forming a society resulted from the positive response to a ques-
tionnaire that had been mailed in August. An accompanying letter men-
tioned “a group of collectors” who had corresponded and met “with
the idea of forming a national organization of collectors, or at least pro-
viding a forum (newsletter, bulletin, etc.) for this activity.” The purpose
of the questionnaire, the letter pointed out, was not simply to make
another list of collectors and collections, but “to learn more about our
fellow enthusiasts over the country, even around the world.” Those who
responded would receive a summary of the tabulations from the survey;
respondents’ names and any details of their collections would not be
made public. A “steering committee” listed at the foot of the letter con-
sisted of Rosenbaum, Maynard, Swain, and Linda Tauber (a professional
flutist and teacher from Yonkers, New York).?

The group’s first newsletter appeared just a few weeks after the gather-
ing. In addition to details about the meeting and a complete copy of the
proposed bylaws, it included results from the questionnaire, which had
been mailed to nearly four hundred people. Over one hundred ques-
tionnaires had been returned, and the responses tabulated by Tauber
(the lone woman at the meeting). According to her report, those who
responded had collections ranging from just a few instruments to a high
of three thousand. About three-quarters of them played, either semi-
professionally or professionally, and nearly half were teachers of some
sort—at a university, in public or private schools, or as individual in-
structors. They were overwhelmingly male (ninety-nine men and nine
women) and ranged in age from eighteen to eighty-two. They felt that
the proposed society should “inform, encourage, and publish research
projects; help collectors learn of one another; and aid in the sale/

5. Letter dated August 1971, addressed to “Dear Friend” and signed J. M. Swain,
AMIS papers, National Music Museum (NMM), the University of South Dakota.
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purchase of instruments.”® Some expressed concern that belonging to
an organization might lead to increased publicity and compromise the
security of their collections. Few had definite plans for disposition of
their collections, but many felt that the society might be helpful in that
process.”

The group’s purpose, as stated in the first draft of the bylaws, was “to
further the cause of organology,” specifically through “the study and col-
lecting of historical musical instruments, and their performance, design,
and production.” The newsletter closed with an invitation to join, asking
potential members to send the $5.00 membership fee, along with infor-
mation concerning their musical interests, to treasurer Swain.’

An American Chapter of the Galpin Society

At about the same time, two members of the music faculty of Jersey
City State College—Arnold Fromme and Alvin Fossner, both of whom
were also Galpin Society members—were busy making plans for a three-
day conference to serve as an organizational meeting of a projected
Northeastern regional chapter of the Galpin Society.? Invitations were

6. Newsletter of the Historical Musical Society 1, no. 1 (November 1971): [2], quoting
responses to the questionnaire. The society’s name was evidently mistyped on the mast-
head, omitting the word “Instrument”; the group is listed as “The Historical Musical
Instrument Society” in the proposed bylaws, on page [4]. The first three newsletters
appeared under different titles while the society’s name was being decided upon.
Volume 1, no. 2 was entitled Newsletter of the Musical Instrument Society. Volume 1, no. 3
was entitled Newsletter of the American Musical Instrument Society, the society’s name from
April 1972. Since these names all refer essentially to the same publication, which was
numbered continuously from the first issue, all further references will appear as
Newsletter, with volume number and date as identifiers.

7. Newsletter 1, no. 1 (November 1971): [3]. Additional questionnaire results were
reported in Newsletter 1, no. 2 (February 1972): 3. By that time, responses had been
received from 120 men, 12 women, and 1 museum. Thirty-five American states were
represented, with additional responses from Canada and Austria.

8. Newsletter 1, no. 1 (November 1971): [4-5].

9. During its short existence, the group was referred to by several names. The pro-
gram of the Jersey City meeting was entitled “Galpin Society — Projected /
Northeastern American Chapter / Organizational Meeting / January 7th, 8th & 9th,
1972.” In a handwritten draft of minutes of the planning session held during the
Smithsonian Institution meeting in April 1972, Selch referred to the group as the “ad
hoc Galpin Society Members of Northeastern America.”
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sent out in November 1971 to American members of the Galpin Society,!?
and the conference was held January 7-9, 1972, at the college. It opened
on Friday with a tour of the new musical instrument exhibit at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, after which the group re-
turned to New Jersey. Paper sessions began on Friday afternoon and con-
tinued on Saturday and Sunday, intermixed with several organizational
meetings and periods for socializing. In all, ten papers were read (see list
in Appendix 2). The Saturday sessions concluded with a concert of
medieval and Renaissance music by the group Music for a While.

As an introduction to the paper sessions, a keynote address was given
by Cynthia Adams Hoover. During her talk, she outlined a vision for an
American society devoted to musical instruments. In particular, she
urged the assembled group to include the study of American instruments
among its goals and to broaden its vision to take in the world’s music as
well. She emphasized that this should not be to the exclusion of Euro-
pean traditions, but she hoped the new organization would avoid the
Eurocentric bias of so much of American musicology of the time.!!

Several people who had attended the Scarsdale meeting, plus a num-
ber of those who had sent in a membership fee in response to the
November newsletter, were also at the Jersey City meeting, which had an
attendance of “nearly fifty interested persons.” During the organiza-
tional sessions it became clear that “it was the unanimous feeling of
those present that the two groups had identical aims and goals.”!?
Therefore they decided to proceed as one group. They chose to form an
independent organization, as opposed to becoming an appendage to

10. The invitation was dated 23 November 1971, but plans had evidently been un-
derway for some time, since the invitation mentioned an “excellent response to our
previous inquiry.”

I1. “Keynote Address, Jersey City State College, Jan. 7, 1972,” typescript, p. 8;
Hoover papers, Smithsonian Institution Archives (hereafter referred to as “Hoover pa-
pers”). Hoover’s ideas, which today seem unextraordinary, were at that time unusual
and forward-looking, since in scholarly circles “American music history” had long
meant the history of European art music in America. At meetings of the American
Musicological Society at this time, music outside the European tradition was generally
neglected, so much so that in 1975 a group of Americanist scholars, tired of the skepti-
cism or rejection that greeted their attempts to pursue serious study of American mu-
sic, formed a new group, The Sonneck Society (named for Oscar G. T. Sonneck, pio-
neer scholar of American music), devoted to “all aspects of American music and music
in America.” Hoover was one of the founding members.

12. “American Galpinists,” Newsletter 1, no. 2 (February 1972): 4.



THE EARLY DAYS OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY 169

the Galpin Society, although that group was certainly invoked as a
model.

The latter decision may have been influenced by the reaction of the
Galpin Society’s governing committee to the Americans’ wish to estab-
lish a chapter. The committee had approved the idea but offered some
ground rules, one of which was that the American group would not have
a separate journal.!® Since a number of those who attended the Jersey
City meeting thought that an American journal devoted to musical in-
strument studies was an important goal, this restriction may have made
the chapter idea seem less attractive. Although the American group
chose to become a separate organization, ties to the Galpin Society re-
mained strong. In June, several American members of both societies
would travel to England to attend the Galpin Annual General Meeting,
during which the chairman, Brian Galpin, “welcomed the formation of a
sister society in the U.S.A.”14

No minutes of the organizational sessions have survived, but the
newsletter report mentioned two topics that were discussed: how the
purpose of the society should be stated and what the society’s name
should be. The name “The Historical Musical Instrument Society” had
been proposed during the Scarsdale meeting, and this had appeared as
the society’s name in the first newsletter. But there were some objections
to “historical” as being too restrictive, perhaps too suggestive of “antique
instruments” in the European art-music tradition. In defining the pur-
pose of the society, the bylaws proposed at the Scarsdale meeting

13. Correspondence from William Waterhouse, Archivist of the Galpin Society,
31 July 2007, quoting from the minutes of the 192nd Galpin Society meeting, held in
London, 16 December 1971: “A letter from Mr Anthony Baines (Hon. Editor) had
been received setting out the Americans’ wish to establish an American ‘Chapter’ of
the Galpin Society. The Committee welcomed this and decided upon the following
ground rules for the proposed American branch:
1. The American branch not to have a separate journal
. to encourage a separate Bulletin, supplying 3 copies to England
. to be self-financing
. to have some sort of Committee structure
. for the Galpin Society and the American branch to exchange Committee
Minutes
. not to advertise events or otherwise function in the name of the Galpin Society
but, rather, in the name of the American Chapter of the Galpin Society or such
name as they take for themselves.”
14. Minutes of the 25th Annual General Mecting of the Galpin Society, held in
London, 24 June 1972. Correspondence from Waterhouse.
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