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ABSTRACT 
 

There are many examples of small communities where members of the population took 
action to fill a cultural void; one is Charleston, West Virginia.   A critical figure in the 
development of Charleston’s active performing community was William Sandheger Mason 
(1873-1941), founder of the Mason College of Music and Fine Arts.  Both through the influence 
of his school and his own performing and conducting in the 1910s and 1920s, Mason established 
a taste for European art music in the rapidly growing city.  Although most of the organizations he 
founded failed during the Great Depression, Mason’s school continued to influence the area well 
after his death.  Additionally, Mason facilitated the successes of the organizations that serve the 
area today by establishing a base of both performers and concertgoers. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Personal Statement 

 
This thesis is a testament to the power of procrastination.  One day in the spring of 2006, 

I was avoiding working on my senior honors thesis by exploring my newest CD, the Kronos 
Quartet’s Black Angels album.  The title work, a three-movement string quartet written in 
reaction to the Vietnam War by George Crumb, was my favorite twentieth-century listening 
example from my music history class the year before. Reading the liner notes, I finally 
recognized a fact that I’m sure had been presented to me at least three times already: George 
Crumb is a native of Charleston, West Virginia.  As a native of South Charleston, West Virginia, 
which is one town down the Kanawha River from Charleston, I was startled to discover that this 
man whose music I’d found so compelling was from, essentially, my hometown.  Curious, I 
immediately did what any budding musicologist would do: I Googled him.  From the biography 
on his website, I learned that not only was Crumb born and raised in Charleston, he graduated 
from a school there called the Mason College of Music in 1950.  I had never heard of such a 
place.  Little did I know that while hiding from one thesis, I’d found another.  

As I began to work on my master’s degree, I kept my discovery of the Mason College in 
mind as a potential topic for a project down the road.  That there had at some point been such a 
school in Charleston was fascinating to me.  Although the city has many opportunities to hear 
wonderful live performances, the higher education possibilities in the area are fairly slim; the 
closest college-level music department of even a medium size is about an hour away at Marshall 
University.  I had not been able to learn much about the Mason College from the internet, but I 
had determined that it was absorbed by Morris Harvey College.  During my second semester at 
Florida State University I contacted Lynn Sheehan, who was the head librarian at the University 
of Charleston at that time, and asked if their Morris Harvey archives had any information about 
the Mason College.  While I was home for spring break I visited the archives, and although they 
did not have much on the college itself, Dr. Sheehan showed me some of the material they had 
on the college’s founder, W.S. Mason.  The more I read about what Mason did in and for the city 
of Charleston, the more I was struck by how deep a debt much of its musical community, and I, 
owed to him.  Mason seemed to have founded not just a school, but the whole city’s performing 
community.  As word about my project spread through my networks back home, I learned that 
many older community members remembered the Mason College with pride, but Mason himself 
seemed to have been forgotten by nearly everyone. 

I am very much a product of Charleston’s musical community, and I am confident that is 
in part thanks to various aspects of W.S. Mason’s legacy that I came to choose to pursue degrees 
in music in the first place.  This project has been a personal one for me, and its relevance to my 
life has been clear to me from the beginning.  I hope that this story will resonate in some way 
with other readers from other cities. 

 
An introduction to Charleston, West Virginia 

 
As this project is so centered on the city of Charleston, West Virginia, some information 

about the city and its general history may help the reader better understand the shape of the 
community.   



2 

The state of West Virginia was formed during the turmoil of the Civil War.  The western 
counties of Virginia seceded from the Confederacy in 1862 and formed the Reorganized 
Government of Virginia, and then became the thirty-fifth state on June 20, 1863.1  The first state 
capital was in the city of Wheeling, but shifted back and forth between Wheeling and Charleston 
before finally settling permanently in Charleston in 1885.  That capital building burned in 1921, 
and the government moved to a temporary building until 1932, when construction was completed 
on the current capital building, designed by the architect Cass Gilbert.2 

Charleston is situated in the foothills of the Appalachian mountains at the intersection of 
the Kanawha River and Elk River.  In addition to downtown, which begins at the point where the 
rivers meet and continues to the east up the Kanawha, Charleston has five boroughs: the East 
End, east of downtown and up the Kanawha River, the West Side, across the Elk and down the 
Kanawha from downtown, North Charleston, further down the river from the West Side, South 
Hills, across the Kanawha from the West Side and downtown, and Kanawha City, across the 
river from the East End.  The various buildings that at different times housed Mason’s school 
were all located around what is today the borders of downtown and the East End, although the 
area was likely more residential at the time.  Both downtown and the East End are today home to 
some of the oldest buildings in the city.   

The Kanawha River continues northwest to the Ohio River, and has long been an 
important transportation route.  Ready access to a large river with a variety of other natural 
resources nearby, such as coal and salt, fostered the development of the thriving chemical 
industry that is the basis of the Kanawha Valley’s economy today.  Many of the larger 
companies, such as DuPont and Union Carbide, came into the area during the period covered by 
this project, which caused a rapid population growth. 
 
 
Table 1: Population figures for the city of Charleston, WV, 1890-1950.3  

1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 
6,724 11,099 22,996 39,608 60,408 67,914 72,818 

 
 
 As Charleston grew, so did a number of small towns surrounding it.  The community 
today is best understood not as a single city but as a large metropolitan area stretching for over 
twenty miles along the Kanawha River.  The sense of a unified community was evolving during 
the time period covered by this study.   

                                                
1 West Virginia State History Archives, “A State Of Convenience: The Creation of West 
Virginia.”  Online exhibit. http://www.wvculture.org/history/statehood/statehood.html (accessed 
June 2, 2008). 
2 West Virginia State Legislature.  “The Early Capital Locations.” 
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Educational/Capitol_History/pg4-5.cfm (accessed June 2, 2008). 
3 All figures from the West Virginia Blue Book, published annually by the state legislature.  
Courtesy of the West Virginia State Archives.  1890-1930: from1930 edition, page 633; 1940: 
from 1940 edition, page 615; 1950: from 1950 edition, page 525.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

AMATEURS AND COMMUNITIES 
IN AMERICAN MUSICAL LIFE 

 
William Sandheger “Sandy” Mason (1873-1941)1 was a violinist, conductor, and 

educator who played a key role in the musical life of Charleston, West Virginia during the first 
half of the twentieth century.  Although by the end of his life his activities were fairly local in 
scope, he was educated in Cincinnati, New York, Munich and Paris, so his background was 
cosmopolitan and he was in touch with national and international trends in art music around the 
turn of the century.  Additionally, his performing activities during the 1910s and 1920s were at 
times somewhat regional in character, both through the use of featured artists from outside the 
community (especially from Cincinnati) and some touring activities to neighboring states.  The 
study of Mason’s work in Charleston is a cultural history of a relatively small community, but 
with great relevance as a small facet of our larger national music history.   

Calls for local research can be found in the journal Notes long before American topics 
gained widespread acceptance among musicologists.  One of the earliest examples is Donald Jay 
Grout’s article “The Music Library and Musicology.”  While the bulk of this 1941 work dealt 
with what kinds of resources a music library should hold and how American scholars might work 
around the relative inaccessibility of European primary source documents, Grout also discussed 
the need for scholarship in American music.   

 
…musicologists have begun to realize that the history of a country’s music is not alone in 
the history of its prominent composers, but rather the history of its entire musical life, the 
bad as well as the good, the obscure as well as the famous. … When in our own country 
all this necessary local research is undertaken—as it eventually will be—it will be based 
on the material available in local archives… material which will enable us to learn what 
music was composed and performed, when, by whom, under what circumstances, and 
with what relationship to the whole social life of the people.2 
 

Since that time many such local studies have been done;3 the implied general histories grounded 
in local work have been slower to come.  

                                                
1 Establishing Mason’s date of birth is problematic.  In her family history, A History of the 

Mason and Briggs Families, held at the West Virginia State Archives, Abernethy listed her 
father’s birth date as May 18, 1873.  However, his January 1941 obituary lists his age as sixty-
six, which would indicate that he was born in 1875.  The Kanawha County birth records (volume 
1, page 178) at the West Virginia State Archives confirm that in May of 1873, Nicholas Mason’s 
wife gave birth to a male child, presumably William.  Mason could not have been born in May of 
1875, because his sister was born in November of that year. When and why Mason reduced his 
age by two years, or even if the change was intentional, is not known.  It should perhaps also be 
stated here that W.S. Mason is not related to Lowell and Timothy Mason; according to 
Abernethy, Nicholas Mason was born in Germany in 1847 (2). 
2 Grout, Donald Jay. “The Music Library and Musicology.”  Notes 11 (August 1941): 11. 
3 For an older but extensive list of such studies, see Edward W. Hathaway’s article “Developing 
a State Archive of Local Music Materials” in Notes, 2nd Ser. 45, no. 3 (March 1989): 483-494. 



4 

In his chapter “Art music from 1860 to 1920” in the Cambridge History of American 

Music, Michael Broyles describes how Americans first canonized certain composers and musics 
as high art music, then developed a system of organizations to support that canon.   

 
Maintenance of art music in America involved four types of activities: first, musical 
organizations, orchestras, opera companies, or chamber ensembles had to be formed.  
Second, they needed places to play, theaters and concert halls.  Third, individuals willing 
to provide both resources and leadership were essential; many were women.  And fourth, 
the public had to be educated about art music, what it was and why it should be 
patronized.4 
 

While each of these activities is important, education is perhaps somewhat deemphasized here, 
but it lies at the core of the tradition.  Before any of Broyles’ four activities could take place, 
there first had to be musicians educated in the canon.  Only then could ensembles form and find 
venues and leaders, and then those leaders could begin educating the public through the work of 
the ensemble.   

To understand how Mason and his work in Charleston fit into the larger national history, 
one must look briefly at a variety of institutions in many other cities.  Across the nation, the 
institutions that disseminate art music have progressed from primarily amateur to primarily 
professional organizations, often following some improvement in or expansion of the educational 
system.  The city of Boston provides a prime example. The bulk of Boston’s eighteenth-century 
musical activity was sacred and centered around psalmody.  During the first quarter of the 
nineteenth century, two amateur groups staged large-scale musical productions: the Handel and 
Haydn Society and the Philoharmonic Society. The former sought to promote sacred vocal music 
(such as the oratorios of Handel and Haydn) through large performances; the latter initially 
provided a venue where instrumentalists could read large ensemble works together.  Eventually it 
too began to give performances. The membership of the two ensembles overlapped, and both 
appealed largely to amateurs.5 The Handel and Haydn Society thrived for a number of years, but 
the Philoharmonic Society folded in 1826 in the face of competition from a rival, the Apollo 
Society.6  In 1833 the Boston Academy of Music entered the musical scene with Lowell Mason, 
a veteran of the Handel and Haydn Society, at its head.  Its largely professional orchestra gave 
the Boston premieres of many current favorites, such as Beethoven’s symphonies, and was the 
first orchestra in the city to win real public support.7  Struggling amateur, semi-professional and 
then professional ensembles marked the third quarter of the century, until finally the Boston 
Symphony Orchestra was founded in 1881.   

This pattern, with some variations, can be found in major cities across the country.  A 
similar pattern can be found, however, in smaller or later-developing cities, places like 
Charleston, West Virginia.  Like children, who emulate older children and adults they admire, 
little cities often watch bigger cities, and model their own endeavors on the successes they see 

                                                
4 Broyles, Michael.  “Art music from 1860 to 1920” in Cambridge History of American Music, 
ed. David Nicholls (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 216. 
5 Broyles, Michael.  “Music of the Highest Class”: Elitism and Populism in Antebellum Boston 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 140. 
6 Ibid., 168. 
7 Ibid., 182. 
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elsewhere.  It is in the study of how the pattern is repeated and modified across the country in 
communities large and small that we find a national history. 

In the nineteenth century, just as today, many educators were also performers, and the 
earliest institutions of music education were often tied to performances.  One such example is the 
Boston Academy of Music.  Founded in 1833, the Boston Academy initially emphasized vocal 
training and sought to improve the quality of sacred music—in effect, an extension of an older 
Bostonian tradition, the singing school.8  It achieved two landmarks: first, through the efforts of 
Lowell Mason and Samuel Eliot, the Academy successfully introduced vocal music into the 
curricula of Boston’s public schools, ensuring that all children would receive instruction in 
music.9  The Academy was an educational powerhouse in its own right; during its second year, it 
served five hundred adults and over two thousand youths.10  Musical training would have made 
the many students of the Academy better fit to appreciate quality music performances, even if 
they did not perform themselves.  Second, the Academy sponsored the first symphony orchestra 
to achieve popular support in the city.11  With over thirty members, it was the largest the city had 
ever seen.  The orchestra was not, however, composed of students, but rather professionals.12  
This was in keeping with one of the school’s early objectives: “To establish exhibitions or 
concerts… [of] select performers, as specimens of the best style in the performance of ordinary 
church music.”13  Part of pedagogy is providing students with positive models; by sponsoring 
professional ensembles, the academy provided ideal examples both to its students and to the 
population of the city as a whole. 

There are clear instances of schools being founded to support ensembles, such as the 
National Conservatory of Music in New York City.  When Jeannette Meyers Thurber first 
opened her school in 1885, it was called The American School of Opera, as her goal was to train 
young people to sing in her American Opera Company.  The association was short-lived; when 
the opera company went bankrupt the following year, Thurber changed the name of the 
conservatory to protect its assets.14  The National Conservatory was modeled after the French 
conservatory system, as it subsidized the education of any talented student.15  Its curriculum was 
innovative in the inclusion of several subjects outside the normal practices of the time but quite 
common today, such as music history.16  A broad foundation of musical knowledge was not the 
hallmark of the Paris Conservatory, where Thurber had studied, but of the Schola Cantorum.17  
Thurber regularly secured the services of renowned musicians from New York and abroad, 
including Henry Theophilus Fink, Rubin Goldmark, Horatio Parker, Anton Seidl, and Frank van 
der Stucken.  Most famously, Antonín Dvořák served as the director of the conservatory from 

                                                
8 Ibid., 182. 
9 Ibid., 195. 
10 Ibid., 185-6. 
11 Ibid., 182. 
12 Ibid., 201. 
13 Ibid., 183-4 
14 Rubin, Emmanuel.  “Jeannette Meyers Thurber and the National Conservatory of Music,”  
American Music 8, no. 3 (Autumn 1990): 295. 
15 Ibid., 296. 
16 Ibid., 301. 
17 Thompson, Andrew.  Vincent d’Indy and His World (New York: Oxford Press, 1996), 119. 
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1892 to 1895, during which time he wrote his “New World” symphony.18  The conservatory 
peaked during those years, and afterwards slowly declined after failing to receive the government 
support Thurber had sought from the beginning, tough competition from other schools such as 
Walter Damrosh’s Institute of Musical Arts (which later became Juilliard), and finally the 
financial strain of the stock market crash in 1929.19   

Just like Thurber’s National Conservatory of Music was founded to support her 
professional opera troupe, W.S. Mason may have founded his school in part to enhance his own 
ensembles.  Mason was an active performer and conductor in Charleston before the Depression.  
Although his school was ultimately the most long-lived of his various endeavors, its initial 
development was in response to needs he perceived as he began working with amateur groups.  
His school was closely tied to the community, serving the needs of its citizens by making a wide 
range of music education available.  In this way, the Mason School and College relate to other 
national trends of community music education, such as settlement schools. 

During the late nineteenth century, concerned members of the upper classes in Victorian 
England began providing food, shelter and education for the urban poor in what were called 
“settlement houses.”  Founders and residents of settlement houses sought to improve urban life 
by living in the poorest neighborhoods, offering inexpensive education and promoting a sense of 
community in the area.  The settlement house movement soon spread to the growing urban 
centers of the United States, where many different immigrant populations were swelling the 
urban ghettoes.  Settlement houses launched another important kind of institution in music 
education: the community music school.  For example, Jane Addams’ Hull House in Chicago 
offered music instruction and entertainments.  Addams and her co-founder, Ellen Gates Starr, 
began putting on free concerts during their first year at Hull House to attract people into the new 
settlement community.  In 1893, the Hull House Music School was established under the 
direction of Eleanor Smith.20  The school provided quality music education for young people in 
the settlement community who possessed musical talent but could not afford training, as well as 
rehearsal space and support for a variety of settlement-sponsored community ensembles.21  The 
music school was fairly open to a variety of musical traditions, allowing it to support not only 
traditional Western European classical music but also newer styles like those embraced by its 
most famous graduate, Benny Goodman.  While the Hull House Music School sought to provide 
training of sufficient quality to prepare interested students for professional work, many likely 
continued instead as educated amateurs in settlement ensembles. 

Community art and music schools have continued to offer affordable training long after 
settlement houses fell out of fashion. One of the oldest of these schools, the Community Music 
School of Buffalo, was founded in 1924 as part of the Welcome Hall Social Settlement.  In its 
earliest days the school offered only piano, violin, voice and dance lessons.  It became one of the 
first members of the National Guild of Community Schools of the Arts in 1937.   Today it offers 
training to a broad range of students of all ages.  Lower income students receive financial aid 

                                                
18 Ibid., 307-8. 
19 Ibid., 309. 
20 Vaillant, Derek.  Sounds of Reform: Progressivism and Music in Chicago, 1873-1935 (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 100. 
21 Ibid., 105. 
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through charities and sponsors.  The school also engages in community outreach through 
concerts with little or no admission fee.22 

By making music education broadly available, one creates many different kinds of 
musicians.  Mason, too, produced a wide range of musicians, from educated consumers and 
amateurs to professionals by offering music instruction from the elementary through college 
levels.  Mason’s school likely produced many musicians in the middle of the professional 
continuum, that is, talented amateurs and semi-professionals.  These kinds of musicians have 
historically played an important role in the musical lives of communities too small to support 
large professional ensembles. 

One ensemble that relied heavily on both talented amateurs and professionals was the 
Georgetown Amateur Orchestra in Washington, D.C.  From its humble beginnings as a trio in 
1877, the Georgetown Amateur Orchestra grew to forty-seven members by 1886.23  As in many 
such ensembles today, the name “amateur” orchestra is somewhat misleading; the orchestra was 
populated with both amateurs and professionals.  Although the distinction between amateur and 
professional is often quite fuzzy, Patrick Warfield notes two different kinds of each type of 
musician in the orchestra.  Amongst the professionals, some used this and other similar 
ensembles to supplement their regular paying jobs, while others made their careers by playing 
with amateurs and teaching them.24  Some of the amateurs earned most of their income from a 
non-musical source but devoted most of their energy to music making, but the ensemble also 
contained true amateurs who pursued music casually, as a hobby.25  Warfield repeatedly notes 
that the ensemble elicited a strong sense of civic pride, and asserts that the orchestra counters the 
previous assumption that nineteenth century Washington was a “cultural backwater.”26  The 
orchestra’s repertoire was designed to please the general taste and included everything from 
classical and romantic symphonies to popular songs and dance tunes.27  Thanks to the GAO and 
other amateur organizations, Washingtonians did not require a professional ensemble to hear 
regular performances of high art music. 

In time, the country’s major cities established professional ensembles.  Interestingly, 
many smaller cities and communities that lack the resources to support professional ensembles 
have in turn followed the past example of the large cities and founded amateur organizations to 
serve the artistic needs of the population.   

Shortly before World War I, the city of Flint, Michigan, experienced sudden population 
growth.  In response to an increasing sense of civic pride and responsibility, in 1913 a number of 

                                                
22 The Community Music School of Buffalo, “The Community Music School of Buffalo-
History,” http://www.communitymusicbuffalo.org/index.php?submenu=AboutUs&src= 
gendocs&ref=History&category=AboutUs (accessed Feb. 12, 2008). 
23 Warfield, Patrick.  “‘A Most Worthy and Deserving Musical Society’: The Georgetown 
Amateur Orchestra, 1877-1905” (working paper, Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., 
2008), 2; 11. 
24 Ibid., 11 
25 Ibid., 12 
26 Ibid., 1 
27 Ibid., 16 
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concerned citizens from a variety of professions founded the Flint Choral Union.28  With soloists 
brought in from Chicago, about two hundred residents participated in the first performance, 
Mendelssohn’s Elijah.29  The Community Music Association was established in 1917 to 
supervise the Choral Union, which was renamed the Community Chorus, to promote group 
singing throughout the community, to raise morale, and to establish a Community Orchestra to 
support the chorus.  In less than a year, the Community Music Association had about 4,000 
members.30  In 1928, the community established a civic opera group.  This was not a group for 
the performance of light operettas; the first production was Verdi’s Aida.31   

Under the leadership of strong musicians, and with the benefit of local educations, 
amateur ensembles in the United States have been able to rehearse and perform many iconic 
works of classical music.  When Mason first returned to Charleston, many of the ensembles he 
lead were largely constituted of amateurs, and although his own later ensembles tended to be 
more professional in character, he laid the groundwork for the active amateur population in 
Charleston today.

                                                
28 Smith, David Messner.   The Community Music Association: Principles and practices 

suggested by a study of the Flint Community Music Association.  (New York: Columbia 
University Buerau of Publications-Teachers College, 1954), 7. 
29 Ibid., 6 
30 Ibid., 8. 
31 Ibid., 32. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

WILLIAM SANDHEGER MASON: 
EARLY DAYS AND PERFORMING CAREER 

 
He [W.S. Mason] knew that a valley was a culture, represented a way of life.   

He knew that in learning of it he was learning of himself.
1 

 
Education and Early Career  

 

When considering an educator, it is helpful to know something of his or her own 
education.  W.S. Mason began studying violin when he was ten-years old, and played with a 
local orchestra when he was thirteen.2  He attended the Cincinnati College of Music from 1889 
to 1892.3  During that time, he also played first violin in the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra.  
After graduating, he turned down a teaching position at the college to study with the Russian 
violinist, Adolph Brodsky, in New York City.  While there he also studied voice under C.B. 
Hawley.4 

After one year in New York, Mason returned to the greater Ohio valley region and seems 
to have traveled back and forth between Charleston and Cincinnati.  He moved to Galveston, 
Texas, in 1895, where he taught violin and worked with the Galveston Quartet Society.  The 
following year he moved again, this time to Houston, where he taught violin, served as music 
director of the Church of the Annunciation, directed the “Clef Club” and “Glee Club,” and gave 
recitals.  In 1899, Mason moved back to Ohio, this time settling in Columbus.  In addition to 
teaching violin and giving recitals, he served as musical director for Saint Joseph’s Cathedral, 
directed the Women’s Musical Society and Glee club, and worked as a music critic for the local 
newspaper.  Unfortunately, he also contracted tuberculosis, and returned to Charleston in 1900 
due to poor health.5 

In 1901 Mason left Charleston for the Adirondack Sanitarium in Saranac, New York, 
where he underwent treatment.  He performed a recital there in late 1902, but left sometime 
afterward, as he performed a recital in Charleston in 1903.6  In 1904 he traveled to Germany, 
where his tuberculosis was apparently cured.  While in Europe, he studied in Germany and in 
Paris at the Schola Cantorum before returning to Charleston, this time permanently, in 1906.7  

                                                
1 Horace Reynolds.  “Herr Massen and His Valley.”  The Christian Science Monitor (Jan. 12, 
1946).  Newspaper clipping from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the 
Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
2 Abernethy, Miriam Virginia Mason, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 3.  
Abernethy does not provide any information about the orchestra other than its name, the “Home 
Orchestra,” and that it was based in Charleston (13). 
3 Abernethy calls it the “Cincinnati College” on page 3 and “Cincinnati Conservatory” on page 
13.  She likely means the Cincinnati College of Music. 
4 Ibid., 13. 
5 Ibid., 16. 
6 Ibid., 4. 
7 Ibid., 15. 
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Mason’s student card from the Schola Cantorum indicates that he paid tuition for February 
through June, suggesting that he probably returned to Charleston in the mid or late summer.8 

While the family history written by Mason’s youngest daughter, Miriam Abernethy, 
provides the above broad outline of Mason’s education and early career, a few more details can 
be found in a brief “Outline of Musical Activities,” which is itself undated but was probably 
intended to accompany a 1930 letter of introduction written by the Charleston Rotary Club 
secretary.9  The outline was presumably written by Mason, and confirms much of what is 
contained in Abernethy’s history.  According to the outline, Mason studied music, violin, piano 
and theory at the Cincinnati College of Music for four years, before moving to New York for one 
year to work with Brodsky and Hawley.  It also lists one year in Germany, where he studied 
theory with Anton Beer-Walbrunn at the Royal Academy in Munich and with Curt Herold in 
Karlsruhe.  Mason spent two years at the Schola Cantorum, where he learned theory, conducting 
and composition with Vincent d’Indy and others.   
 Mason’s education represented some of the best available in the United States and 
Europe at the time.  The Cincinnati College of Music was founded in 1878 with Theodore 
Thomas as its first director.  Thomas’ involvement alone is an indicator of the excellence for 
which the institution strove from its outset.  The college was geared toward the training of 
professional musicians; a preparatory department was not added until the 1900s.  Since Mason 
studied there for four years he likely earned both the regular and post-graduate diplomas, as each 
required two years of study.10  Adolf Brodsky, who was in the United States from 1891 to 1894 
serving as the concertmaster and soloist of Walter Damrosch’s New York Symphony Orchestra, 
was a noted performer and educator for much of his long career.  He most famously premiered 
Tchaikovsky’s violin concerto after Leopold Auer, the violinist to whom it was originally 
dedicated, had claimed it was impossible to play.11    

The Schola Cantorum was perhaps most important for the shape of Mason’s eventual 
career. The Schola was founded in Paris at the end of the 19th century as an alternative to the 
Paris Conservatoire.  Vincent d’Indy, who was instrumental in the institution’s creation and 
direction, stated that schools of Art should not be dedicated to the production of professionals; 
rather, he wanted his students to simply be educated.12  In contrast to the Paris Conservatoire 
with its plethora of regulations and competitions,13 the Schola fostered a community amongst its 
students.14  D’Indy’s curriculum emphasized two stages: first, students developed strong 

                                                
8 Schola Cantorum “Carte d’Élève” for “Monsieur William Mason”, October 1905-June 1906.  
From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston. 
9 From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives at 
the University of Charleston.   
10 College-Conservatory of Music (CCM), University of Cincinnati.  “About CCM: History of 
CCM.” http://www.ccm.uc.edu/about/history.aspx (accessed November 12, 2007).  
11 Archives Hub. “Papers of Adolph Brodsky, violinist and Principal of the Royal Manchester 
College of Music; 1862-1950s.” http://www.archiveshub.ac.uk/news/0500brodsky.html. 
(accessed April 29, 2008). 
12 Demuth, Norman. Vincent d’Indy (1851-1931): Champion of Classicism (Westport: 
Greenwood Press, 1951), 15. 
13 Thompson, Vincent d’Indy and His World, 122. 
14 Ibid., 124. 
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fundamental techniques for singing or playing; second, they focused on a broader education, 
including topics such as history and aesthetics, and how to use these supporting fields to improve 
their own music making.15  The relative flexibility of the Schola proved ideal for older, non-
traditional students and served a broad range of interests.16  Finally, the Schola Cantorum held 
public concerts twice a month.  These were intended not only to give students ample 
opportunities to perform, but also to educate the public, improving music appreciation within the 
school’s broader community.17  Mason’s experiences at this broad, flexible institution that served 
a community of students from diverse backgrounds and attempted to educate the broader public 
about music were likely fresh in his mind when he returned to Charleston. 
 
 

 

Figure 1: William Sandheger Mason18
 

 
 

Even after he moved away, Mason had close family ties to Charleston, and his sporadic 
returns between 1889 and 1906 suggest that he did not want to distance himself from the town.  
A letter from his priest in Charleston, Father Stenger, dated June 27, 1898, suggests that Mason’s 
primary reason for moving to Ohio and Texas was to further his musical career.  Although 
addressed to Mason, the letter is intended as a letter of introduction for Mason to give to an 
unnamed Catholic leader in Philadelphia.  It ends as follows:  

 
I am sorry, my dear boy, that your native town does not afford you the opportunities 
which you are forced to seek elsewhere, but my good will and prayers shall go with you 
and of your success as an artist in Music my confidence is absolute.19 

                                                
15 Demuth, Vincent d’Indy, 16. 
16 Thompson, Vincent d’Indy and His World, 122. 
17 Demuth, Vincent d’Indy, 25. 
18 Portrait of W.S. Mason from promotional pamphlet, c. 1907.  From the materials donated by 
Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
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From this, one might reasonably suppose that Mason wanted to settle in his hometown, but felt 
that doing so would compromise his pursuit of a career as a professional musician.  Mason may 
have also returned home to help care for his mother, who Abernethy believed also suffered from 
tuberculosis and passed away in 1907.20   

There are many potential reasons for Mason’s return to Charleston in 1906, and his 
precise motivations will probably never be known.  However, his education and earlier career 
indicate that he was both well educated and hard working, as well as an experienced leader, 
performer and pedagogue.   In Charleston, he played up his European education, and seems to 
have made good use of contacts in Cincinnati.  By his fifth year there he had established himself 
as central figure in the musical life of the city; Mason’s successes as a director and performer 
undoubtedly fueled the growth of his school. 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Charleston, West Virginia, c. 190621
 

 
 

Mason’s Performing Career in Charleston, WV 

 
Only one year after returning to his hometown, Mason had begun making his mark in 

Charleston.  The following notice appeared in the Charleston Gazette in September of 1907:  
 

                                                                                                                                                       
19 Letter from Joseph W. Stenger, priest at the Church of the Sacred Heart, Charleston, WV, to 
Wm. Sandy Mason.  Dated June 27, 1898.  From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, 
courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
20 Abernethy, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 16.   
21 Postcard, courtesy of the West Virginia State Archives.  The card was postmarked 1906. 
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The first chorus rehearsal for the opera Mikado will be held at the residence of Mr. W. 
Sandy Mason on Quarrier Street Thursday evening at 7:30 o’clock.  This opera will be 
given about the first of October and will be looked fr [sic] with a great deal of interest as 
it will be a home talent.22  
  

Another notice regarding Mason and the Mikado was printed about a month later, on October 2.   
 

Mr. W. Sandy Mason has decided to remain here for the winter and resume his musical 
work.  He will introduce class work here which has been proven in Europe to be 
especially beneficial to younger pupils.  Mr. Mason has charge of the Mikado and 
rehearsals will begin again shortly and the opera to be played about the last of the 
month.23   

 
The Mikado was premiered on November 7, 1907 under the direction of Mason and with the 
support of the Women’s Hospital association.  The Gazette gave a glowing review of the 
production.24     
 For the city, the Mikado was a rare example of a large-scale production put on 
exclusively by locals.  The September 1907 notice hinted that this was unusual, when it stated 
that the performance would be highly anticipated “as it will be a home talent.”  Years later, a 
Charleston Daily Mail columnist interviewed a Mrs. A.Q. Smith, an older resident who 
remembered only two instances of local productions of operetta in Charleston prior to Mason’s 
Mikado.  Curiously, both were productions of the HMS Pinafore.25  Music theater was a popular 
form of entertainment in the city during this time period, as evidenced by the numerous 
advertisements for the Burlew Opera House.  The Burlew, however, was a venue almost 
exclusively dedicated to traveling acts.  

Mason also directed another Gilbert and Sullivan show in 1910, the Pirates of Penzance. 
The Pirates played at the Burlew, which was probably a better hall than the one where the 
Mikado played two years earlier, and unlike the Mikado, this show was independent, not 
affiliated with a charity.  Instead, it was put on by the “Clef Club,” which was “under the 
direction of W.S. Mason.”26  His brother, John, served as stage director.27  The Gazette listed 

                                                
22 Charleston Gazette, v21 no 333 (Thurs Sept 5, 1907), p5.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
23 Charleston Gazette, v22 no 4 (Wed Oct 2, 1907), p5.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
24 Charleston Gazette, v22 no 36 (Fri Nov 8, 1907), p2.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
25 Marylane S. M, “People You Know.”  The Charleston Daily Mail, Oct. 3, 1949.  Clipping 
from Leonard Stocker’s scrapbook, courtesy Charleston Light Opera Guild.  Unfortunately Mrs. 
Smith didn’t give a date for the first production, and her date for the second production may be 
incorrect, as she says it took place in 1907 and Mason’s Mikado was “a few years later.”  
However, she may have confused the Mikado with the 1910 production of Pirates of Penzance. 
26 Charleston Gazette, v24 no21 (Fri Jan 28, 1910) p 2.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
27 Charleston Gazette, v24 no20 (Thurs Jan 27, 1910) p 4.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
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fifty cast members, including the chorus, in its glowing review, which appeared on the front page 
the next day.  The large percentage of “Misses” in the women’s chorus indicates the cast was 
comprised primarily of young people.28  In an interview years later, Matilda Mason indicated that 
the Mason brothers put on at least one other production, Chimes of Normandy, in which she 
played Serpolette.29  However, no other references to any music theater productions beyond 
these two Gilbert and Sullivan shows have been found. 
 
 

 

Figure 3: The Burlew Opera House30
 

 
 

Music theater was only the beginning of Mason’s active role in Charleston’s performing 
scene.  In January of 1908 an article appeared in the Gazette advertising a recital series.  “The 
next recital in the series of Musicals arranged by the Kanawha Musical Society will be given 
about the middle of January, at the Kanawha Presbyterian Church, by Mr. Sidney C. Durst, 
organist, of Cincinnati, and Mr. W.S. Mason, violinist, of this city.”31  Unfortunately, not much 
is known about the Kanawha Musical Society beyond Mason’s frequent association with the 
group.  The first references to the Kanawha Musical Society discovered so far are in 1908 and 
the latest are in 1913, but the programs found in the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy are 
almost certainly not comprehensive.   

                                                
28 Charleston Gazette, v24 no22 (Sat Jan 29, 1910) p 1.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
29 Herring, Jo Ann.  “‘30 Years Too Soon’ Phrase Reality to Musical Masons.”  Charleston 

Daily Mail, c. 1950.  From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris 
Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
30 From Richard Andre, “The Way it Was: Opera House, 1892.”  Charleston Gazette Sunday, 
May 6, 2007.  Online access to article and picture purchased by the author, July 2, 2007. 
31 Charleston Gazette v22 no82 (Thurs Jan 2, 1908), p3.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
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If Mason’s programs are any indication, the Kanawha Musical Society sponsored various 
solo and chamber recitals in the city. These are summarized in Table 2.  Only one program, from 
1913, gives any direct information about the society itself: a listing of its various officers, etc.  
The society had a twenty-member board of governors, three officers, a five member executive 
committee, and a five-member music committee.  Allowing for some overlapping members, 
there were a total of twenty-four people involved.  The membership was dominantly, but not 
overwhelmingly, male, and in some cases both husband and wife were active.  Mason served on 
the music committee only, but by 1913 he was the administrator of a fully chartered school of 
music.  He may have preferred in this case to simply deal with the music and leave the 
administration to others.32 

In any case, Mason was active not only helping to choose the programming of the 
Kanawha Musical Society, but also as a leader for some amateur ensembles affiliated with it. 
Materials donated by Miriam Abernethy contain a March 1908 program for the “First Concert of 
the Wednesday Choral Club Given under the auspices of the Kanawha Musical Society.”33  The 
Wednesday Choral Club was a women’s choir with twenty-three members, at least four of whom 
also sang in the Mikado the previous year.  W.S. Mason is listed in the program as their director.  
The concert also featured an eleven-piece amateur string orchestra.  No director is listed; Mason 
played second viola.  English texts are given for each of the pieces performed by the choir, 
suggesting that they may have been performed in the original German or French.   

Not all of Mason’s activities were sponsored by the Kanawha Musical Society.  One set 
of programs for a series of Sunday afternoon concerts makes no mention of the society, and seem 
to have been almost exclusively produced by Mason himself.  The programs unfortunately do not 
give a complete date; the year is not indicated.  The concerts were all clearly part of a series, 
with one program each labeled as the first, second, third and fourth concert.  The second program 
is in a quite different format from the other three, suggesting that it may be from a different year 
and the series therefore had at least two seasons.  The performers are, for the most part, familiar 
names, suggesting that they were local soloists.  In addition, the Wednesday Choral Club, Clef 
Club Choir, and amateur orchestra all make appearances.  One gets the impression that these 
concerts may have been almost a “Sandy Mason and Friends Variety Hour” kind of spectacle.   

A plethora of clippings related to the Sunday afternoon concerts is also preserved in the 
materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, and from them one can determine that these concerts 
were occurring around 1913. The articles provide insight into the morals of the time; in addition 
to the concert reviews one might expect, they document the outcry of the Charleston Ministerial 
Association.  Members of the local clergy had apparently become concerned about a number of 
Sunday afternoon entertainments in the city, with much of their ire directed toward Mason’s 
concerts.  The discussion seems to have been very heated.  Whether or not the ministerial 
association ultimately succeeded in their campaign for more rigid blue laws at that time is not 
known.  However, their creation of a controversy almost certainly amounted to free promotion 
for Mason and his music.  

                                                
32 Kanawha Musical Society Five Concerts, Season 1913, First Concert.  From the materials 
donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of 
Charleston. 
33 From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston.  See Table 1 for repertoire listing. 
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Mason’s performing activities as a string player were far from limited to second viola in 
the amateur orchestra; in 1910, he founded the Mason Quartet.34 According to a retrospective 
article printed in the Daily Mail in 1926, Mason along with Harry Beckenstien, another violinist, 
and Richard Houston, a violist, wanted to form a quartet.35  They could not find a local cellist, 
but were eventually able to employ one from Cincinnati, Adolf Hoffman.  Hoffman and 
Beckenstien also taught at the Mason School.36  After two years Hoffman was replaced both in 
the quartet and at the school by Willy Schultz, a native of Holland who came to Charleston in 
1912.37  The quartet’s repertoire included both classics and contemporary compositions.  In 
addition to frequent performances in Charleston, the quartet also toured and played at various 
locations throughout West Virginia, Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. At some point a manager 
in New York offered to arrange a national tour for the quartet, but they declined.  They did, 
however, have an “Eastern Office” with a New York City address listed on a promotional 
pamphlet from 1912.  While the Mason Quartet seems to have frequently served as a supplement 
to the recitals of featured artists in Kanawha Musical Society programs, as demonstrated by 
Table 2, the pamphlet does not indicate that the society was in any way responsible for the 
quartet, suggesting that it was an independent organization.   

At about the same time the quartet was founded, Mason also established the Charleston 
Symphony Orchestra.38  The CSO would become the second-most important aspect of Mason’s 
legacy, behind his school.  Although there are no programs extant from the symphony’s early 
years, the 1925-1926 season offers some information about the size and programming.  The CSO 
played five concerts that season, and had thirty members.  The string section was modest but 
fairly balanced, with nine violins, three violas, four celli and one bass.  The woodwind section 
had one flute and two clarinets.  There were no double reeds, but curiously there was a 
saxophone.  The brass section was also quite small, with two trumpets, two trombones, only one 
horn and one tuba.  The orchestra also included both a pianist and an organist.  Two names of 
particular interest to music history at large are the third cellist, Vivian Reed, and the first 
clarinetist, George Crumb—the parents of the American composer George Crumb.  

The orchestra’s programming included selections by many well-known Germans as well 
as a number of Frenchmen.  Eastern Europe and Russia are also fairly well represented.  Only 

                                                
34 Promotional pamphlet, Mason Quartet, 1912-13 season.  From the materials donated by 
Miriam Abernethy, courtesy the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
35 “Mason Quartet Was Famous in its Day,” The Charleston Daily Mail, Jan 10, 1926, section 3, 
page 1.  Newspaper clipping from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the 
Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
36 Charleston Gazette v25 no184 (Thurs August 3, 1911), p2.  Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
37 “Cellist Passes at 84: Music Lovers Mourn City’s Willy Schultz.”  Undated newspaper 
clipping from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy collection.  Courtesy the Morris 
Harvey Archives, University of Charleston.  Schultz stayed in the area for the rest of his life, 
working as a teacher and performer.  He played in both Mason’s Charleston Symphony orchestra 
and the later Charleston Civic/Symphony Orchestra, the forerunner of today’s West Virginia 
Symphony Orchestra. 
38 “Mason Quartet Was Famous in its Day,” The Charleston Daily Mail, Jan 10, 1926, section 3, 
page 1.  Newspaper clipping from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the 
Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
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one American composer is programmed, a local composer named Clarence Cameron White.  
According to the notes, White directed the music program at the West Virginia Colored Institute 
(a historically black college, now the West Virginia State University), suggesting that he was 
probably African-American.   Mason must have thought highly of either the composer or his 
potential draw, as his works are programmed on the final concert of the season, which for many 
ensembles serves as a kind of finale for the year. Each concert also featured a soloist or small 
ensemble.  The complete repertoire for the 1925-6 season is listed in Table 3.  
 
 

 

Figure 4: Cartoon of W.S. Mason, 192639
 

 
 

According to the program, the orchestra was sponsored by the Charleston Symphony 
Society.  As this was in 1925 and there is no record of the Kanawha Musical Society after 1913, 
it is possible that the Charleston Symphony Society is the Kanawha Musical Society under a new 
name.  However, the two organizations are structured quite differently, suggesting that even if 
the CSS was a continuation of the KMS, it had been radically reorganized.  The Charleston 
Symphony Society had six officers and twenty-five directors.  There is no indication of anyone 
responsible for selecting the orchestra’s program or arranging for the soloists; perhaps it was 
Mason himself, the conductor.  The Society also had the backing of twenty-nine guarantors, and 
was therefore likely financially secure.  Mason was not an officer or a director, but is listed 

                                                
39 The Charleston Gazette, January 26, 1926, p11.  Newspaper clipping from the materials 
donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of 
Charleston. 
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among the guarantors.40 Allowing for overlaps between different groups, there were fifty-five 
people involved, including some husband and wife pairs, and a few parents and children.  Many 
were also involved with the Kanawha Musical Society in 1913, but there are also a few names 
that stand out as prominent citizens.  The most obvious is that of Governor Howard M. Gore, a 
director.  Another director is N.S. Burlew, the owner of the Burlew Oprea House.  Simon H. 
Galperin was both a guarantor and the publicity officer for the society; Galperin’s Music Store 
was a major music store in the area for many years.41 

Given the incomplete collection of programs contained in the materials donated by 
Miriam Abernethy, it is difficult to put a date on the conclusion of any of Mason’s efforts as a 
performer and conductor.  However, that there are no programs dating from the 1930s suggests 
that his performing career by and large did not survive the Depression.   Aside from the 
understandable outside economic difficulties, certain changes in Mason’s personal life may have 
also affected his choices during this period. 

That most of the country was under considerable financial strain following the stock 
market crash of 1929 is well known.  The recession almost certainly would have made it more 
difficult to fill concert halls in Charleston, just as it affected concert attendance throughout the 
country.  Certain changes in the Mason household would have put particular pressure on Mason 
as a provider.  Mason married in 1920; on Black Tuesday, he was fifty-six years old, married, 
and had five children under ten years of age.42  Additionally, his elderly aunt, Carrie Fischer, had 
lived with him ever since the death of his mother.43  With so many dependants, he was probably 
less willing to take financial risks as he had been as a young bachelor, when he first returned to 
Charleston.  Mason clearly had some financial investment in his concerts; after all, he was a 
guarantor for the Charleston Symphony Orchestra.  By curtailing his performing activities, 
Mason would have also freed up time he could then spend exploring other, possibly more secure 
avenues of income. 

Mason’s own health may have been another factor.  A 1930 letter of introduction written 
on Mason’s behalf by the Rotary club secretary, Joe W. Savage, indicates that Mason, “…has 
been advised by his physician to leave Charleston and to locate in a more favorable climate 
because of his health.”44  Mason never relocated, but the document raises important questions 
about his health.  It is known that he had suffered from tuberculosis around 1900, and according 

                                                
40 This suggests the power Mason must have held as the conductor—none of the six officers are 
listed as directors, but did serve as guarantors.  Being on the board of directors may have been 
considered a conflict of interest for the officers, and if Mason’s position granted him a similar 
level of clout, that may also have prevented him from serving on the board. 
41 The precise dates of Galperin’s operation are not known; it does not exist today.  Its 
advertisements are found both in Mason’s orchestra programs of the 1920s and later orchestra 
programs from the 1940s and 1950s.  Some programs from the mid-1940s include a directory of 
area music teachers, and many of those teachers listed studios at Galperin’s music shop, 
including George Crumb, Sr.  All programs are courtesy of the West Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra. 
42 Abernethy, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 4-5. Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
43 Ibid., 17.  
44 From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston. 
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to his daughter he was cured in Germany.  She attributes his recovery to the “healthy climate of 
the Black Forest,”45 but fresh air is no substitute for a generous dose of penicillin. Abernethy 
blames his initial infection to his over-full work schedule in Columbus (see previous chapter).  It 
is quite possible that he was initially exposed years earlier; his father died of tuberculosis in 
1884, apparently after a long illness.46  Mason may have been infected with tuberculosis for most 
or all of his life.  Could it be that he wasn’t cured in Germany but simply in remission, and the 
stresses of Depression allowed an active infection to redevelop?  By 1930 penicillin had been 
discovered but wouldn’t be marketed until the following decade.  There are other indications that 
Mason had chronic health problems.  Mason’s 1941 obituary photograph shows him with one 
side of his head completely shaven.47  As his haircut was quite unusual for the time, one suspects 
it was related to some sort of medical treatment.  He died of a cerebral hemorrhage, but the 
photograph does not appear to be of a man on his deathbed.  If his head was shaved for a medical 
treatment, it must have been for something prior to the hemorrhage that killed him.  Whatever 
the cause, the letter and other documents indicate that Mason’s health was deteriorating, and he 
may have tried to lighten his workload as a response. 
 
 

 

Figure 5: Photograph from W.S. Mason’s obituary48
 

 
 

Since the orchestra’s programs are the only ones extant from the 1920s, one suspects that 
it had subsumed most of Mason’s performing energies.  Joe Savage’s letter mentions the 
orchestra, but focuses primarily on the Mason School.  There is no indication as to the 
orchestra’s status.  A “Professional Outline” that was probably intended to accompany the letter 
                                                
45 Abernethy, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 15. Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
46 Ibid., 12.  
47 “Death Claims W.S. Mason, 66,” From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy 
of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
48 Ibid.  Image is slightly cropped. 



20 

similarly mentions the orchestra, but does not say whether it is a continuing activity or not. 
Newspaper clippings from 1936, however, do suggest that the Charleston Symphony Orchestra 
no longer existed, or at least was not under Mason’s direction.  A photocopy in the materials 
donated by Miriam Abernethy shows two newspaper clippings from February of 1936.  The 
larger, essentially a picture and a caption, shows Mason rehearsing the Charleston May Festival 
Orchestra. The caption lists the twenty members in the accompanying photo, as well as an 
additional ten members not pictured.  It states that the orchestra will be supplemented with 
players from Huntington and Cincinnati; the name "Charleston Symphony Orchestra" is never 
mentioned. 49  Still more conspicuous is the "Intercepted Message," a sort of open note, that 
Abernethy attached to the previous clipping.  A week after the photo and article were published, 
"George" wrote, "Dear Sandy: To see you once again conduct a local symphony orchestra is 
remindful of all you have done through the years to promote high class music for Charleston."  
George's note also suggests that the CSO was no longer in operation, and hadn't been for some 
time.50  

If the Charleston Symphony Orchestra was gone, and his daughter’s collection contains 
no programs to indicate other activities, then it seems reasonable to believe that Mason’s 
performing career had changed radically by this point.  This is not to say he never performed or 
conducted again; the clipping does indicate that he still found at least occasional activities, and 
according to his daughter he conducted the choir at the local Catholic church for the rest of his 
life.51  However, by 1936 the days of spectacles like the amateur operettas, the controversial 
Sunday concerts, and the Charleston Symphony Orchestra were over. 

                                                
49 “Little Symphony to Give Concert,” The Charleston Gazette, Sunday, February 2, 1936. From 
the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University 
of Charleston. 
50 “Intercepted Message,” February 9, 1936. From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, 
courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
51 Abernethy, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 29. Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
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Table 2: Listing of artists/ensembles in Kanawha Musical Society programs found in the 
Abernethy collection, Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston 
March 10,1908 
 
First concert of the  
Wednesday Choral Club 

Wednesday Choral Club 

Ernest Chausson 
In the Halls of the Atrides 

Cécile Chaminade 
Evening Prayer in Brittany 

Cesar Frank 
“The First Smile of May” 

Johannes Brahms  
“How Long Wilt Thou Forget Me, O Lord?” 

Amateur [string] Orchestra 

George Fredric Handel 
Prelude—“Largo” 

Robert Schumann 
Reverie 
By the Fireside 

J.S. Bach 
“Largo” from concerto for two violins 

Franz Schubert 
Minuet 

Haydn [Joseph?] 
Allegro 

May 1, 1912 
Educational Series Concert IX:  
Modern French composers 
 
Artists: 
Mason Quartet (William 
Mason, Harry Beckenstein, 
Richard Houston, Adolf 
Hoffman) 
Emma J. Bauman, soprano 

Mason Quartet 

Claude Debussy 
Quartet in G minor 

William Mason 
Camille Saint-Saëns 

The Swan 
Benjamin Godard 

Canzonetta 
Jules Massenet  

Meditation from Thaïs 
Moritz Mozkowski 

Ballade 
Emma J. Bauman 

Benjamin Godard 
“Bercuse” from Jocelyn 

J.S. Bach/Charles-François Gounod  
Ave Maria 

Jules Massenet 
“Then Weep, Oh Griefworn Eyes” from LeCid 

Giuseppe Verdi 
“O don fatale” from Don Carlos 
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Table 2 continued 
May 2, 1912 
Educational Series Concert X: 
American Composers 
 
Artists: 
Mason Quartet (William 
Mason, Harry Beckenstein, 
Richard Houston, Adolf 
Hoffman) 
Emma J. Baumann, soprano 
Harry Froelich, piano 
Ethel D. Chellew 

Emma J. Baumann 
Mary Turner Salter 

“The Lamp of Love”  
“The Cry of Rachel” 

Schneider  
“Unmindful of The Roses” 

Ethelbert Nevin  
“Nightengale’s Song”  
“Nocturne” 

Leighter 
“My lover he comes on the Skee” 

Ethel D. Chellew 
Edward MacDowell 

Witches Dance 
Mason Quartet 
Edward MacDowell/Adolf Hoffman 

To a Wild Rose  
Adolf Hoffman  

Menuett 
Chanson Sans Paroles 

George Chadwick  
Scherzo and finale from quartet in E minor 

William Mason and Harry Froelich 
Howard Brockway  

Sonata in G minor for violin and piano 

William Mason, Harry Beckenstien, and Harry Froelich 

Harrison B. Smith  
Intermezzo for Two Violins and Piano 

 



23 

Table 2 continued 
February 11, 1913 
Five Concerts, Season 1913; 
First Concert 
 
Artists: 
Mason Quartet (William 
Mason, Harry Beckenstein, 
Richard Houston, Willem 
Schultze) 
Reinald Werrenrath, voice 
accompanied by Arthur Hurlin 
(repertoire unspecified) 

Franz Schubert 
Quartet in D minor 

Hue [Georges Hue?] 
“J’at pleure en reve” 

Reynaldo Hahn 
“L’Jeure exquise” 

Richard Strauss 
“Du meines Herzens Kroenlein”  
“Allerseen” 

Osten-Sacken  
Berceuse 

Anatoly Lyadov 
Mazurka 

Aleksandr Glazunov 
Courante 

Grigory Sokolov, Glazunov and Lyadov  
Polka 

F. Morris Class 
“To You, Dear Heart” 

Alexander Russell  
“A Gypsy Song”  
“My True Love Lies Asleep” 

Hermann Lohr  
The Ringers 

Anton Dvořák  
Lento e molto Cantabile 

Bedřich Smetana 
“Aus meinem Leben” Quartet 
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Table 2 continued 
February 12, 1913 
Five Concerts, Season 1913;  
Second Concert 
 
Reinald Werrentrath, voice 
Accompanied by Harry 
Froehlich 

Traditional Surrey Air 
“Some Rival Has Stolen My True Love Away” 

Old Irish 
“Little Mary Cassidy”  
“The Lark in the Clear Air”  
“Avenging and Bright” 

Jensen [Adolf Jensen?] 
“Fernsicht”  
“Und schläfst du, moin Mädchen” 

Johannes Brahms 
“O wüsst ich doch den weg zurück”  
“Sonntag”  
“Von Ewige Liebe” 

Ojibway Indian melodies, compiled by Frederick Burton, 
Arr. By Arthur Whiting 

“Carousal”  
“Youth Song”  
“In the Forest”  
“Waubunosa’s Longing” 
“War Song” 

G. Ferrata 
“Night and the Curtains Drawn” 

Bruno Huhn 
“Unfearing” 

S. Liddle 
“Open My Window to the Stars” 

Arthur Whiting 
“Fuzzy-Wuzzy” 

Walter Damrosch  
“Danny Deever” 
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Table 2 continued 
May 15, 1913 
Artist Series, Fourth Concert 
 
Artists: 
Mason Quartet (William 
Mason, Harry Beckenstein, 
Richard Houston, Willem 
Schultze) 
Marcus Kellerman, 

bass/baritone 
 

Mason Quartet 
Joseph Haydn 

Quartet in G Major, op. 76, No. 1 
Ludwig van Beethoven 

Quartet in D Major, op. 18, No. 3 
Marcus Kellerman, bass/baritone 
Robert Schumann 

“Im wonderschoenen monat Mai”  
“Die Rose, Lilie, und Taube”  
“Ich grolle nicht” 

Greig [Edward Grieg or Gavin Greig?] 
“Im Kane” 

Richard Strauss 
“Allerselen” 

J. Hoffman 
“Der Speilmann” 

Hans Herman 
“Dei Drei Wanderer” 

H. Ware  
“Boat Song” 

C. Cadman 
“At Dawning” 

S. Homer 
“Banjo Song” 

G.M. Fox 
“In the Foggy Dew” 

A. MacFadyen 
“Inter Nos” 

Oley Speaks 
“On the Road to Mandalay” 
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Table 2 continued 
May 26,1913 
Artist Series, Fifth Concert 
 
Artists: 
Grace Hamilton Morrey, piano 
Mason Quartet 

Grace Hamilton Morrey, piano 
Johannes Brahms 

Rhapsody in E flat 
Ludwig van Beethoven/Ferruccio Busoni 

Ecossaisen (Scotch) 
Fryderyk Chopin  

Nocturne in D flat  
Fantasie in F minor 

Mikhail Glinka/Mily Balakirev 
The Lark 

Sapellinkoff  
Dance of the Elves 

Claude Debussy 
Shadows in the Water 

Nicolò Paganini/Franz Liszt 
La Campanella 

Gaetano Donizetti/ Theodore Leschetizky 
“Extette” from Lucia arranged for left hand alone 

Franz Liszt 
Liebestraum  
Rhapsodie No. 12 

Mason Quartet 
W.A. Mozart  

Quartet in G major 
Robert Schumann 

Adagio from Quartet in A minor 
Felix Mendelssohn 

Canzonetta from Quartet in E flat major 
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Table 3: Repertoire from the Charleston Symphony Orchestra 1925-1926 season.  From 
programs courtesy of the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra. 
November 29, 1925 
 
Featured artists:  
South Hills String Quartet 
(Richmond Houston, Harrison 
B. Smith, Jr., Harry Bekenstein, 
and Willem Schultze) 

Orchestra 
Charles-Louis-Ambrose Thomas 

Overture to Raymond 
Richard Wagner 

Siegfried-Idyl 
Charles-François Gounod 

Ballet Music from Faust—mvmts. I-VII 
South Hills String Quartet 

Aleksandr Glazunov 
Courante 

Pytor Il'yich Tchaikovsky 
Andante Cantabile 

Anatoly Lyadov 
Polka 

December 27, 1925 
 
Featured artist: 
Paul Katz, violinist 

Orchestra 
Sigmund Romberg 

Selections from The Student Prince 
Jules Massenet 

“Andante” and “Menuet des Graces” from Ariane 
Bedřich Smetana 

Three dances from The Bartered Bride 
Carl Goldmark 

Overture to Sakuntala 

Paul Katz 
Guisippee Tartini/Fritz Kreisler 

Variations 
Felix Mendelssohn 

Song Without Words 
W.A. Mozart 

Rondo 
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Table 3 continued 
January 24, 1926 
 
Featured artists: 
Willem Schultze, cello  
Dwight Anderson, piano 
 

Orchestra 
Georges Bizet 

Patrie Overture 
Mischa Levitski/Adolf Schmidt 

Valse 
Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov 

Dance of the Clowns 
Richard Wagner/H. Mouton 

Lohengrin Fantasie 
Willem Schultze 

Camille Saint-Saëns 
“The Swan” from Carnival of the Animals 

George Golterman 
Cantilena 

Dwight Anderson 
Franz Liszt 

Hungarian Fantasy 
February 21, 1926 
 
Featured artists: 
Richmond Houston, violin 
William Meldrum, pianist 

Orchestra 
Ludwig van Beethoven 

Fidelio Overture 
Richard Wagner/H.  Mounton 

Excerpts from The Flying Dutchman 
Ernst Gillet 

Manon’s Letter 
Gabriel Marie 

Serenade Badine 
Richmond Houston 
Ludwig van Beethoven [misprint? Jules Massenet?] 

Meditation from Thaïs 
Johan Svendsen 

Romance 
William Meldrum 
Camille Saint-Saëns 

Scherzo and Finale from Second Piano Concerto 
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Table 3 continued 
March 21, 1926 
 
Featured artist: 
Elsie B. Coney, voice 

Orchestra 
Hector Berlioz 

Hungarian March from Damnation of Faust 
Johann Strauss 

The Emperor Waltz 
Clarence Cameron White 

Cabin Song: “From the Cotton Fields” 
March Triumphal 

Felix Mendelssohn 
Overture to Son and Stranger 

Elsie B. Coney 
Ambroise Thomas 

“Connais tu le pays?” from Mignon 
George Frideric Handel 

“Come unto Him” from The Messiah 
Peitro Mascagni 

“Voi lo Sapete” from Cavalleria Rusticana 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE MASON SCHOOL OF MUSIC AND  
MASON COLLEGE OF MUSIC AND FINE ARTS 

 
 

The Founding 

 
 Just as with Mason’s own birth date, establishing the date of the founding of the Mason 
School of Music is problematic.  According to most documents, the school was founded upon 
Mason’s return to Charleston in 1906, and chartered in 1911.  However, newspaper 
advertisements and articles imply that Mason established a studio in 1906, which grew into a 
school over the next few years.   Early evidence of his teaching efforts is connected to the 
production of the Mikado in 1907, which demonstrates how this expansion may have been tied to 
perceived needs in the community. 
 As discussed in the previous chapter, chorus rehearsals for the Mikado first began in early 
September of 1907, but then something happened that must have made Mason consider leaving 
town, as suggested by the October 2nd notice:  
 

Mr. W. Sandy Mason has decided to remain here for the winter and resume his musical 
work.  He will introduce class work here which has been proven in Europe to be 
especially beneficial to younger pupils.  Mr. Mason has charge of the Mikado and 
rehearsals will begin again shortly and the opera to be played about the last of the 
month.1   
 

It is not known with any degree of certainty why Mason chose to return to his hometown in 
1906, but one possibility is that Mason had returned to Charleston to care for his ailing mother.  
Therefore, it is also possible that her death on September 18th may have caused Mason to 
consider leaving again.2  If Mason was not fully committed to the city in 1907, it seems 
questionable that his school was founded in 1906; if teaching had been his primary reason for 
returning, his mother’s death probably wouldn’t have caused him to consider leaving again.  
Fortunately for the community, he remained in Charleston.  The second sentence in the notice 
could indicate the beginning of Mason’s pedagogical activities there, or an expansion of what he 
was already doing.  The latter is more likely, given his history of setting up violin studios 
wherever he lived.  Private lessons would have been relatively simple to arrange, and probably a 
welcome source of income.  It also likely signifies the introduction of music classes, as opposed 
to private instruction, and perhaps is the product of a conscious decision to forward his musical 
activities in the city.  Whether this included the creation of his school, efforts towards the 
improvement of music in the city, or a simple desire to remain in his hometown and pursue a 
living as a pedagogue is unclear. 

                                                
1 Charleston Gazette, v22 no 4 (Wed Oct 2, 1907), p5.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives.  This notice is also quoted on page 13. 
2 Abernethy, A History of the Mason and Briggs Families, 4. Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives. 
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A small advertisement in the Charleston Gazette on October 9 reveals that Mason was 
teaching music but he does not seem to have formed a true school yet.   
 
 

 

Figure 6: Advertisement for studio of W.S. Mason, 19073 

 
 
Although he does advertise class lessons, the word “school” is absent, as is mention of other 
teachers.  His studio address, 1206 Quarrier Street, was the address of the Mason family home.4  
Less than two weeks later on October 19th there was a different advertisement, which read 
simply, “W.S. MASON is organizing Night Classes in Light Singing, Preparing Singers for 
Choir Work.  For details, apply at studio, 1206 Quarrier Street.”5  Mason would have been 
rehearsing the Mikado at this time.  It is possible that the addition of evening classes on choral 
singing to his studio offerings was a response to his experiences leading the Mikado choir 
rehearsals.  Mason tailored his coursework around needs he perceived in the community; 
whether this particular course satisfied a desire in the community for education, his own desire 
for more educated amateurs, or some combination of the two is impossible to determine from the 
advertisement. 

A program from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy confirms that by 1909 
Mason had established something that he called a school.  The “First Quarterly Pupil’s Recital of 
the Mason School of Music” consists entirely of pieces for piano, strings or some combination 
thereof.  Works by Mozart and Haydn dominate the program.  The performers are listed below 
each piece, including Mason himself who joined some of the small student ensembles.  It is 
unclear if any of the other performers were faculty, as no distinction is made between Mason and 
the students.   

                                                
3 Charleston Gazette, v22 no10 (Wed. October 9, 1907), p 3.  Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives.  “Quarriet” is a typo; the street name is “Quarrier.” 
4 A photocopy of a photograph of an old house in the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy at 
the Morris Harvey Archives has “House in which W.S. Mason grew up on 1206 Quarrier Street 
where the Social Security office is now” written next to it.  The house has the name “Mason” in 
the brickwork on the front.  Additionally, in her family history Abernethy wrote, “Nick and 
Lizzie, as she was known, set up housekeeping in an [sic] small cottage built on the corner of 
Orchard (Quarrier) and Brooks streets.  In the year 1871, Nick built a large house just up the 
street, facing what is now Quarrier Street.” (12)  The address 1206 Quarrier Street is at the 
northeast corner of Brooks and Quarrier today. 
5 Charleston Gazette, v22 no 19 (Sat Oct 19, 1907), p5.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives.   
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A similar program from 1910 offers a better understanding of the school, thanks to the 
advertisement on the back cover.   

 
 

 

Figure 7: Program cover for Pupil's Recital, 19106 

 
 
Although there were clearly classes in voice at the time, this program is still heavily populated 
by young violinists and pianists; the only singing is the “Song and Exercises” performed by the 
sight-singing class.  Also like the 1909 program, the students primarily played works by familiar 
European composers, although one student performed three pieces by the American Edward 
MacDowell, “In the Forest,” “Romance,” and “Arabesque.”  A newspaper advertisement for the 
school from 1910 shares some wording with one on the back of the recital program; it is 
condensed, but it emphasizes the educational background of Mason and Miss Walton. 
 

                                                
6 From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston. 



33 

 

Figure 8: Advertisement for the Mason School of Music, 19107 

 

 

 

Figure 9: 1206 Quarrier Street, first home of the Mason School8 

  
 

The Mason School of Music 

 
After four years of expansion, the Mason School of Music was chartered, and became an 

incorporated non-profit organization.  The West Virginia Secretary of State’s office houses the 
documents of incorporation, including the school’s statement of purpose. 

 
1. To conduct a school of music offering instruction in instrumental technique, theory, 
interpretation, singing, instrumental or vocal ensemble work, history of music and any 
and all other instruction incident or associated therewith. 

                                                
7 Charleston Gazette, v24 no6 (Tues Jan 12, 1910) p 6.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State 
Archives.  
8 From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston. 
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2. To foster and encourage arts, science and belle letters, and particularly the musical art, 
by means of concerts, lectures, music festivals, recitals and similar public entertainments, 
and to encourage and support all influences and activities of such character. 
3. To grant to those meriting such distinction, by persevering and successful work, and by 
the attainment of the requisite skill and knowledge such certificates, diplomas and 
degrees in music as the respective attainments of the candidates therefore, in accordance 
with the highest standards of musical culture and development justify. 
4. To do all other matters or things incident to the purposes above mentioned.9 

 
Statements one and two reveal the most about the school’s modus operandi.  Before 

universities became the centers of professional music education that they are today, much music 
education in the United States occurred at conservatories modeled on the apprenticeship system 
and focused almost exclusively on applied lessons and ear training.10  It was demonstrated in the 
previous chapter that by 1910 W.S. Mason was offering theory classes; by 1911 he had 
apparently added history classes as well.   Perhaps this reflects d’Indy’s system of broader music 
education, which Mason experienced at the Schola Cantorum.  Newspaper stories indicate that 
the school had expanded beyond strings, keyboard and voice, and now offered instruction in 
some wind instruments as well: flute, clarinet, and cornet are specifically mentioned.  The article 
also states that “the school will continue in its quarters on Quarrier street,” so Mason was still 
running the school out of his old family home.11 

The second point of the Statement of Purpose reveals the most about Mason’s vision for 
his school’s interaction with the community.  As a matter of fact, it has absolutely nothing to do 
with educating students directly.  The school will “foster and encourage” music and other arts 
through “public entertainments,” and “encourage and support all influences and activities of such 
character.”  This certainly echoes the Schola Cantorum’s bi-monthly concerts, intended to 
educate the public.  The final phrase suggests that the school will support activities in the 
community, even if they are not produced exclusively by its students and faculty.  As has already 
been demonstrated, Mason actively promoted music performance in the community.  
Unfortunately no mention is made of Mason School students in the newspaper coverage, and 
without class rosters it is difficult to determine if any of those in Mason’s various performances 
were also students at his school.  However, it is known that the choral groups primarily consisted 
of young people, and it does seem improbable that Mason wouldn’t have encouraged at least his 
more talented students to participate. 

While the school’s primary area of instruction was clearly music, other arts are 
mentioned in the second point of the Statement of Purpose, and the coursework later expanded to 
include other fields of artistic endeavor such as dance, drama, and the visual arts.  This 
diversification of offerings may have been the result of financial necessity, intended to appeal to 

                                                
9 West Virginia Secretary of State Corporations Book 82, 32.  Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
10 Edith Borroff. Three American Composers (Landham, MD: University Press of America), 4. 
11 Charleston Gazette v25 no184 (Thurs August 3, 1911) p2.  Courtesy of the West Virginia 
State Archives. 
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a greater variety of students, but it may also represent an awareness of the interconnectedness of 
all arts, a recurring theme in the twentieth century.12 
 
 

 

Figure 10: Charleston in the 1920s13 

 
 

Ten years later, the 1921-22 prospectus for the school shows how it had grown.14  The 
mailing address had changed to 1316 Kanawha Street.  It was no longer being run out of 
                                                
12 Interaction between different artistic mediums is certainly not unique to the twentieth century.  
For example, any opera combines music with drama, literature, and the visual arts.  However, 
Richard Wagner’s concept of Gesamtkunstwerk in the late nineteenth century caused many to 
think differently about the possibilities of interdisciplinary artistic concord.  Even though a large 
percentage of the early modernists were reacting against the music of Wagner, his idea of unified 
artistic presentation was something that some of them carried on. Consider Alexander Scriabin’s 
unfinished Mysterium, which would have combined music, drama, the visual arts and 
architecture.  When Millicent Hodson, Kenneth Archer and the Joffrey Ballet reconstructed the 
original Ballet Russe production of Igor Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring (1913), they discovered that 
the choreography and fine details in the costuming reflected patterns in the score.  This interest 
in unity continued well after the two World Wars; Edgard Varèse’s Poème électronique (1958) 
cannot be fully appreciated today as the building for which it was written no longer exists, and 
Peter Maxwell Davies’ Vesalii icones (1969) combines music, dance, and artistic sixteenth 
century anatomical sketches to portray the fourteen Stations of the Cross.  In education, this 
interest in interdisciplinary artistic interactions is sometimes expressed by programs that offer 
instruction in other arts, especially the visual arts, rather than just music, as at a traditional 
conservatory. 
13 Postcard from the collection of the author.  The card is postmarked 1927. 
14 Prospectus for the Mason School of Music, 1921-22.  From the materials donated by Miriam 
Abernethy, courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of Charleston. 
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Mason’s home, a move likely necessitated by the school’s growing enrollment.  In 1921, the 
Mason School was offering classes in music, languages, dancing and dramatic expression, and 
beginning a new, ambitious program in arts and crafts.  W.S. Mason had twenty faculty working 
at his school, thirteen of whom taught music.  Each faculty member was designated as teaching 
junior, intermediate, or senior level classes in his or her particular area.  The music school was 
still keyboard-focused, with half of its members teaching piano.  Of the faculty, four were string 
teachers (assuming that Mason taught violin as well, he is simply listed as the director) and two 
were voice teachers.  The lone wind teacher, George Crumb, offered lessons on clarinet and 
saxophone.  The few extant recital programs from the whole of the school’s history suggest that 
a large percentage of the Mason School students were female.  As women still did not normally 
play wind instruments at the time, a mostly female student body would not have produced a large 
demand for wind instructors.  This may also suggest that one function of the school may have 
been as a finishing school for well-to-do young ladies in the area. 

The school’s description of itself in the prospectus is curious.  Relatively little is actually 
said about the school, and instead it is mostly a description of Charleston’s concert life. 

 
Mason School of Music,

15
 founded in 1906, by its present Director, is located in 

Charleston, West Virginia, a city of fifty thousand people, among the foothills of the 
Alleghenies on the Great Kanawha River.  The School’s claim for national support is that 
it offers the advantages of the Metropolitan Conservatories with quieter atmosphere for 
study and a closer supervision of the students’ work. 

Besides a Faculty equal in ability and experience to that of any School in the South, 
students are offered unusual opportunities for hearing good music.  The School Faculty 
includes a String Quartette which in conjunction with other instructors, presents each 
season examples of the best works in the Chamber Music repertoire. 

The Charleston Symphony Society gives a series of concerts, the programs of which 
include orchestral and choral music of the great masters.  

There are other choral organizations that present concerts, while through these 
organizations and the Symphony Society distinguished artists, orchestras and other 
musical combinations are added to the season’s program.  

 
There is no evidence that the Symphony Society ever had any direct ties with the school; the 
only known connection is that Mason was involved with both.   

It is almost certainly not a coincidence that Mason was likely involved with every single 
ensemble and institution either named or alluded to in the document.  This again suggests the 
connection between Mason’s performing career and his school.  Although Mason himself is not 
mentioned, people in the Charleston area who followed art music concerts would have likely 
known his name and been aware of his involvement with the orchestra and quartet in particular.  
One suspects that Mason’s name carried a sort of brand recognition, allowing each of his 
activities to advertise for the others.  It may be suggestive that the passage says nothing about 
performing opportunities for students, only listening.  This is not to say that they didn’t exist; 
again, with so few extant programs and no student rosters it is impossible to confirm or rule out 
student participation in Mason’s orchestra.  Perhaps that possibility existed only for the most 

                                                
15 Bold in the original. 
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talented students, and he did not want to advertise it in a publication directed to a more general 
audience. 

The music school’s primary mode of instruction was private lessons, offered at four 
different levels: elementary, intermediate, advanced, and graduate.  The first three were further 
subdivided into two or three sub-levels.  Students received a teacher’s certificate upon 
completion of the advanced level, and a diploma after the graduate level.   In addition to private 
lessons, the school offered supplementary courses.  Most of these courses were included in the 
tuition, and required if the student continued beyond the elementary level.  The supplementary 
coursework was under the direction of Mason himself, and included theory, aural skills and 
history.  The prospectus notes, “Leading pedagogues assert that this work well carried out by the 
pupil, lessens by one-third the time required to attain proficiency in the chief study.”16  Later, it 
states, “The aim of these Classes is to give the student a general musical culture, impossible to 
attain through the technical study of an instrument.”17  For an additional fee, students could also 
participate in ensembles and receive instruction in harmony and counterpoint.  It is not clear if 
these ensembles were student groups at the school or Mason’s other ensembles.  The completion 
of these extra courses was required for the certificate and diploma. 

Despite the extensive coursework, the Mason School seems to have harbored no illusions 
as to how many of their students would actually pursue careers in music.  The prospectus makes 
this clear under the heading “The Object of the School”: “The courses have been designed to fit 
the student for professional work, and while many who study will not adopt music as a 
profession, all those who finish the courses of this School will be fitted to do so.”18  In other 
words, the goal of the school was not to produce professional musicians, but to produce 
graduates with a professional quality of education, whatever career paths they may choose.  All 
students above the elementary levels were required to take the supplemental classes in addition 
to applied lessons in order to complete their levels.19  The Mason school was consciously 
producing not just professional musicians, but also music enthusiasts with broad music 
educations extending well beyond the realm of parlor performance alone.  These students were 
therefore exceptionally well equipped to serve as music producers, consumers, or even sponsors 
in Charleston or any other community in which they settled.   

Although the Mason school likely drew its students primarily from Charleston, there is 
some evidence of a regional outreach as well.  Under “Rules,” one section discussed the 
accommodations made for non-resident students, which included lesson times scheduled around 
travel, assistance finding a host family, and if there were sufficient interested students, off-site 
instruction. 

Since the statement of purpose from 1911 does not indicate that the school would provide 
instruction in any area other than music, it is reasonable to assume that the schools of drama and 
dance were added later.  The prospectus of 1921 notes that the school of arts and crafts was in its 
first year.  It is not known why Mason chose to expand his school beyond music coursework.  
Perhaps he simply added additional areas to attract more students.  Mason may also have been 
responding to the era’s growing interest in interdisciplinary artistic collaboration.  Charleston’s 
own arts culture was broadening at that time, and the Charleston Symphony Society, which 

                                                
16 Ibid., 4. 
17 Ibid., 6. 
18 Ibid., 4. 
19 Ibid., 6. 
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sponsored Mason’s orchestra, organized a drama club called the Kanawha Players in 1922.  Still 
active today, the Kanawha Players primarily perform spoken word plays with casts of local 
amateurs.  Miriam Abernethy believed that her father was involved with the founding of the 
players, but this cannot be verified as the names of the original organizers have been lost.  
However, Mason is listed as the music director in the first program.20  The addition of 
coursework in other areas could have been in response to the needs of an interested community, 
just as Mason’s first courses had been. 

Documents from the Morris Harvey archives show that Mason began to take a great deal 
of interest in the general educational system starting in the 1920’s.  The Mason School may have 
prompted his initial curiosity, but his own growing family almost certainly furthered his concern.  
Many of these documents are undated, so it is difficult to establish a precise chronology, but the 
vast majority of the dated documents are from about 1931-5, during the height of the Depression.  
It is therefore possible that Mason may have seen education and possibly the further expansion 
of his school as a more reliable source of income, now that his performing activities had been so 
significantly reduced. 

The Morris Harvey archives hold a scrapbook that Mason filled with pamphlets, 
handwritten quotes and clippings of articles on education reform.  Much of the material in the 
book is undated, but of those clippings with dates most are from 1933 or 1934.  A variety of 
publications are represented, but the majority of the clippings are of columns by Eunice Barnard 
published in the New York Times.  Other publications are from various publications across the 
country, including several from the Wheeling Register, a West Virginian paper.  Based on these 
clippings, Mason wrote a paper titled “Suggestions for a State System of Education,” which 
contained many ideas gleaned from the articles in his scrapbook.  There is no need to go into a 
detailed description of Mason’s ideas here; suffice it to say that Mason’s vision for the school 
system required a revision from the ground up.  In particular, he wanted better teachers, a greater 
emphasis on character education for students under the age of sixteen, and ready access to low 
cost art, business, technical and vocational training appropriate to each region for older students.  
Another folder in the archives contains letters Mason received after sending his paper to 
education professionals across the country, most of which are lukewarm or even patronizing in 
their response. 

Mason seems to have felt particularly strongly about the need for vocational training for 
young people. In an address to the Charleston Civic Club, Mason outlined the need for schools 
that would teach technical skills, such as architecture and metal work, both nationally and 
specifically in Charleston.  He noted that his own Mason School’s curriculum could be easily 
modified to include this sort of training, naturally with some additional funding. The document is 
undated, but the thinking is well in line with other documents dating to 1933-34.21  Although the 
Mason College curriculum seems never to have expanded far enough to include all the programs 
mentioned in this address, the later inclusion of areas such as “Commercial Arts” and “Industrial 
Arts” in the art curriculum likely represented efforts in this direction.  Even the 1921 Prospectus 
shows hints of the formation of these ideas—the new school of arts and crafts included courses 
in mechanical drafting and architectural drawing, aimed at high school students interested in 

                                                
20 Gray, Virginia Pomroy. A History of the Kanawha Players of Charleston, West Virginia from 

1922 to 1972 (doctoral dissertation, Bowling Green State University, 1973). 
21 W.S. Mason, undated address to the Charleston Civic Club.  From materials donated by 
Miriam Abernethy.  Courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of Charleston. 
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pursing careers in engineering or architecture. At that early stage, Mason was aware of a need in 
the community for technical education, and either for altruistic reasons or financial gain he 
sought to provide that education at his own school. 

Another force impacting on the Fine Arts school during the Depression was a new faculty 
member, the artist Grace Martin Taylor.  Taylor joined the faculty in 1934 as the head of the art 
department,22 and eventually served as the last president of the Mason College.  Taylor is 
remembered in Charleston today primarily for her activism in the promotion of fine art in the 
community, much like Mason’s promotion of music. She was active with the Allied Artists of 
West Virginia, which was founded in 1934 to support and promote artists across the state.23 As 
Taylor was such a powerful figure in Charleston’s art community, as well as the Mason School’s 
new art department head, it seems probable that she worked side by side with Mason to develop 
any changes in her departmental curriculum.24 
 
 

 

Figure 11: Grace Martin Taylor25 

 
 

The 1930s also saw the emergence of Mason College’s biggest educational competitor, 
Morris Harvey College.  Morris Harvey, today called the University of Charleston, was a 
Methodist school that moved from Barboursville to Charleston in 1935 to take advantage of the 

                                                
22 Allied Artists of West Virginia website, “History” (accessed December 1, 2007). 
23 Ibid. 
24 The Clay Center for the Arts and Sciences Avampato Discovery Museum holds three of 
Taylor’s paintings in their permanent collection.  They can be viewed online at 
http://www.avampatoart.com/gallery.php?artist=Taylor,%20Grace%20Martin 
25 Grace Martin Taylor’s presidential portrait from the Mason College.  Courtesy of the Morris 
Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
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area’s larger population base.26  At first Morris Harvey and Mason College were affiliated 
through the Charleston Educational Center, a program that unified Morris Harvey with other 
degree-granting institutions in the city.27  The CEC was short-lived, and Morris Harvey soon 
built its own music department. 

 
The Mason College of Music and Fine Arts 

 
Already by 1921, the name “Mason School of Music” was a misnomer.  Mason evidently 

realized this, and the cover of the prospectus says simply “The Mason School” in large print, 
with “Mason School of Music, Inc.” in fine print below it.  In 1936, the Secretary of State 
records show that the Mason School of Music was dissolved, and a new institution named the 
Mason College of Music and Fine Arts was created.  This was really the same school, renamed 
and with a new statement of purpose: 

 
1. To conduct a school of music offering instruction in instrumental technique, theory, 
composition, conducting, interpretation, singing, instrumental or vocal ensemble work, 
history of music and any and all other instruction associated therewith, 
2. To conduct classes in Fine Arts, Commercial Art, Industrial Arts and Crafts and 
School Art Methods. 
3. To conduct a department of Drama and Expression. 
4. To grant those meriting such distinction by persevering and successful work and by 
attainment of the requisite skill and knowledge, such certificates, diplomas and degrees in 
music and the above mentioned arts as the respective attainments of the candidates 
justify. 
5. To acquire and own property; to assume and pay indebtedness and to do all other 
matters and things incident to the purposes above specified.28 
 

This new statement of purpose no longer mentions the support of public entertainments, probably 
because Mason was involved in fewer of them himself.  It does include the art and drama 
curriculum, which were already present in the 1921 prospectus.  The new statement also allows 
for the granting of degrees in those fields in addition to music. 
 The Center for Research Libraries in Chicago has a collection of college bulletins, and 
holds three from the Mason College.  The first is from 1938, only two years after the school was 
restructured into the college.  The foreword to the 1938 bulletin provides an interesting contrast 
to the similar passage in the 1921 prospectus. 
 

 The Mason College of Music and Fine Arts, founded in 1906 by its present 
director, and known for thirty years as the Mason School of Music and Fine Arts, was 

                                                
26 University of Charleston, “Our History.” http://www.ucwv.edu/about_uc/history.aspx 
(accessed December 1, 2007). 
27 Krebs, Frank J. Where There is Faith: The Morris Harvey College Story, 1888-1970 
(Charleston, WV: MHC Publications, 1974), p 173. Courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives at 
the University of Charleston. 
28 West Virginia Secretary of State Corporations Book no.155, p 556. Courtesy of West Virginia 
State Archives. 
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incorporated in 1911 and then given the right to grant diplomas and degrees in music.  In 
1936 a new charter was issued and the title changed from School to College, with the 
additional authority to grant certificates and diplomas in the fine and applied arts.  In the 
new charter the College is classed as a non-profit institution.  It has become, in every 
sense, a civic school, and will be administered as such. 
 The College is located in Charleston, West Virginia, a city of sixty-five thousand 
people, among the foot hills of the Alleghenies on the Great Kanawha River.  The 
College’s claim for national support lies in the fact that it offers the advantage of the 
metropolitan conservatories, together with a quieter atmosphere for study and a closer 
supervision of the student’s work.  With an exceptionally strong faculty the College 
presents opportunity for hearing music unusual in the smaller cities.  Chamber concerts 
and recitals are given by members of the faculty, and the Community Music Association 
offers a series of concerts each season given by the foremost artists, orchestras and 
Chamber Music organizations of the country. 

The student is trained in orchestra and ensemble playing, accompanying, choral 
singing and all the additional activities that go into making a well rounded musician. 

The courses for children and those students who do not wish to adopt music as a 
profession have not been abandoned. 

 
There are several noteworthy statements in the foreword.  The first, “It has become, in every 
sense, a civic school,” suggests that the college had attained or was seeking to attain a central 
position in the educational and/or cultural life of the city.  The greatly reduced description of 
Charleston’s concert life suggests that Mason’s active performing career had dwindled 
significantly.  There is still no mention made of student opportunities to perform in the city, but 
it is made clear that they will have a chance to play with ensembles.  The final sentence 
indirectly hints at the new emphasis on the college level program, which is made clearer 
throughout the rest of the catalogue. 
 In the 1921 prospectus, the division between the preparatory and degree-granting levels 
wasn’t always clear, and much of the document seemed aimed at preparatory level students.  
Quite the opposite is true in the 1938 catalogue, which is largely devoted to a detailed 
description of the collegiate level music program—the preparatory school is relegated to the last 
one and a half pages of a twenty-four page document.  Specific repertoire is listed for each level 
of piano and violin study, and classes in harmony and music appreciation were mandatory at all 
levels. 

The collegiate level had expanded greatly.  Keyboards, strings and voice still formed the 
core of the school, and repertoire requirements were given for each semester in voice, piano, 
organ, and violin.  The school offered both general Bachelor of Arts degrees in music as well as 
music education, and courses specifically aimed at schoolteachers who wanted to broaden or 
reinforce their own music educations.  The college level classes were also available to older, 
non-degree seeking students, who were classified as pursing the “general music course.” 

In addition to private lessons on their primary instruments, the Mason College students 
pursing bachelor’s degrees were required to study a secondary instrument, which was piano for 
all non-piano majors.  The college offered extensive coursework beyond applied lessons: four 
semesters each of harmony, counterpoint, form and analysis, orchestration, composition, ear 
training, sight singing, and history.  The history classes included a full semester on the music of 
the twentieth century.  Students in music education were also offered method classes on various 
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instruments, instruction regarding teaching music appreciation and music classes at various 
levels, and supervised teaching experiences.   

The college also offered courses in foreign languages, dance and ballet, and fencing, and 
ran a preschool and kindergarten.29  Mason certainly sought to diversify his offerings. The music 
bulletin does, however, provide much evidence as to the important role the school was playing in 
the musical community of the city.   By offering instruction to students of all levels, including 
children, college students, and non-degree seeking older students, the Mason College made 
music education available to every musician, no matter what his or her age or background.  
Additionally, the faculty roster proves that the Mason school had been helping to establish a base 
of musicians in the city—of the thirteen music faculty members, five were graduates of the 
Mason School.  Even though many of its graduates likely did not pursue careers in music, the 
presence of alumni on the faculty clearly indicates that some did become professional musicians 
and chose, like Mason himself, to stay in the area, enriching the musical culture of the city. 

 
 

   

 Figure 12: W.S. Mason in the 1930s30 Figure 13: Matilda R. Mason31 

 
 
In January of 1941, W.S. Mason died of a cerebral hemorrhage, and his sister-in-law, 

Matilda Reddington Mason, took over running the school.32  Matilda had been an active 

                                                
29 Unfortunately, these other departments all had separate catalogues, which are not in the 
collection of the Center for Research Libraries. 
30 W.S. Mason’s presidential portrait from the Mason College.  Courtesy of the Morris Harvey 
Archives, University of Charleston. 
31 Matilda R. Mason’s presidential portrait from the Mason College.  Courtesy of the Morris 
Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
32 Wells, Sandy. “Beacon of the Arts Thrived For 52 Years.” The Charleston Gazette, April 25, 
1991: 1D. 
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participant in many of W.S. Mason’s projects from the beginning; she played Katisha in the 
Mikado in 1907, married John Mason in 1911, and joined the Mason faculty in 1914.33  
According to the 1938 catalog, Matilda Mason received her bachelor’s degree from the Mason 
School, and then went on to study at Mannes, Columbia, and Cornell.34  She served as president 
until her retirement in 1955.35   

 
 

  

Figure 14: Mason College students, 194736 Figure 15: Charleston, c. 1940s37 

 
 

The second Mason College catalogue held by the Center for Research Libraries is from 
1952, and shows how the school had changed.  Whereas the 1921 prospectus seemed to 
emphasize the preparatory department, and the 1938 catalogue emphasized the college program, 

                                                
33 Herring, Jo Ann, “‘30 Years Too Soon’ Phrase Reality to Musical Masons,” Charleston Daily 

Mail. From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey 
Archives, University of Charleston. 
34 1938 catalog, Mason College of Music and Fine Arts.  Courtesy of Center for Research 
Libraries, Chicago. 
35 Wells. “Beacon of the Arts Thrived For 52 Years.”  
36 Exterior of the Mason College with students standing behind sign—from left, George Crumb, 
Elizabeth Brown (Crumb), Doris Guthrie, Mabel Sams, Salvatore Gucioni, 1947.  Negative 
number 2213-06.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State Archives. 
37 Capital Street, looking north from Quarrier Street, Charleston, West Virginia, c. 1940s.  
Negative number 1554-02.  Courtesy of the West Virginia State Archives.  
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the two seem much more balanced in the 1952 catalogue.  The art department rejoined the music 
department in the catalogue, and there only seems to have been one publication detailing 
activities of any other departments.  A new section outlines the objectives of the school: 

 
The all-over purpose of Mason College is to provide specialized training in the arts, 
following Christian ideals and principles and developing each individual through a 
carefully designed plan of instruction.  More specific aims are: 
1. To develop skills and impart basic knowledge essential to a successful career in music 
and art through an organized instructional program. 
2. To promote understanding and appreciation of cultural contributions of the past and 
present. 
3. To bring about integration of all the arts through coordinated programs by faculty, 
students, visiting artists, and community organizations. 
4. To encourage public performance and creative production so as to make the student 
aware of his duty to participate in and contribute to a high standard of aesthetic values. 
 
The emphasis on “Christian ideals and principles” is new, and perhaps an addition by 

Matilda Mason; W.S. Mason rarely mentioned religion in any of his writings.  The desire to 
“bring about an integration of all the arts” is one that seems to have been present even in 1911, 
when the Mason School sought “to foster and encourage arts, science and belle letters, and 
particularly the musical art, by means of concerts, lectures, music festivals, recitals and similar 
public entertainments, and to encourage and support all influences and activities of such 
character.”  By the 1950s, however, the art and music departments seem to have been on roughly 
equal footing within the college, likely through the work of Grace Martin Taylor.  The emphasis 
on public performance is also new.   

The curriculum was similar to the 1938 prospectus, but certain areas had been condensed.  
History and form and analysis had each been reduced from four to two semesters, and a music 
literature survey had been added.  The education curriculum had become more specific, with 
classes dedicated to leading band, orchestra, and various types of choirs.  This likely indicates a 
stronger program, responding to greater demand.  The degree programs had changed as well; 
rather than a BA in performance, students could earn a BM, indicating a more performance-
based program of study.  Voice, keyboards and strings were still the only options.  However, 
those less interested in performance could instead earn a BA in music theory.  The teaching 
certificate programs were still in place. 

The Mason College functioned more regionally in the 1952 than it did in the 1930s, as it 
had branch studios in several smaller, more rural communities along the Kanawha River near 
Charleston.  The most distant, a mining town called Kayford, is about thirty miles away.  The 
branch studios seem to have been aimed at preparatory level students, and undoubtedly helped 
reduce the costs for more distant families who wanted music education for their children.  The 
Mason College was also approved to accept funding from the G.I. Bill, which both further 
expanded the accessibility of their training and provided yet another demographic the college 
could work to recruit.   In the face of growing competition from Morris Harvey, Mason College 
probably needed to expand their recruitment base. 
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Advertisements in the programs of the Charleston Civic Orchestra, founded in 1939 by 
William R. Wiant,38 reveal the competition between Mason and Morris Harvey.39  Mason 
College first took out a program advertisement in 1941; it was small, only a quarter page, and 
simply wished the orchestra a successful season.  The following year, Mason College ran the 
same advertisement, but Morris Harvey took out a similar space and included a description of 
their program.  In 1943 Mason College paid for a larger space and included a program 
description as well, but Morris Harvey secured the entire inside front cover.  Morris Harvey 
apparently scaled back their budget in 1945, and for the next three years both schools maintained 
comparable half page advertisements in various parts of the program.  Morris Harvey tended to 
get the prime spots, as in 1946 when Morris Harvey’s ad appeared in the half page remaining 
after a directory of Charleston area music teachers.  In 1947, both schools ran full-page 
advertisements, with Morris Harvey’s advertisement on the inside cover and the Mason 
College’s advertisement on the facing page.  Morris Harvey’s advertisement still stands out by 
comparison; while the Mason advertisement is text only, Morris Harvey’s advertisement includes 
two faculty portraits. 

Morris Harvey eventually absorbed Mason College in 1956.  Why this occurred isn’t 
immediately obvious.  In its final year, Mason College had a larger faculty, with ten music 
faculty members40 to Morris Harvey’s six.41  While both schools offered instruction for younger 
students, Mason College included supplementary courses in theory, aural skills, literature and 
history,42 whereas Morris Harvey only offered applied lessons.43  Part of the answer may well 
have been the lower cost of study at Morris Harvey,44 although for a serious music student, 
Mason’s larger curriculum would seem to have been worth the extra money.   

The aforementioned symphony program advertisements hint at one of Morris Harvey’s 
strengths—its ties to the Charleston Civic Orchestra.  Junior and senior level students at Morris 
Harvey could play with the orchestra for credit, with permission.45  The new emphasis on public 
recitals in Mason College’s 1952 catalogue may well be a reaction to that connection.  John 
Lambros came to the city in 1950 to serve both as the orchestra’s new concertmaster and the 
violin professor at Morris Harvey.46  Even in 1943, in the early years of the dueling symphony 

                                                
38 West Virginia Symphony Orchestra, “The Orchestra.” 
http://www.wvsymphony.org/orchestra.php (accessed December 1, 2007). 
39 All programs courtesy of the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra. 
40 Mason College of Music and Fine Arts catalogue, 1955, 5.  Courtesy of Morris Harvey 
Archives at the University of Charleston. 
41 Morris Harvey Bulletin, 1953, 7-12. Courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of 
Charleston. 
42 Mason College of Music and Fine Arts catalogue, 1955, 13. Courtesy of the Morris Harvey 
Archives, University of Charleston. 
43 Morris Harvey Bulletin, 1953, 24. Courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of 
Charleston.  
44 Mason College of Music and Fine Arts catalogue, 1955, 11, and Morris Harvey Bulletin, 1953, 
24. Courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
45 Morris Harvey Bulletin, 1953, 76. Courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of 
Charleston. 
46 Justice, Rick. “High Notes Mark Concertmaster’s Life: Musical Journey Included Stints as 
Soldier, Teacher.”  The Charleston Daily Mail, October 25, 2000: 1D. 
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program advertisements, Morris Harvey indicated that the current conductor of the orchestra, 
Antonio Modarelli, was amongst its faculty.47  Mason College had a long tradition of high-
quality music education in the community, but Morris Harvey had strong ties to the largest, most 
visible classical ensemble in town.   

Mason College may have become somewhat dependant upon Morris Harvey in order to 
produce its own graduates.  The curriculum for the music degrees in 1952 included ten hours of 
English and four hours of “academic electives,” with a note that these hours could be taken at 
another college; there is no mention of Mason College offering English classes of its own.  It is 
probable that these extra courses had been added in response to accreditation requirements.  The 
logical school of choice in Charleston for these classes would have been Morris Harvey. 

Morris Harvey has retained little information pertaining to the merger with the Mason 
College in 1956, but one document, a Mason College financial report, indicates the probable 
underlying cause.  During Matilda Mason’s final three years as president, the school was in 
financial trouble, although during her last year it turned a net profit of a bit more than one 
thousand dollars.  During Grace Martin Taylor’s only year as president, the gross profits dropped 
by more than four thousand dollars, and the school recorded a loss of more than two thousand 
dollars.48  The evidence suggests that perhaps Taylor was a poor manager, but in her defense, it 
seems likely that Mason College was losing out to Morris Harvey.  One also wonders if perhaps 
once there were no longer any Masons at the Mason College, the little school lost its most 
passionate advocates and was doomed to capitulate to its larger rival.  Notes on a June 1956 
meeting between representatives of both schools indicate that Morris Harvey intended to 
maintain some elements of the Mason College following the merger, perhaps even modifying 
their own department’s name.49  However, the only hint of Mason’s music department to be 
found in the 1959 Morris Harvey bulletin is one Mason piano teacher, now serving as a part time 
professor.50 
 
 

                                                
47 Program for Charleston Symphony Orchestra, 1943.  Courtesy of West Virginia Symphony 
Orchestra. 
48 “Mason College of Music and Fine Arts, Inc., Charleston, West Virginia, Annual Financial 
Report, May 31, 1956,” 4.  Courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of Charleston. 
49 Notes on meeting between representatives of Morris Harvey College and Mason College of 
Music and Fine Arts, June 29, 1956. Courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of 
Charleston. 
50 Morris Harvey Bulletin, 1959, 120. Courtesy of Morris Harvey Archives at the University of 
Charleston. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

 Unfortunately, the Mason family seems to have been regretful and perhaps even a little 
bitter about the failure of W.S. Mason’s performing ensembles.  A newspaper clipping from 
sometime in August of 1936 gives Mason’s opinion of Charleston’s appreciation of music: 
 

Musical appreciation is once more on the upgrade, Mason thinks.  It reached its peak just 
before the war [WWI], [and then] slid off to a new low, reached about 1933, but in 
almost all forms interest is now increasing.1 
 

One wonders if the 1933 low point of musical appreciation had more to do with the slumping 
economy than actual lack of interest on the part of the community, but Mason does not seem to 
have seen it as a matter of money.  Perhaps he felt that he was underappreciated.  He was not 
alone in his disappointment.  Sometime during the 1950s, after W.S. Mason’s death, Matilda 
Mason was interviewed by the Charleston Daily Mail as part of a series on outstanding women 
in the Kanawha Valley.  Much of the article is retrospective, as this interchange with the 
interviewer demonstrates: 
 

“Speaking of it now,” Mrs. Mason said “I believe that whatever we (the Masons) 
have done in music and theatricals was done thirty years too soon.” 

She explains this statement by adding that now people are more conscious of the 
value of cultural subjects in their children’s educations.  They do far more now in support 
of the musical civic organizations such as the Charleston Symphony. 

“We did not have that support in the early part of the century,” she said.2 
 

Whatever the Mason family may have felt in later years, the community does seem to 
have valued W.S. Mason’s work.  From the beginning, his school and concerts were highly 
praised in newspaper articles.  Later musical activities in the city also often prompted 
retrospectives articles that recalled Mason’s endeavors.  Mason the man was remembered by a 
friend, Horace Reynolds, in a tribute published in the nationally syndicated Christian Science 

Monitor almost five years to the day after Mason’s death.  Reynolds wrote relatively little about 
his friend’s work in the city, focusing instead on Mason’s warm and charming personality, his 
passion for music, and his love for his home city.   

 
He knew that a valley was a culture, represented a way of life.  He knew that in 

learning of it he was learning of himself. …   

                                                
1 “Mason School of Music Has Remarkable 30-Year Record.”  Undated newspaper clipping. 
From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston. 
2 Herring, Jo Ann.  “‘30 Years Too Soon’ Phrase Reality to Musical Masons.”  Charleston Daily 

Mail.  Parentheses in the original.  From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of 
the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
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He was in harmony with the background in which he lived.  He who had spent 
years in New York, Paris, Munich, came back to live contentedly in the valley in which 
he had been born.  He liked it because, living in it, he could see at least some of his 
friends every day; and a place is people, as any wise man knows. … He felt he owed 
something to his town, his valley, his state, and he knew he had to pay that debt were he 
to be truly happy.3   

 
Any debt Mason may have owed to his hometown was certainly paid, and it was likely 

thanks in part to his continuous efforts during his life that Charleston later offered the support for 
the arts mentioned by Matilda Mason.  Even though there is little left in the city that benefited 
from Mason’s direct involvement, through his ensembles and school he left a legacy of musical 
support and involvement in the community.  Two of the most important performing 
organizations in the city, the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra and the Charleston Light Opera 
Guild, were built upon the foundation that Mason established. 

Mason was not involved with the founding of the Charleston Civic Orchestra in 1939, but 
it is fairly clear that those who were remembered Mason’s Charleston Symphony Orchestra.  Just 
the name “Charleston Civic Orchestra” suggests as much; it was changed to “Charleston 
Symphony Orchestra” in 1942, after Mason’s death.  The choice to initially use “Civic” instead 
of “Symphony” may have been to distinguish Wiant’s orchestra from Mason’s earlier one.  A 
Charleston Symphony Orchestra program from 1946 even notes Mason’s earlier efforts in a short 
essay.  After describing the ensemble from twenty years earlier and listing members common to 
the two, it states:  

 
The 1946-47 Charleston Symphony owes a great deal to these people who were working 
for a symphony 20 years ago.  Had their dreams and efforts been supported continuously 
since 1926, Charleston would have been the richer culturally.  However, it is partly due to 
their efforts that we can enjoy a symphony orchestra with full resident personnel this 
year.4 
 

By creating a small, local orchestra and introducing the community to orchestral repertoire, 
Mason cleared space in the city for the success of Wiant’s group in more financially stable times.  
Some members of Mason’s orchestra even provided the base upon which Wiant’s orchestra was 
built.  Wiant’s orchestra is still in operation today; it is now a semi-professional regional 
orchestra called the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra.  The WVSO performs six traditional 
concerts and four pops concerts every season, in addition to an opera each spring, the Nutcracker 
every Christmas with a local ballet company, an annual summer festival at nearby Snowshoe 
Resort, free concerts at many civic celebrations, special Saturday afternoon concerts for children, 
and tours around the state. A string quartet, the Montclaire String Quartet, and a large chorus, the 
West Virginia Symphony Chorus, are also affiliated with it. They have no formal association, but 

                                                
3 Horace Reynolds.  “Herr Massen and His Valley.”  The Christian Science Monitor (Jan. 12, 
1946).  Newspaper clipping from the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the 
Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
4 Program for the Charleston Symphony Orchestra, first concert of the 1946-47 season.  Courtesy 
of the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra. 
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the WVSO also supports the West Virginia Youth Symphony, which has a variety of ensembles 
for wind and string students from the elementary to high school and college level.5  

Although its beginnings came well after Mason’s death, another important institution in 
Charleston’s musical life has its roots in his legacy: the Charleston Light Opera Guild.  The 
Guild was founded in 1949 by Leonard Stocker, a member of the Mason College voice faculty, 
and other local teachers who wanted to provide an outlet for the many talented vocalists in the 
area.  While it was never directly affiliated with the Mason College, the college frequently 
provided space for rehearsals and meetings and a few Mason College students did participate: 
one such student, Louis Husson, was a charter member of the Guild.6  Still active today, the 
Guild purchased their own theater in 1995, and it has put on four shows every season for the last 
eight years.  Performers range from adults with music training to high school students; from the 
stage to the pit, all are locals and most are not professional musicians.  Husson has remained 
active with the Guild.  In 2005 an endowment was set up in honor of his eightieth birthday, and 
in 2006 he played Senex in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.7 

 
 

 

Figure 16: The Pirates of Penzance, CLOG, 19528 

 
                                                
5 For more information, visit www.wvsymphony.org and www.wvyouthsymphony.org. 
6 Leonard Stocker’s scrapbook.  Courtesy of the Charleston Light Opera Guild. 
7 Charleston Light Opera Guild, “History.” 
http://www.charlestonlightoperaguild.org/history.htm.  Accessed May 21, 2008. 
8 Publicity photo from Leonard Stocker’s scrapbook.  Courtesy of the Charleston Light Opera 
Guild. 
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At the end of his life, Mason’s greatest legacy was his school.  In his 1930 letter of 

introduction for W.S. Mason, Joe Savage underscored the impact of Mason’s school in the 
community. 

 
The influence of Mr. Mason, and of the school that he established here, is felt in every 
musical event or enterprise sponsored in this city.  We feel… that the Mason School of 
Music has raised the appreciation for music of our citizenry to a pinnacle rarely reached 
by the inhabitants of any city.9 
 

Newspaper articles from even earlier note the impact of Mason’s work on the city.  One 
anonymous letter to the editor from 1913 commented on the year-end recital of the Mason 
School, only two years after it was chartered.   
 

Musical art, except in a few musical centers, has never been given its proper position in 
America.  It has been regarded as a light ‘accomplishment,’ a ‘parlor trick,’ and those 
have been considered proficient in music who were capable of ‘dashing off’… a few runs 
on the piano…  This period has gone forever in our city, and principally to the Mason 
School of Music, is due recognition for this beneficent change in the public attitude.  Mr. 
Mason, through the influence of his school, is not only inculcating in his pupils the love 
of what is beautiful in musical art, but is developing in the public appreciation of 
intelligent and capable artistic performances.  In the performance of his youthful 
orchestra he gives an example of correct musical understanding and musicianship, which 
should be appreciated by the public in general, and particularly by those who have 
opportunity to take direct advantage of it through the participation of their children.  It is 
a splendid thing to have located in Charleston such a school.  Few cities, anything like the 
population of Charleston, have such advantages.10 
 
The college left a legacy of dedicated music producers and consumers, and some of its 

graduates are still active in Charleston today.  Mason College’s most famous graduate, the 
composer George Crumb, is active on the world stage.  Crumb, a Charleston native, attended 
Mason College from 1947-50 and graduated with a bachelor’s degree in music, with 
concentrations in piano and composition.  Although he left Charleston in 1950 and ultimately 
settled in Pennsylvania, even his briefest biographies mention his hometown, and often include 
his undergraduate institution.11  Being a West Virginian, in particular a Charlestonian, seems to 
be an important element of Crumb’s self-identity.  His father, George Crumb Sr., was a frequent 
collaborator with Mason during the 1920s, and it is highly likely that young George Jr. would 

                                                
9 Letter of introduction for W.S. Mason by Joe W. Savage, Rotary Club secretary, March 18, 
1930. From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey 
Archives, University of Charleston. 
10 “Mason School of Music is Public Benefit, Ventures Critic.”  The Charleston Gazette, June 3, 
1913. From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey 
Archives, University of Charleston. 
11 Cohen, David.  George Crumb: A Bio-Bibliography (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 
2002), 2-3. 
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have been familiar with Mason and his work.  The Mason College also provided what were 
probably his first formal composition lessons.  What his Mason College composition teacher 
would have said if Crumb had produced a work in his mature style is open to speculation, but the 
fact that Crumb includes Mason in his biographies so consistently suggests that he must have felt 
it was somehow important in shaping the composer he eventually became. 

There is still much research to be done regarding the musical culture of Charleston, West 
Virginia.  Further combing of newspaper microfilms in the State Archives would undoubtedly 
flesh out more details in the story of Mason’s career and school.  There are also a number of 
former Mason College students and at least one former faculty person still living in the 
Charleston area, but there was insufficient time to conduct interviews with them for this study.  
A history of the Morris Harvey/University of Charleston music department could also prove 
valuable, not only as a contrast to the Mason College history during the forties and fifties but 
also in more recent years as an example of shifting priorities of educational institutions in the 
United States.  Although less directly connected to the subject of this project, another worthwhile 
institutional study would be a history of the West Virginia Symphony Orchestra.  Of particular 
interest would be a cooperative effort during the orchestra’s early years with a local Union 
Carbide chemical plant to actively recruit new employees with musical talent to fill the 
orchestra’s roster.   Unfortunately such research might prove difficult.  It was determined early in 
the research for this project that the orchestra has little record of its early years.  The Union 
Carbide Corporation was purchased by the Dow Chemical Company in 2001, and while no 
attempts were made to contact Dow and inquire about their records, Dow has been radically 
downsizing their operations in the valley ever since they took over the facilities, reducing the 
likelihood of the preservation of records from almost seventy years ago.   

To understand the importance of a school such as the Mason College in a small 
community, one might compare Mason’s career with that of Leo Ornstein, a twentieth century 
pianist and composer.  Ornstein was a prominent modernist composer/pianist during the 1910s 
and 1920s, with tours across the continent.  In 1924, he joined the piano faculty of the 
Philadelphia Academy of Music, a move that ultimately proved well timed: for a variety of 
reasons he would pull back in his concertizing schedule, thereby reducing a healthy income 
stream, the piano roll company with whom he had a contract folded not long after, and much of 
his savings was lost in the stock market crash of 1929.12  Like Mason, Ornstein first became 
involved in education while maintaining an active performing career, but ultimately education 
provided key financial support during the Depression.   

In 1935, Leo and his wife Pauline left the Academy and founded their own Ornstein 
School of Music, also in Philadelphia.  Leo Ornstein’s name served as a recruiting tool in itself, 
just as Mason’s name did for his school.  By 1938, the Ornstein School had four hundred 
students and offered instruction in piano, strings, voice, and theory.13  Similar to the Mason 
School, the Ornstein School expanded its curriculum to include painting.  In Ornstein’s case this 
was likely inspired by his concurrent faculty position at the new Stella Elkins Tyler Fine Arts 
College at Temple University, which required its students to study all forms of artistic expression 
during their first two years.14  Letterhead from 1941 indicates that the Ornstein School was 

                                                
12 Broyles, Michael and Denise Von Glahn.  Leo Ornstein: Modernist Dilemmas, Personal 

Choices (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2007), 212. 
13 Ibid., 217. 
14 Ibid., 223. 
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dedicated to the education of students of all levels, including both professionals and amateurs.15  
Both schools accepted students of all ages, including children, although W.S. Mason seems to 
have been more involved in teaching younger students than Leo Ornstein, who primarily taught 
the advanced students.16  Both schools also benefited from the G.I. Bill.  The Ornstein School 
had clear growth after the war, suggesting that the G.I. Bill may have been a major boon: in 1947 
it had seven hundred students and a newly added opera department.17  No indication has been 
found of similar growth at the Mason College during this time; all the documents consulted for 
this project yielded firm evidence of only one veteran at Mason College: Louis Husson.18 

Although Mason and Ornstein were very different men living in disparate cities, the 
similarities between their schools and to some extent their careers are striking. W.S. Mason and 
the Mason College of Music and Fine Arts were products of their era, and therefore it is no 
surprise that their story bears similarities to other people and institutions across the country.  
While W.S. Mason and his school are only one tiny fraction of our cultural history, they are, as 
Donald J. Grout observed in 1941, still an important part of our fuller understanding.  Mason was 
once a large cultural figure in the city of Charleston, and he helped to shape the musical 
community that exists there today.  Charleston remains only a small part of the whole of our 
country’s cultural life, but thanks to Mason it has been, and still is, home to many musicians, 
both ordinary and extraordinary.

                                                
15 Ibid., 217. 
16 Ibid., 221. 
17 Ibid., 220. 
18 Leonard Stocker’s scrapbook.  Courtesy of the Charleston Light Opera Guild. 
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APPENDEX A 
 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION FOR W.S. MASON BY JOE SAVAGE, 1930 

 

 
From the materials donated by Miriam Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, 
University of Charleston.
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APPENDIX B 
 

“OUTLINE OF MUSICAL ACTIVITIES” FOR W.S. MASON 
 

 
Probably intended to accompany letter from Joe Savage.  From the materials donated by Miriam 
Abernethy, courtesy of the Morris Harvey Archives, University of Charleston. 
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