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ONE FOUND SOUND LAUNCHES  
THE HERBERT FRANKLIN MELLS PROJECT 

 
Concert on March 4, 2023 to present the world premiere of Herbert Franklin 

Mells' Symphony No. 1 in D Minor, written in 1938 
 
 

 
 

onefoundsound.org 

"One Found Sound’s deliberate divergence from outdated, stodgy performance 
practices is an invigorating breath of fresh air." — San Francisco Classical Voice 

SAN FRANCISCO, CA, February 8, 2023 — One Found Sound, a conductorless orchestra now 
celebrating its tenth anniversary, has announced the launch of its most ambitious initiative to 
date: The Herbert Franklin Mells Project, a five-year undertaking that includes the preparation, 
performance and recording of the composer’s large orchestral works written from 1938 to 1945. 
The concert on Saturday, March 4 at 8 p.m. will present the world premiere of Mells’ Symphony 
No. 1 in D Minor alongside Ludwig van Beethoven’s Coriolan Overture, Op. 62, and Quinn 
Mason’s Reflection on a Memorial. The concert will also feature a visual program created by 
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filmmaker Max Savage with artwork by Sharon Virtue. Tickets are now on sale at 
onefoundsound.org/events. 

Born in 1908, Herbert Franklin Mells was a composer, educator and choral director, and the first 
Black American to receive a Ph.D. with a focus on symphonic music. He was only the second 
Black American to receive a Ph.D. in music composition. While serving as the music department 
chair at Langston University, Hampton Institute, and later at Tennessee State University, Mells 
wrote numerous choral pieces and works for solo voice as well as arrangements of traditional 
songs. While most of his musical output remained unpublished upon his untimely death at the 
age of 44 – he was a victim of spinal meningitis – his vocal works have had a lasting impact, 
having remained in the repertories of many choirs. Among the titles he is remembered for are 
“Burden'd Chile (A Spiritual Lament),” "I've Got Religion” and “A Christmas Lullaby: In the Style 
of a Negro Lullaby.” 

Ten of Mells’ orchestral works have been discovered, but significantly all of them are unknown, 
having been neither published nor performed during his lifetime. Rounding out his musical 
production are more than 30 instrumental works for violin, piano, organ, strings and brass. 

One Found Sound has undertaken to correct this historical lapse by preparing four of Mells’ 
symphonic works for their long overdue premiere. One Found Sound will also undertake the 
recording of each of these works. Kicking off the series next month is Mells’ Symphony No. 1 in 
D Minor, written in 1938 in partial fulfillment of his master’s degree from Indiana University. The 
works to follow in the coming years include his Symphony No. 2 in B Minor (Burden'd Chile) 
(1944), Newsflashes of Late ‘44 (1944) and A Symphonic Poem of the Americas (1945). 
 
One Found Sound has recruited R. James Whipple, artist lecturer in Composition at Carnegie 
Mellon University, to prepare Mells’ handwritten manuscript for performance. Having been 
introduced to Mells more than a decade ago through one of his grandchildren, the baritone 
Eugene Perry, Whipple previously arranged several of the composer’s songs for the wind 
quintet he leads in Pittsburgh.  
 
“How can we possibly evaluate the contributions of African American composers if their music 
has never been heard?” writes Whipple in a program note. “In Mells’ case, as is typical of African 
American composers of his time, publishers – even including Mells’ friend, W.C. Handy – were 
willing to publish spiritual settings because there was sales potential, but they had absolutely no 
interest in publishing instrumental music, especially orchestral music. This is why Mells’ 
instrumental compositions remained undisturbed in a trunk, waiting for their chance to be 
brought to life.” 

“A number of clearly defined goals drive The Herbert Franklin Mells Project,” said One Found 
Sound Co-Founder Sarah Bonomo. “In bringing to life Mells’ orchestral music, we seek not only 
to highlight Mells’ artistry and biography, but to draw attention to longstanding barriers and 
inequities in orchestral music institutions, the classical music community and society at large. 
This project is a reparative act, intended to inspire further change to unjust and discriminatory 
practices in American orchestras, and to amplify the work of Black artists, both living and 
deceased.” 
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“Beyond this, we intend to support the secure ownership of Mells’ orchestral music to his 
family’s estate. Under current copyright laws, these scores would fall into the public domain due 
to their composition prior to 1978. However, because they were never published nor registered 
during his lifetime due to racial barriers, we hope to see the rights to the scores turned over to 
the Mells family, so that they may remain the benefactors of their publication and 
performance.” 
 
For more information about The Herbert Franklin Mells Project, visit onefoundsound.org/mells-
project. 
 
UPCOMING  
 
One Found Sound’s season concludes on May 13, 2023 with an exciting 10th Birthday Bash Gala, 
featuring the world premiere of a currently untitled orchestral work by Nathalie Joachim, the 
recipient of One Found Sound’s annual Commissioning Fund. Joachim, a Haitian-American flutist 
and composer, has been hailed for being “a fresh and invigorating cross-cultural voice” (The 
Nation). She is co-founder of the critically acclaimed urban art pop duo, Flutronix. 
 
ABOUT ONE FOUND SOUND  
 
One Found Sound is a democratic, collaborative orchestra at the forefront of equitable and 
barrier-free music. We bring creative events to vibrant, unexpected spaces where audiences and 
artists connect through a mutual sense of discovery and expression. One Found Sound 
champions music that reflects the diversity of our community and we are dedicated to 
supporting the creation of new music by diverse peoples. Our educational programs bring 
musical opportunities to underserved youth and are designed in tandem with families and 
community members to meet the unique needs of each participant. Operating without a 
conductor or single artistic director, our creative vision is placed entirely in the hands of our 
artists. All artistic decisions—from the length of a single note to our programming each season—
are made collaboratively and democratically. 
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FACT SHEET 
 
WHAT: 
One Found Sound presents “Horizon,” a program of three works including the world premiere of 
Herbert Franklin Mells’ Symphony No. 1 in D Minor. This concert marks the launch of The 
Herbert Franklin Mells Project, a five-year initiative that includes the preparation, performance 
and recording of the composer’s large orchestral works written from 1938 to 1945. 
 

Program: 
Ludwig van Beethoven, Coriolan Overture, Op. 62 
Quinn Mason, Reflection on a Memorial 
Herbert Franklin Mells, Symphony No. 1 in D Minor 
 

WHEN: 
March 4, 2023 at 8 p.m. 
 
WHERE: 
Heron Arts 
7 Heron Street 
San Francisco, CA 94103 
 
TICKETS: 
$25 online and $30 at the door 
 
Tickets on sale at onefoundsound.org/events (direct link: 
tickettailor.com/events/onefoundsound/746900). 
 
FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
onefoundsound.org 
For all press inquiries contact John Hill at john@johnhillpr.com. 
 


