
Terry Diggory 
 
A deckhand stands at the bow, pointing out 
The cliff’s extension or some other danger. 
There were other cliffs, another sea, much colder. 
You guided me across without a chart. 
     —From “Mist on the Coast of Cornwall,” Terrence Diggory 
 
Because he’s done almost everything, it’s easy to forget that Terry Diggory is also a poet.  The lines 
above appear in a poem that accompanied Terry’s application for a position at Skidmore in October 
1976.  And although I can’t be sure who that “you” is—though I have an idea—in my own mind and 
experience the “you” is Terry—Terry, who, in so many ways, has guided us across other cliffs and 
other seas, without any apparent need for a map.  For this, and for so much more, I welcome this 
opportunity to recognize Terry Diggory on the occasion of his retirement.  
 
Terry joined the Skidmore English Department as an Assistant Professor in 1977, coming to us after a 
one-year appointment at Yale, which was also his undergraduate alma mater.  Lest we delude 
ourselves in thinking that Skidmore was responsible for turning Terry into the towering intellect that 
we know and love, I must point out that Terry graduated from Yale summa cum laude, after which he 
completed a Doctorate of Philosophy at Oxford University.  He was doing just fine before he met us.  
 
With the publication of Yeats & American Poetry: The Tradition of the Self (Princeton UP) in 1983, 
Terry quickly established himself as an important reader and critic of twentieth-century poetry.  His 
next book, William Carlos Williams and the Ethics of Painting (Princeton UP, 1991), revealed a 
scholar who allowed himself to think across borders and genres, a scholar who would help us to map, 
here at Skidmore, the rich though sometimes rocky terrain between disciplines, the crossroads of 
thought.  While these two texts stay with us as enduring moments in the history of twentieth-century 
poetry criticism, they only hint at the breadth of Terry’s activities as a scholar.  The “Publications” 
section of his CV reveals a dizzying array of reading and thinking, as Terry combines focused inquiry 
with a free-ranging curiosity.  A career-long interest in Grace Hartigan and William Carlos Williams, 
for example, is ornamented by essays on everything from fiber art, to the Beats, to Orlando Patterson’s 
critique of feminism.  This last essay reminds us of Terry’s enduring interest in women’s writing, an 
interest that went against the grain of much work on modernist poetry. 
 
Though it’s an injustice to reduce a scholarly career to highlights, I offer three: Terry’s receipt of the 
Edwin M. Moseley Faculty Research award in 1992, the highest scholarly honor bestowed by the 
College; Terry’s holding of the Courtney and Steven Ross Professor of Interdisciplinary Studies Chair 
from 1999-2004, an achievement that recognized the capacious and  interdisciplinary nature of Terry’s 
work and teaching; and, finally, the publication of Terry’s  Encyclopedia of the New York School 
Poets, a 600-page volume that will define for generations to come the lives and work of this 
fascinating and iconoclastic school of poets.   
 
In his scholarship, Terry models the values that animate his teaching: careful, loving attention to 
words on the page, always informed by the many and diverse worlds those words inhabit.  
Responding, in 1979, to a suggestion that his classroom manner might be a bit too reserved for some 
students, Terry wrote, in the textual equivalent of his patented and oh-so-disquieting raised eyebrow, 
“If I do not seem excited, it is because The Waste Land generates an essentially different type of 
excitement from that of a hockey game.  I would like [my students] to discover that literature has quiet 
beauty that can be just as overwhelming finally as the loud clamor of amplified disco.”  
 
Students’ responses over the years confirm Terry’s brilliance in the classroom, summed up by one 
student who wrote that Terry is “one of the most insightful people I have encountered, without the 
slightest hint of pretension.”  “He is so exceptional,” another student wrote, “that I am heartbroken I 



cannot take him again.” This student’s heartbreak is something we can all understand, and so many of 
us share.  
 
But Terry’s skill as a teacher reveals itself outside of the classroom as well, in his dedication to 
mentoring junior faculty.  Associate Professor of English Susannah Mintz thanks Terry “for being 
someone with whom I’ve had such useful conversations about my teaching after those dreaded class 
observations—for taking the process seriously, for taking me seriously, and talking to me about 
pedagogy as a peer, never condescending or pulling rank, always managing somehow to make me feel 
both instructed and respected.”  Assistant Professor of English Michelle Rhee writes, “Terry is not 
only the kind of teacher but also the kind of person I wish I could be.  His intelligence has a stealth 
and latency to it; he’ll read your work or watch you teach and say something that takes a while to sink 
in, but when it does, it’s the most insightful thing anyone could have ever told you.”   

Terry clearly has excelled as a teacher and a scholar—enough to make him one of our brightest stars.  
But I want to make the somewhat heretical claim that it’s in his service—that too-often devalued third 
leg of the proverbial stool—that Terry has made an indelible contribution to Skidmore College.  As 
only the second recipient of the Distinguished Service Award, Terry will help us to define, for years to 
come, what service actually means: not simply the requisite participation on the right committees, but 
a commitment to the College that sits at the core of a person, and that radiates outward in multiple 
directions.  From his several administrative appointments, to his long and continuous record of 
committee service, to his participation in numerous talks, panels, and dialogues, Terry models service 
in its fullest sense—not as something apart from the intellectual life of the College, but central to it.   

As an administrator, Terry has twice chaired the English department; served as both Coordinator and 
Acting Director of Liberal Studies; stepped in as Coordinator for individual and institutional grants; 
and served as Acting Director of Creative Writing.  His work on committees is too extensive to 
capture here, but the highlights include service on CAFR; two terms on CEPP; Chair of the Study 
Group on the Center for Teaching and Learning; search committees for presidents, budget directors, 
fellows, and deans; and numerous ad-hoc committees, task forces, and study groups.  Terry’s list of 
talks and panels is truly humbling, exhibiting not only his belief in the value of dialogue, but also the 
scope of his intellectual curiosity and expertise.  All of this is in addition, of course, to Terry’s service 
on the English department’s many committees, including multiple terms on our Curriculum 
Committee and Personnel Committee, as well as Terry’s ongoing engagement in the broader Saratoga 
Springs community.   

To focus on Terry’s CV as a record of quantity, however, would be to miss the true value of his 
service to the College.  For it’s in the nature of his service—the quality of his participation—that 
Terry truly distinguishes himself.  Over and over again, in the department and on the floor of the 
faculty, I’ve watched Terry deliver us from moments of paralyzed thought, from situations and 
difficulties whose solutions I couldn’t imagine.  It’s as if he pushes a button, or pulls a thread, and 
suddenly a knot begins to unravel, and possibilities emerge.  This ability stems not merely from his 
intellect—which is truly prodigious—but from his empathy, from his ability to consider a problem 
from multiple perspectives, and to imagine solutions in ways that avoid provincial thinking.  These are 
the qualities that Terry has consistently demonstrated, qualities that make him not simply a generous 
citizen, but an exemplary one.  

Susannah Mintz praises Terry “for being such a model committee member, someone from whom I’ve 
learned that it’s possible, even if I’ll never be able to fully realize it in myself, to operate without 
selfishness or guile.”  And, as former Chair of the English Department Ralph Ciancio remembers, “It 
wasn’t owing to Terence’s height alone that I often referred to him as ‘Too-Tall Diggory.’  I began 
calling him that after 1983.  As chair of CEPP that year, and THOUGH AS YET UNTENURED, he 
steered a divided faculty through the logistics and academic virtues of adopting a Liberal Studies 
program with wit, aplomb, and conviction.  Not for that or any other single accomplishment by and in 



itself, but over all, everything considered—scholarly achievement, effective teaching, quality of mind 
and heart, commitment to faculty governance and the growth of the College—Terrence was a 
towering colleague and an irreplaceable member of the English Department.”  

Towering and irreplaceable indeed.  If I had my way, I would take over the Wachenheim Gallery at 
the Tang and curate an exhibit on the habits of mind and the ways of being of Terry Diggory.  I would 
force our attendance, weekly if necessary, until we’ve all absorbed the values that Skidmore College 
has long stood for.  Because there is no better exemplar of those values than Terry Diggory.  He is a 
lesson for us all, and we will miss him dearly.  
 
 


