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Thomas Denny came to Skidmore College as an Assistant Professor in Music in the fall of 
1982 from the Eastman School of Music, where he had recently completed a PhD in 
musicology, with a dissertation entitled The Finale in the Instrumental Works of Franz Schubert.  
Previously, he had earned an MA in musicology from the Eastman School after studying at 
the University of Utah and receiving a BA in philosophy from Haverford College.  The year 
that Tom arrived at Skidmore, he immediately impressed department chair Isabelle Williams 
as “an intelligent, articulate, and knowledgeable young scholar.”  Others must have agreed 
with Dr. William’s assessment for soon, the College appointed Tom as acting chair of the 
department and then awarded him tenure beginning his remarkable career as teacher, 
leader, scholar and treasured colleague. 
As a teacher, Tom was always in demand.  His vast musical knowledge and experience led 
him to teach a wide range of courses including basic and advanced music theory, surveys in 
music history that include early and classical/romantic music, seminars on Schubert, 
Wagner, Mozart operas, jazz history, and Duke Ellington. His own liberal arts education 
made him a natural to teach Liberal Studies courses offering classes in romanticism and 
opera, as well as teaching in the LSI program.  Students sought the opportunity to study 
with him, many of them following Tom’s offerings to simply bask in his wisdom and wit, 
regardless of the topic.  Professor Gordon Thompson recalls one of Tom’s student 
evaluations that talked about a class that moved the student… physically.  Gordon went on 
to ask, “how many instructors outside of the Dance Department have had their students 
dancing around the building?”  In Tom’s case, the device no doubt helped to explain form 
and function; but students remember the unusual approach and the purpose.  Time and 
again, students talk not only about being motivated, but that Tom was engaged and 
motivated.  That speaks to someone who loves what he does and conveys it to students.   
Tom’s first-rate scholarship is highly regarded amongst his peers.  He is certainly a scholar 
with a wide variety of interests and achievements; but the focus of his research has always 
been opera and Franz Schubert.  As a highly respected Schubert expert, his peers have 
recognized him with invitations to deliver lectures and papers at Schubert Conferences on 
both sides of the Atlantic, including “Variations along the Scalar Skeleton” at the 
International Schubert Conference in Paris, “Der schönste Erste Genuß’: Geselligkeit, 
Freundschaft und Intimät um Schuberts Klavierduos” at “Schubert und Seine Freunde” 
conference in Vienna, “Schubert’s Grand Duo: Concept and Functionality in a Grand (and 
Trifling) Medium” at the Smithsonian Institution, and “Schubert’s Four-hands Music” at the 
Schubertiade at the 92nd Street Y in New York City are but a few examples of the lectures he 
has given across the United States, Europe, and Canada.   
Tom is also an in-demand pre-concert lecturer, and has educated many concert goers over 
the decades.  He has spoken prior to Romeo and Juliet for the Philadelphia Orchestra, for the 
New York City premier of Schubert’s Fierrabras (a little know work that Tom edited and 
prepared a definitive version of) at Carnegie Hall, for the New York Philharmonic at Avery 
Fisher Hall, for the Berkshire Choral Society Festival, and many more.  He has published 
many articles in the leading journals in his field, including the Journal of Musicology, Acta 
Musicologica, and Journal of Musicological Research. 
Tom has also been unselfish in his service to the college over the years, serving as 
department chair three different times.  As chair, Tom exuded a sense of confidence that was 
never over-bearing and he always had a sense of direction. The music faculty was never told 
what to do or how to do it, but instead, were lead to realize for themselves the “whats and 
hows.”  He had a profound sense of fairness and equity and was constantly striving to 
improve the situations of part-time employees, staff, and full-time faculty.  This was very 
evident in the case of some part-time faculty who became full-time Artist-in-Residences, 
their onetime tenuous positions becoming more secure, and part-time instructors who wages 
have remained in competition with peer institutions.  



Tom served enthusiastically on nearly every major college committee, including Institutional 
Planning Committee, Financial Policy and Planning Committee, Task Force on Faculty 
Status, Curriculum Committee, CAPT, CEPP, CAFR, and many more.  But perhaps the 
crowning achievement of Tom’s college service career was his guidance and leadership 
during the planning, completion, and transitioning into the new Zankel Music Center.  It 
was Tom’s vision, attention to detail, his courage, and his unwillingness to compromise the 
high standards that this facility deserved, that made an enormous difference in quality and 
function of the resulting building.  We owe a great deal to Tom for the Zankel Music Center, 
whether it’s hearing a concert in the near perfect Helen Filene Ladd Concert Hall, or teaching 
a class in one of the high tech classrooms.  
As a music presenter during the Filene years, and in the new era of Zankel, Tom was always 
thinking outside the box, and encouraging the music faculty to do the same.  He lead by 
example several times, but two of Tom’s events standout as perhaps never being topped.  
The first was an extraordinary day long “happening” called Hated Music-Music against 
Hatred.  This was a truly interdisciplinary event featuring music that was banned and told a 
story of struggle and oppression.  The incredible range of topics that were spoken, sang, 
danced, and played included colonial and post-colonial Ghana, McCarthyism, civil rights in 
America, Nazism and “degenerate” music, even Muslim punk.  Equally successful, Music 
and Madness dealt with music that was written while influenced by, or expressed a degree of 
mental illness.  These events were attended by hundreds of people and utilized the talents of 
many students, faculty, and guest artists from many disciplines.   
Of course, in retirement Tom has other interests.  His love for world travel with his wife and 
soul-mate Diane, his two wonderful daughters, Flannery and Brittany, his love for piano 
playing and performing chamber music, tennis, and of course, relaxing at his haven in the 
north country.  But the Tom Denny story would nott be complete without mentioning 
perhaps his greatest attribute – He is a wonderful, generous colleague, and trusted friend, 
who we will miss seeing coming down the hallway.  There will always be a place in the 
Music Department for Tom. 

 


