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Sight, sound, & an unusual career path

DR. SCOTT DUNN



 Dunn, a renowned conductor 
and pianist, briefly practiced 
medicine (ophthalmology) before 
finding success in music.

 Currently the associate 
conductor of the LA Philharmonic’s 
Hollywood Bowl Orchestra, 
Dunn’s musical collaborations are 
as diverse as they are plentiful. 
As a conductor, he’s recently led 
U.S. orchestras from the Seattle 
and Atlanta Symphonies, LA 
Philharmonic, and Cleveland 
Orchestra to the Vienna Radio 
Orchestra and the BBC Concert 
and Symphony Orchestras abroad. 
He’s also performed and recorded 
extensively as a concert pianist. 
His resume reads like someone 
born to perform.

 But Dunn’s musical career 
almost never happened.

 Dunn first appeared on the 
University of Iowa’s radar as a 
bright and quite musical high 
school senior from Eagle Grove, 
Iowa. Struggling with where to 
attend college and what to study, 
the University of Iowa offered him 
a full-ride merit scholarship to 
study piano performance with the 
late John Simms. 
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UI School of Music alumnus, donor, and friend 
Scott Dunn has had a truly remarkable career, 
and it all began at the University of Iowa. Sight, sound, & an unusual career path



 During his time at Iowa, 
Dunn was also mentored by music 
faculty James Dixon (conducting); 
Delbert Disselhorst (organ); 
Leopold La Fosse (violin); Donald 
Jenni (composition); Albert 
Gammon (voice), and others, all of 
whom had significant careers as 
professional musicians in New York 
and Europe. 

 “They showed me by example 
that a life in music was a real 
possibility; a possibility that is 
especially hard to imagine when 
one grows up in small town, rural 
Iowa,” said Dunn.

 In his final semesters of 
study, he entered a number of 
piano competitions, and sought 
admission to several distinguished 
graduate conservatory programs. 
Dunn admits, “I had trouble 
performing up to my own 
expectations.” 

 Discouraged, he shifted course 
and decided to go to medical 
school instead.

 After finishing his pre-med 
coursework at the University of 
Southern California, all the while 
continuing piano lessons with the 
late, great Brooks Smith, Dunn 
returned to the University of Iowa 
to attend its College of Medicine, 
where he studied under some of 
the world’s greatest clinicians 
and researchers. In particular, he 
discovered an appreciation for 
ophthalmology, and developed a 

connection with its department 
head, Dr. Fred Blodi. Dunn says 
“Dr. Blodi liked me, and especially 
liked the fact that I was a trained 
concert pianist. He gave me a letter 
of recommendation, which served 
functionally as a ‘carte blanche’ to 
any ophthalmology residency in 
the country.”

 Drawn to California after 
medical school, Dunn completed 
his surgical internship, 
ophthalmology residency, and 
fellowship at the LAC/USC 
Doheny Eye Institute. After 
that, he joined a distinguished 
general ophthalmology practice 
in Los Angeles, all the while still 
practicing the piano and playing 
for himself on evenings and 
weekends.

 While in Los Angeles, Dunn 
had the incredible fortune to 
become friends with the Academy 
Award-winning film composer 
Leonard Rosenman. 

 “Leonard thought the world 
of my potential as a musician and 
urged me to reconsider a life in 
music,” recalled Dunn. “With his 
encouragement and as a thirty-
something-year-old physician, I 
made a critically-acclaimed Los 
Angeles recital debut.” 

 He re-entered the 
piano competition field, this 
time winning an artistic 
ambassadorship from the USIA 
and a solo piano recital tour of 
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Eastern Europe and former states 
of the Soviet Union in which he 
introduced those locales to such 
American masterworks as the Ives 
“Concord Sonata” and Copland 
“Variations”. Encouraged by these 
successes, Dunn quit his medical 
practice and moved to New York 
City, where he completed a Master 
of Music at the Manhattan School 
of Music where he studied piano 
with the legendary Byron Janis 
and was befriended by musical 
luminaries Lukas Foss (whom he 
assisted for two years) and Sir 
Richard Rodney Bennett, among 
others. With significant help from 
Bennett, Dunn made his 1999 
Carnegie Hall debut (with a sizable 
number of Iowans in attendance), 
playing the premiere of his own 
orchestration of Vernon Duke’s 
‘lost’ Piano Concerto in C with the 
American Composers Orchestra. 
What followed was a successful 
and highly varied musical career 
as pianist, orchestrator, and 
conductor. 

 In 2010, the University of 
Iowa College of Liberal Arts and 
Sciences honored Dunn as one of 
its Distinguished Alumni Fellows. 
He returned to campus for several 
engagements, complete with 
performances with the University 
Orchestra, the Hawkeye Marching 
Band, solo and chamber recitals, 
and opportunities to work with the 
students. Dunn has returned to 
the School of Music over the years 

“They [UI School of Music faculty] showed me by example that a 
life in music was a real possibility; a possibility that is especially 
hard to imagine when one grows up in small town, rural Iowa.”



Top: The Dunn Family Atrium and Terrace.

Bottom: Scott Dunn in a photo taken 
back stage at Disney Hall prior to a 
recent appearance with the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic.
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to work with the orchestra, the 
Center for New Music, and for the 
occasional piano performance. 

 Dunn has also made important 
contributions to the UI School of 
Music as a donor. One of the most 
visible gifts came from the entire 
Dunn family: the Dunn Family 
Atrium and Terrace. “I come from 
a long line of Iowa graduates—my 
father, both my brothers, our niece 
and great nephew, among others,” 
says Dunn. “My family, Robbie, and 
I were gratified to help with the 
building of the new Voxman Music 
Building.”

 To this day, Dunn and spouse 
Robbie Moray consider Iowa City 
their home base. He is working 
with School of Music Director 
Tammie Walker on other new 
programs and projects, and looks 
forward to working again with 
music students at Iowa. 

 “To say the least, my career 
path has been quite unusual, 
winding through both medicine 
and music, but at every step of 
the way, the University of Iowa 
has been there for me, says Dunn. 
“I am forever grateful to the 
University of Iowa for its role in my 
life, and I can only wish for similar 
great experiences for others.” 

LEARN
M O R E www.scott-dunn.com


