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DedicaTION: Judith R. Ginsburg

RHIANNON ASH and Martha Malamud

Judy Ginsburg was to have been one of the original co-editors for this 
special volume on Tacitus, but her untimely death at home on December 
28, 2002 meant that she was unable to see the project through to comple-
tion. Yet Judy’s passion for Tacitus, the author that she made her own and 
opened up for other people, shone through in the engaging conversations 
that we had about the overall shape of this volume even when she was in 
the grip of a devastating and painful last illness. It was a pleasure and a 
privilege to participate in that dialogue with her. Judy herself did not live 
to see the end result, but as one of our contributors put it, she has certainly 
left her footprints on these pages. We hope that she would have enjoyed 
this work, which we fondly dedicate to her memory.

Judy’s contribution to Tacitean studies began with the publication 
of her Ph.D. thesis, Tradition and Theme in the Annals of Tacitus (Berkeley 
1981). In this seminal study, she examines Tacitus’s elaborate manipulation 
of the traditional annalistic format in Annals 1–6, so differently crafted from 
what survives of the final hexad. Her insightful work offers an exemplary 
combination of depth and breadth, analysing how Tacitus represents succes-
sive years (and parts of years) intratextually and comparing this technique 
intertextually with Livy’s arrangement of his narrative. Judy’s fundamental 
argument that thematic considerations often led Tacitus to allow considerable 
temporal dislocations of his historical material must have felt unsettling for 
scholars at the time. Yet the subsequent discovery of the senatorial decree 
concerning Piso’s trial endorsed (more than anyone at the time could have 
expected) Judy’s central thesis about Tacitus’s willingness to depart from 
strict chronological sequence to communicate his own vision of events. 

It is impossible to imagine (even now) teaching a course on Roman 
historiography or analysing Tacitus’s narrative technique for a scholarly 

Derek Young
muse_logo




140 Rhiannon Ash and Martha Malamud

article without consulting this book. One of its early reviewers, Miriam 
Griffin, concluded: “There will inevitably be differences of opinion when 
detailed analysis of Tacitus’ narrative structure is concerned, for he operated 
with great subtlety. The value of Ginsburg’s book lies in the persuasiveness 
of its principal conclusions and the stimulus it gives to systematic considera-
tion of his basic structural unit” (JRS 72 [1982] 216). Judy’s book certainly 
did stimulate the community of classical scholars and students in signifi-
cant and long-lasting ways. Before 1981, Tacitean studies were strongly 
historical in their emphasis, but Judy set the agenda for a different mode 
of engagement with these subtle and difficult texts. She effectively opened 
up Roman historiography as a legitimate and valuable field of research in 
its own right for a whole new generation of scholars. Of course, she her-
self continued to participate actively in these developments, whether by 
working with her graduate students or by talking at conferences. Several 
of Judy’s subsequent articles are case studies exploring how narratives of 
the republican past have an impact on constructions of the imperial pres-
ent. One example is her stimulating piece (“In Maiores Certamina: Past 
and Present in the Annals,” in Luce and Woodman 1993.86–103) on how 
Tacitus, in his own narrative, echoes two great republican debates as rep-
resented by Sallust and Livy to underscore senatorial decline. 

One of the chapters in Judy’s first book elegantly begins with a 
memorable quote from Lewis Carroll: “The White Rabbit put on his spec-
tacles. ‘Where shall I begin, please your Majesty?’ he asked. ‘Begin at the 
beginning,’ the King said, very gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end: 
then stop.’” It seems strangely poignant that, over twenty years after the 
publication of her first book, Judy, rather like her White Rabbit, continued 
thinking, working, and writing right up until she herself came to the end. 
Her final publication, Representing Agrippina: Constructions of Female 
Power in the Early Roman Empire, was published in 2006. This study 
examines one of the most vivid female figures from the Annals: Agrippina 
the Younger, mother of Nero (who was memorably born feet-first, as we 
know from Pliny the Elder). For Judy, Agrippina serves as a rich focal point 
for exploring the creative interaction between the idealised representations 
of imperial women found in the visual portraiture of sculpture and numis-
matics and the more nuanced rhetorical portraits created in historiography 
(above all by Tacitus). This impressive final project is truly interdisciplinary 
(in the best sense of that word). It will no doubt open up lively debates 
between disparate groups of scholars and become a fitting finale to Judy’s 
exciting academic career.
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It is not just for her scholarship that Judy will be remembered 
and missed. She also enriched the lives of generations of students in Clas-
sics and Women’s Studies at Cornell University, through her teaching, her 
mentorship, and her friendship. The moving testimonials from past and 
present undergraduates and graduates at her memorial service bear witness 
to her nurture and support of students both within and beyond the Clas-
sics Department. Each one of them will have their own unique memories 
of Judy’s perceptiveness, kindness, and moral strength. The latter quality 
informed her work for the profession she loved so much. Her most signifi-
cant contribution here was her contribution to the first American Philologi-
cal Association statement on Professional Ethics, but she continued to work 
for social justice as a member of the Women’s Classical Caucus, the APA’s 
Nominating Committee, and its Committee on the Status of Women and 
Minority Groups. Though an intensely private person, she was uncompro-
misingly honest and principled. Her combination of professional commit-
ment, scholarly acumen, and personal integrity led her, quite unwittingly, 
to become an inspiring role model for both her contemporaries and for 
younger generations of classicists. These essays form a part of her legacy 
as teacher, scholar, mentor, and friend.




