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Thank you for the honor of being invited to speak about Ginny’s professional life.  In describing her 

contributions to linguistics, anthropology, and folklore, I’m serving as mouthpiece for many who worked 

with her, and learned from her, especially my colleagues and our students in the U.Va. Anthropology 

Department.   

Ginny started out as a math major, earning a BA in math from Queens College in 1943.  She switched to 

linguistics when she went on to graduate school at Indiana.  She met Dell Hymes there, and they got 

married, and from that time forward her professional life was both enhanced and hindered by being a 

woman scholar married to a renowned man in the same field, with similar research interests, working in 

the same area.  As my colleague Dan Lefkowitz discovered when he interviewed Ginny in 2009, she was 

accepted into the Ph.D. program at UCLA in 1955 along with Dell, but only he was given financial support 

because UCLA policy didn’t allow fellowships for married partners1.  For the same reason, Ginny was 

forbidden from taking classes for credit at Radcliffe when Dell was hired at Harvard.  But she wasn’t 

daunted by these obstacles.  She audited classes at Radcliffe, and she got a research grant that enabled 

her to start to work at the Warm Springs reservation in Oregon, where she and Dell returned regularly 

and established lifelong connections.  Eventually, when they moved to the University of Pennsylvania in 

the early 1970’s2, she was given the freedom to study, teach, and pursue her research.   

In 1990 the U.Va. Anthropology Department had the great fortune to have Ginny join our faculty when 

she and Dell moved here.  She taught for us until she retired in 2000, but we continued to learn from her 

well after that.  Her impact on the field of linguistic anthropology was celebrated at a symposium in her 

honor at the 2009 meetings of the American Anthropological Association, organized by our former 

student Alex King, who is now Head of the Anthropology Department at the University of Aberdeen in 

Scotland. 

I’d like to talk about a few examples of Ginny’s publications to give an idea of the breadth of her 

interests.  Ginny’s first publication, based on her Indiana University MA thesis, wedded her expertise in 

mathematics, linguistics, and Native American languages.  It was a comparison of the numeral systems 

of over 40 languages of the widespread Athapaskan language family, which includes languages as 

diverse as Koyukon, spoken in Alaska, and Navajo, spoken in Arizona and New Mexico.  Ginny refuted 

then-current claims about a universal evolutionary development of number systems.  She identified six  

basic types of system found in this language family, and she drew inferences about which ones were 

older and which were most likely to be the result of cultural diffusion.  Her paper continues to be cited, 

half a century later, in works on Native American languages and on numeral systems. 

                                                           
1
  Michael Silverstein points out that Dell’s fellowship at UCLA was actually a post-doc.  However, Ginny’s 

memory of having been denied financial support at various times in her career due to nepotism rules was an 
accurate reflection of the status of women married to academic partners. 
2
  According to Michael Silverstein, the actual date was 1965.   
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A second paper I would like to highlight, called “Ethnography of linguistic intuitions at Warm Springs”, 

was also a pioneering work.  Ginny makes a cogent critique of the methods linguistic fieldworkers were 

using to collect data about a language.  Linguists tended to work with only one or two speakers of the 

language, and they would focus on inventing sentences, asking speakers to judge what is or is not 

grammatically possible, with the goal of producing a product (such as one or more publications) that 

would only be accessible or interesting to an academic audience, and of benefit mainly to the author’s 

academic career.  Such work involved little or no interaction with the wider community of speakers, nor 

consideration of cultural understandings of how people actually use language in their daily lives.  But 

even at that time, some communities were starting to voice dissatisfaction with serving as subjects of 

someone else’s research, and they wanted to play a bigger role in directing research projects focused on 

language; for example, wanting community members to be trained so they could undertake such work 

themselves, or wanting to create teaching materials to help preserve languages for younger 

generations.  These are all things that Ginny herself did.  Some linguists resisted such activities, which 

they regarded as a distraction from their research agendas.  In her paper Ginny comments on this 

attitude with her characteristic wit: “This is hard on a linguist who may have gone into our discipline in 

the first place because he wanted to be alone with a language.”  She goes on to show that for a linguist 

to work collaboratively with a community is not a loss but a gain for language documentation.  She 

shows how awareness of cultural rules for speaking can affect both data collection and interpretation.  

For example, in the Warm Springs Sahaptin community where she worked for many years, only elders 

were regarded as truly authoritative speakers.  Even a fluent speaker in their 40’s would hesitate to 

answer questions about their language if an elder was present.  Furthermore, asking what might sound 

like a simple question about grammar, like “can you say this?” would elicit a question like “who told you 

that?”  That is, linguistic forms were evaluated according to the source of the information, not according 

to the kind of abstract grammatical principles assumed by linguists.  Several of the points Ginny brought 

up in this 1975 paper have been later taken up by other scholars. For example, the need to pay 

attention to how local ways of speaking affect the research process was the focus of a highly successful 

book published ten years later, called Learning How to Ask, by linguistic anthropologist Charles Briggs.  

The question of what being a “native speaker” means was addressed by Nicholas Evans in a 2001 book 

about linguistic fieldwork.  And by now collaboration with local communities has become a mainstay of 

language documentation projects, and as Ginny pointed out, this benefits both linguists and the 

communities where they work. 

In her later work Ginny circled back to the relation between language and numbers, but in a very 

different way.  She became fascinated with discovering the poetic structure of oral narratives, which 

includes repeated patterns of sequences of lines, verses, stanzas and larger units, and cultural 

preferences for certain “pattern numbers”, especially five and four in narratives of Native North 

America.  In her 2009 interview with Dan Lefkowitz, he asked her which of her publications was her 

favorite, and she mentioned her 1987 paper on Warm Springs Sahaptin Narratives. In that paper she 

explains how to do verse analysis of a prose narrative, and she demonstrates both the method and its 

value by applying it to a narration of a Sahaptin myth.  As Dan pointed out in his contribution to the 

2009 symposium, in this paper Ginny wove together her research on Sahaptin, her love of teaching, and 

her lifelong collaboration with Dell.  Verse analysis of Native American prose narratives was something 
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Dell had been working on for some time, and in this paper Ginny states that she was initially skeptical of 

his detection of poetic structure in prose.  But after working on some of the narratives that she had 

collected, she came to find that, as a colleague that she later taught how to do it3 remarked: “I can’t 

stop doing this!  It’s like eating peanuts.”  In this paper she shows how to extend the method beyond the 

written transcripts that Dell had analyzed, to focus also on audio recordings.  She shows how things like 

voice quality, intonation, pauses, and drawn-out syllables play a role together with grammar and word 

choice in signaling poetic structure. These techniques, usually below the consciousness of the 

performer, express both cultural conventions of how to tell a story, and the individual speaker’s 

personal imprint.  But Ginny also emphasizes that the method she demonstrates can’t just be applied 

mechanically like a “pasta machine into which you push a prose transcription to have a verse analysis 

come out at the other end”.  Besides being alert to the individual speaker’s art, you need to know the 

cultural context and even the speaker’s biography.  She and her students at Penn and Virginia went on 

to perform verse analysis on a wide variety of genres in different languages, including oral history 

interviews, oratory, and even carnival spiels.  And Ginny’s colleagues have continued to find it 

illuminating in their own work.  For example, at the 2009 symposium both Eve Danziger and Lise Dobrin 

described how looking at encounters between a linguist-interviewer and a native speaker through the 

lens of verse analysis helped them notice cultural differences in understandings of truth and the 

experience of modernity.  Liliana Perkowski described how verse analysis of folktales helped reveal 

ethnic relations in Bulgaria.  Several of Ginny’s categories of analysis have been incorporated into the 

analytical tools being developed by the Vocal and Verbal Art Archives, an organization dedicated to 

preserving vocal and verbal art traditions through digital documentation of community performances. 

Ginny’s colleagues and former students continue to use what they learned from her in their own 

teaching.  For example, when Alex King learned of Ginny’s passing, he said in an email that he often uses 

her fieldwork stories in his classes.  For example:  “Virginia Hymes was trying to elicit different kinds of 

greetings on the Warm Springs reservation and asked 'What do you say when someone knocks at the 

door?' 'Must be a whiteman,' was the answer, because Indians didn't think of the house front door as a 

demarcation of private vs. public space. Rather, people were expected to come in and sit down in the 

front room. The rear of the house was private unlike the front." 

Finally, I would like to tell a personal story about Ginny’s influence.  I became Chair of the Anthropology 

Department in 2001, after Ginny had officially retired from teaching.  I got a call from then Provost Gene 

Bloch asking for advice.  The U.Va. Astronomy Dept. had received a generous donation which they 

wanted to use to buy observation time on a cutting-edge telescope that was under construction on a 

mountain in Arizona that was adjacent to the San Carlos Apache reservation.  When it became known 

that U.Va. was considering investing in this project, the President and other administrators started 

receiving protest letters from a coalition of environmentalists and Apache activists, stating that 

according to Apache belief Mount Graham was a source of spiritual power, and that construction of the 

telescope and associated roads and power lines constituted desecration of land that was sacred to 

them.  The astronomers were skeptical of this, having been told by their colleagues at the University of 

                                                           
3
 M. Dale Kincade (1933-2004), a specialist in Salish, to whom Ginny gave a lesson in verse analysis at a meeting of 

the Society for the Study of Indigenous Languages of the Americas. 
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Arizona—the major sponsor of the telescope project—that the protests had been fomented by a group 

of non-Apache environmental activists concerned about the habitat of an endangered squirrel.  The 

Provost asked me for my advice, as an anthropologist, about how seriously to take the claims about the 

relationship of the mountain to Apache religious beliefs.  Since my own work was on Bantu languages in 

East Africa, I didn’t feel competent to pronounce on this, so I consulted with Ginny and Dell.  We 

decided to suggest sending a fact-finding delegation from U.Va. to Arizona, to visit the San Carlos 

reservation, the adjacent White Mountain Apache reservation, the University of Arizona Astronomy 

Department, and the telescope site on Mount Graham.  Ginny volunteered to be part of this delegation, 

along with the Provost, two members of the Astronomy Department, and me.  It fell to Ginny and me to 

decide who to meet with on the reservations and to set up the meetings.  Even though Ginny had not 

worked with Apaches herself, her deep knowledge of Native American cultures and history were 

indispensible both in planning the trip and during the trip itself.  Aside from her coaching on culturally 

appropriate ways of speaking, her status as a respected elder helped the delegation’s visit be taken 

seriously by the Apaches as something more than a token gesture.  By the end of the trip, the 

astronomers and the Provost were convinced that Mount Graham did indeed play a significant role in 

traditional Apache religious beliefs and practices.  Even though in the end U.Va. decided to go ahead and 

invest in the telescope project despite this awareness, perhaps our trip achieved a small measure of 

success in that both a member of the Apache protest group and the daughter of the Chair of the U.Va 

Astronomy Department eventually enrolled in our graduate program. 

I’ll end with a story from Ginny herself.  In her comments at the end of the AAA symposium Ginny told 

about having assigned a recording of an especially accomplished Appalachian storyteller, Charlotte Ross, 

to her class at Penn.  After the students had revealed the poetic structure of the story through verse 

analysis, Ginny invited Charlotte Ross to come and visit her class and hear about the rhetorical 

techniques that the students had discovered in her telling.  After listening to them, Ross said “Yeah.  I 

probably won’t ever be able to tell it again, now that I know what I’m doing.”  But, said Ginny, it turned 

out that she was able to tell that story again.  I look forward to hearing more stories by and about Ginny, 

and continuing to tell them. 


