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October 25, 1940 — November 29, 2006

Professor Lynne Abel (Classics), who served for a quarter of a century (1977-2003) as Associate Dean for 

Undergraduate Education in the College of Arts and Sciences, passed away after a courageous struggle with multiple 

myeloma. She is survived by her husband of 42 years, John Abel (Professor Emeritus of Civil and Environmental 

Engineering at Cornell), by her sister, Karen Lee and brother, William Snyder, by her daughter, Britt and son, 

William, and by her grandchildren, Will and Natasha. In accordance with her wishes, there was no memorial 

service after her death. Her memory was, however, honored posthumously by the College of Arts and Sciences 

Advisory Council on September 27, 2007, when the creation of the Lynne S. Abel College Scholar Endowment was 

announced. Another fund at Cornell, the Virginia K. and William Snyder Cornell Tradition Fellowship for under-

represented students, was created by Lynne in collaboration with her mother and bears the names of her parents. 

It reflects the determination to support education and to work for social justice through which Lynne Abel, loyal 

to her parents, chose to give meaning to her life.

Lynne graduated from Cornell with a B.A. degree in 1962, a major in History and German, and spent a DAAD 

fellowship year in Freiburg, but her growing interest in ancient Greece led to graduate study in Classics at Stanford, 

where she studied Greek history with Antony Raubitschek and earned an M.A. degree in 1966 and a Ph.D. degree 

in 1974. When her husband, John, accepted a position in Civil Engineering at Cornell, she began working as an 

assistant to the Dean of Arts and Sciences in 1974 and an Adjunct Assistant Professor in Classics soon thereafter. 

In 1977, she assumed the position of Associate Dean for Undergraduate Education, adding to her duties as the dean 

in charge of the College Scholar and Independent Major programs, the responsibility of supervising the college’s 

Academic Advising Center and Office of Records and Scheduling, as well as the task of chairing the two most 

important faculty committees of the college, Educational Policy and Academic Records. Over the years, Lynne 

became well known not only to the college’s entering students, but also to their parents, conducting a legendary 

orientation session for parents and family members, and eventually developing a printed guide for parents that 

continues to serve the greater Arts College community. Countless students have testified to the importance that 

Lynne’s kind, insightful, yet exigent counsel had for them both personally and academically.

During the late 1990s, Dean Abel’s position was further enlarged to include the direction of the Arts College’s 

Office of Admissions. In that role, she presided over an unprecedented merger that brought together the staffs of 

Admissions and Advising in a single organization, redesigning the positions of the assistant deans so that they 
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could be involved in all the stages of undergraduate students’ careers. Lynne’s incisive direction thus touched 

every aspect of the college’s work—managing admissions and advising, guiding faculty members in their work 

on the curriculum and as academic advisors, and counseling the five deans with whom she worked on all the 

affairs of the college, including alumni relations, collaborations with the other undergraduate colleges at Cornell, 

and interactions with the university administration. She was, in sum, a leader of consummate judgment and all-

pervasive influence.

Dean and Professor Abel was a scholar (her monograph on the Athenian legal procedure of Prokrisis was 

published in 1983) and teacher at heart, member of the Classics Department and the program in Women’s Studies. 

Amidst her administrative work, she took great pleasure in teaching courses on the Greek historians and Ancient 

Constitutions, and co-teaching Women in Antiquity with Judith Ginsburg, Aristotle’s Constitution of Athens 

with Kevin Clinton (who will never forget their conversations on classical antiquity during their 100-mile bicycle 

trip around Cayuga Lake), and the freshman honors seminar, “Initiation to Greek Culture,” with Pietro Pucci. 

On her retirement from the Dean’s office in 2003, she turned exclusively to teaching, and became Director of 

Undergraduate Studies in Classics.

In her classes, she sought to convey to students the understanding and pleasure she drew from a vast historical 

and artistic culture anchored in her devotion to opera, theater, music, literature, and disciplined scholarship. 

With John Abel’s confident partnership, Lynne nurtured a far-reaching network of colleagues and friends whose 

bonds were an invaluable institutional resource for Cornell and Ithaca. Her personal generosity and her exemplary 

commitment to the academic community’s well-being and integrity set an uncompromising standard. For the 

colleagues who survive her, the memory of Lynne Abel—reinforced by the self-effacing dignity she asserted in 

dying—will remain a source of inspiration.

Philip Lewis, Chair; Kevin Clinton, Pietro Pucci
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