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Robert l. Belknap, 1929–2014

Robert L. Belknap, professor emeritus 
of Russian in the Department of Slavic 
Languages, died on March 17. Professor 
Belknap was a magisterial teacher of 
literature in true Columbia tradition, a 
guiding intellect and scholar in the field of 
Russian literature, a committed educator 
who devoted his energy and vision to 
making Columbia an institution to be 
proud of. From start to finish, he was a 
man of integrity, wit, wisdom, and good 
will. He will be sorely missed and fondly 
remembered by all who have had the honor 
of knowing him and learning from him. 

A native New Yorker, born December 
23, 1929, Robert Belknap was educated 
at Princeton University, the University 
of Paris, Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) 
State University, and Columbia University 
(Ph.D. in Slavic languages and literatures, 
1960). Known the world over as an expert 
on Russian literature, on Dostoevsky, in 
particular, he was the author of two major 
studies on Dostoevsky’s masterpiece: The 
Structure of “The Brothers Karamazov” 
(1967, reprinted 1989) and The Genesis 
of “The Brothers Karamazov” (1992), both 
of which appeared in Russian translation. 
Literary Plots, based on the Leonard 
Hastings Schoff Memorial Lectures that 
Professor Belknap delivered in 2011, is 
forthcoming from Columbia University 
Press. Together with Columbia colleague 
Richard Kuhns, Robert Belknap wrote 
Tradition and Innovation: General 
Education and the Reintegration of the 
University (1977), which reminds us that 
interdisciplinary understanding, tolerance, 
and humility are central to a whole—or, 
as they put it, reintegrated—university. 
Indeed, one of Robert Belknap’s special 
strengths was his ability to draw people 

from different disciplines together in a 
common intellectual enterprise.

The intellectual excitement that Robert 
Belknap generated in his classrooms is 
legendary. His repertory ranged over the 
canon of Russian literature. He taught 
Literature Humanities in the Columbia 
Core Curriculum for more than fifty years. 
Students chose him for the Van Doren 
Great Teacher Award in 1980, and alumni 
chose him for the Society of Columbia 
Graduates Great Teacher Award in 2010. 
He is justly known for the lasting impact 
he had on students—from first-year 
undergraduates in Literature Humanities to 
dissertation advisees. Teaching Nineteenth-
Century Russian Literature: Essays in Honor 
of Robert L. Belknap, a volume edited by 
Deborah A. Martinsen, Cathy Popkin, and 
Irina Reyfman, is a tribute to his profound 
influence on the academic field. 

Over the course of his career, Professor 
Belknap assumed leadership roles in a 
number of realms at Columbia: He served 
as the chair of the Slavic Department, the 
director of the Russian (now Harriman) 
Institute, the acting dean of Columbia 
College, the chair of Literature Human-
ities, and the director of the University 
Seminars. As an administrator, he had a 
talent for getting the job done well and for 
creating a spirit of cooperation. 

He is survived by his wife, Cynthia 
Whittaker, a Russian historian, and other 
family members. 

A memorial service will be held at 
Columbia on Friday, September 12, at  
2 p.m. in St. Paul’s Chapel.

In Memoriam

Robert L. Belknap

The Robert L. Belknap Dissertation Prize 
will be awarded as merited to disserta-
tions in the Slavic Department that are 
of exceptional quality. Himself a brilliant 
scholar, Bob Belknap promoted excellence 
in others. To his students as well as to 
many other members of the field, he was 
a wise mentor, a pragmatic adviser, a per-
ceptive critic, a trenchant editor, an erudite 
commentator, a scintillating interlocutor, 
and a true advocate. We establish this prize 
to honor Bob Belknap for his work and to 
recognize dissertations of great distinction. 
Donations toward the establishment of 
this prize may be sent to the Department 
of Slavic Languages, Columbia University,  
1130 Amsterdam Avenue, Mail Code 
2839, New York, NY 10027, attention: 
John Lacqua. Checks should be made out 
to Columbia University with “Belknap 
Prize” in the memo line.
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william e. Harkins, 1921–2014

William E. Harkins, professor emeritus 
of the Department of Slavic Languages 
at Columbia University, died on May 17, 
2014, at the age of 92. Among Slavists, 
Bill Harkins was a true renaissance man: 
an expert on Russian prose, a specialist in 
Slavic folklore, one of the first American 
scholars to do serious work in Czech 
literature, the author of a monograph on 
Karel Čapek, a translator from Czech, 
the author of the Dictionary of Russian 
Literature, the author of a Czech language 
textbook and coauthor of a widely used 
textbook of Russian grammar, and a 
promoter of regional studies. Generations 
of Columbia students remember him 
fondly for his contribution to their training 
on all these fronts, as well as for his good 
will, his attention to their development as 
writers, and his having made them attuned 
to the interplay of word and image in 
Slavic culture. In 2000, his students and 
colleagues in the field honored him with 
a Festschrift volume entitled Depictions: 
Slavic Studies in the Narrative and Visual 
Arts (edited by Douglas M. Greenfield). 
His colleagues were profoundly grateful  
to him for his generous service to the  
Slavic Department, the Russian Institute, 
the University, and the Slavic field at  
large. He played an important role in 
making Columbia an important center  
for Slavic studies.  

Born in 1921 in State College, 
Pennsylvania, William Harkins received 
his B.A. degree from Pennsylvania State 
University. After military service, he did his 
graduate work in the Slavic Department 
at Columbia and received his doctorate 
in 1950. His dissertation, published as 
a book, was The Russian Folk Epos in 
Czech Literature, 1890–1900. Professor 

Harkins taught in the Slavic Department 
at Columbia for the next forty years. 
One colleague who had worked with him 
for forty years described Bill Harkins as 
“absolutely honest” and “always kind,” 
noting that Bill “always bore far more than 
his fair share of the burden, administrative, 
pedagogical, and emotional, of working 
together with a group of people different 
enough from one another to make a strong 
department.” At Columbia, Bill Harkins 
was chair of the Slavic Department and 
director of the Russian (now Harriman) 
Institute, in addition to serving in or on 
a number of other organs, including the 
University Senate and the Committee 
on Instruction. He was very active in 
professional associations in the Slavic field 
at large and served as president of the 
American Association of Teachers of Slavic 
and East European Languages. His work in 
promoting Czech studies at Columbia and 
at large deserves particular mention.  

Bill Harkins’s commitments and activi-
ties extended beyond the Slavic field.  
He had a special interest in Japanese  
prints and served twice as the president  
of the Japanese Art Society (formerly  
Ukiyo-e Society).

Survivors of William Harkins include 
Hideo Kidokoro, his longtime companion; 
John W. Harkins, his brother; two 
nieces, Mary Ann Williams and Rebecca 
Candelario; and many cousins and grand-
nieces and grand-nephews. 

A memorial service will be held at 
Columbia on Friday, October 17, at 3 p.m. 
at the Harriman Institute, International 
Affairs Buildings, 420 West 118th Street, 
12th Floor.

William E. Harkins 

William Harkins was an expert in many 
areas and a versatile and innovative Slavist. 
In honor of his multifaceted contribution, 
we are establishing a colloquium that 
celebrates the cultural as well as disciplinary 
variety within the Slavic field. The new 
Harkins Colloquium, run by graduate 
students, will provide a forum beyond 
the classroom in which they pursue 
their intellectual interests. The aim is to 
reimagine Slavic studies both by drawing 
our own faculty and students together and 
by enhancing our links to individuals and 
groups beyond the department. Funds will 
be available for graduate students to pursue 
initiatives of collective interest, host speak-
ers, gather informal groups, or organize 
more formal events. Donations toward the 
establishment of this colloquium may be  
sent to the Department of Slavic Languages, 
Columbia University, 1130 Amsterdam 
Avenue, Mail Code 2839, New York,  
NY 10027, attention: John Lacqua.  
Checks should be made out to Columbia 
University with “Harkins Colloquium” 
in the memo line.




