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SLOVENE LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE AT COLUMBIA
UNIVERSITY

Rado L. Lencek

Among the non-Russian Slavic languages at present offered at American universities
east of the Mississippi, the Slovene language has of late been performing impressively.'
Since early in the 1970s, it has been taught regularly at Kent State (Ohio), Cleveland State
(Ohio), the University of Dayton (Ohio), and Pennsylvania State; and sporadically at Ohio
State, the University of Pittsburgh, and Yale University. Quite recently it has been
introduced into the program at Indiana University; and in Spring 1987 1t will be reintro-
duced at Columbia University. This ‘reintroduction’ will occur no less than 64 years after
the Slovene language was first offered at Columbia—the very first Slovene-language
instruction in the United States.

Several factors have promoted academic concern for Slovene in the United States.
Among the most important are the following: 1) an anticipated expansion of East European
research interests at American universities from the ‘major’ to the ‘non-major’ topics, areas
and languages;” 2) an increasing preoccupation with the fate of the so-called ‘minor’ Slavic
languages in American academia, and with the development of teaching materials for these
languages;> 3) an increasing linguistic interest in the Slovene language, in the production
of Slovene language textbooks and Slovene-English-Slovene dictionaries;* 4) an increase
in the number of good teachers of the Slovene language, with partial training in Slovenia;
5) the promotion of Slovene studies in the U.S.A. by such professional associations as the
Society for Slovene Studies, with its publications and conferences;> and, last but not least,
6) a greater understanding in the Socialist Republic of Slovenia, as well as in the Belgrade
Commission for Educational Exchange with the U.S.A., of the need for cooperation with
the United States and its Fulbright Program for Yugoslavia. During 1986 the Belgrade
Commission observed the twentieth anniversary of its fruitful co-operation with the Ful-
bright Program.®

During the three academic years 1922-25 a two-semester course entitled Elementary
Slovene was offered by the Department of Slavonic Languages at Columbia University.
Like most Slavic languages then taught at Columbia (‘Czechoslovak’, Serbo-Croatian,
Polish, Bulgarian), the course was offered by University Extension, a predecessor of
today’s School of General Studies. In the absence of the Departmental Chairman (J.D.
Prince’) the course was under the general supervision of C.A. Manning,® and was taught
by M.S. Stanoyevich, University instructor for ‘South Slavonic’.” The course description,
in part, read: “Study of grammar and syntax. Simple composition, reading and oral
exercises. —Open to persons unfamiliar with Slovene.”

Eleven years later, in 1936-37, Slovene was again offered in the program of the
newly-renamed Department of East European Languages. The (absent) Chairman was still
J.D. Prince, and his deputy was still C.A. Manning. In fact, two two-semester courses
were offered that year: Advanced Slovene and History of Slovene Literature , both taught by
Andrew [Andrej] Kobal, a lecturer in University Extension.'® Advanced Slovene was
described as “Exercises in Slovene with a review of the grammar and the development of
the language. Prerequisite: one year of Slovene or Serbo-Croatian or the equivalent.” The
History of Slovene Literature course description read: ““The course consists of a series of
lectures on the development of Slovene literature from the earliest times. Special emphasis
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will be laid on the development of the literature of the nineteenth century and post-war
period. No knowledge of Slovene 1s required.”

The circumstances under which Kobal was introduced to Prince —a meeting that led to
his appointment in the department—are most interesting. In his autobiography'' Kobal
recounts that 1t happened 1n 1936, during his last year as a graduate student at New York
University, where he was studying Public Law. Invited one evening to the home of
Professor Lindsay Rogers, Chairman of the Department of Public Law at Columbia, he was
introduced to Prince, at the time U.S. Ambassador to Yugoslavia and on leave from the
Departmental Chairmanship. Prince happened to have one of Lucien Tesniére’s books'
with him that evening, and during conversation playfully quizzed the unknown graduate
student, a native speaker of Slovene, on his knowledge of Slovene grammar. Prince liked
both Kobal and his answers, and next day introduced him to Manning, the Acting Chairman
of the Department. And so Andrew Kobal came to be appointed lecturer in Slovene, and
taught both the courses in the 1936-37 year.

In 1970-71 two courses, a one semester course on Slovene language and a one semester
course on Slovene literature, were offered by what was by then called the Department of
Slavic Languages at Columbia. They were part of the department’s graduate program,
introduced upon special recommendation by William E. Harkins, Acting Chairman that
year. The courses were taught by the present author. The first, The Structure of Modern
Slovene , was described as “The phonology, morphology, and syntax of Slovene;” the
second, [ntroduction to Slovene Literature, as “A general survey from the sixteenth
century to World War I1.”

In the Spring semester 1987 the course Slovene Language and Literature 1s offered in the
Columbia School of General Studies, taught by Ljubinica Crnivec. " It is described as
follows: “An introduction to the language of modern Slovene literature. Balanced emphasis
on reading, speaking and grammar.”

Columbia University
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