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Marion Cumpiano was an intelligent, curious, and adventurous woman.  She was the 
first  child of immigrant parents who settled in Boston.  When she and her friend Bernice 
were 18 and newly graduated from high school, they hitchhiked across the northern 
United States.   
 
In 1939  Marion came to Puerto Rico by boat (no planes to PR then) to teach high-
school English in Adjuntas.  Later she married William (Willie) Cumpiano and had two 
children, Ina and William (Willo), who grew up bilingual. 
  
After some graduate classes at Columbia, Marion began teaching in the Department of 
English at the University of Puerto Rico.  When it became possible to return to 
Columbia, she went and earned a Ph.D. in English and American literature.   
 
Throughout her teaching career, Marion was eager to help students improve their minds 
and expand their horizons.  She was kind, but strict; no one could slouch through her 
classes.  Her dissertation was on William Dean Howells, but she loved teaching   
Shakespeare and James Joyce.  Her publications on Joyce are available in the 
Richardson Seminar Room.   
  
Outside of class, Marion acted in little theater: Shakespeare's "Macbeth" at  Fort San 
Cristobal and T. S. Eliot's "Murder in the Cathedral" in the Episcopal Cathedral in 
Santurce.   
 
Marion and Willie loved the Friday night dinner dances at the lovely, covered but open-
air faculty club, later enclosed and air conditioned as the School of Architecture.  It was 
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a central place for meeting colleagues from different parts of the campus for mid-
morning or mid-afternoon coffee or for meals charged to your account. 
   
Soon after Marion retired from the University, she moved to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 
close to the University of North Carolina and Duke University.  She made new friends 
and traveled widely all over Europe, England, Scotland, and Ireland with Elderhostel.  
Again she was active in little theater, but her big project was inventing what became 
a successful adult-learning center, Duke Institute of Learning in Retirement (DILR).   
 
She and Jane Robbins, a neighbor soul-mate, started with a one room center at Duke 
University.  They scrubbed the walls, made curtains, and began a few classes taught by 
other retired professor volunteers  By 1977 there were 42 members and 6 classes from 
opera to physics and Marion's "Joyce's "Ulysses."  When DILR celebrated its 30th 
anniversary, it had  1,400 members, classrooms in two buildings, offered 100 classes 
each semester, and had received a $2 million endowment grant from the Osher 
Foundation for providing a model of life-long learning at a university. Marion could not 
have foreseen this grant when she died in July 2001, but she did know that DILR was 
well-established and successful.       
  
When Marion decided to leave her home, she moved to Croasdaile Village, a retirement 
community in Durham, North Carolina.  Here she volunteered to work in the Village 
library and badgered the head librarian to buy more  literary classics instead of books 
of  light fiction, mysteries, and thrillers.  She also taught beginning Spanish and 
continued sending e-mails to friends and family.  She was ever eager to learn and share 
knowledge. 
   
Note    My first two years in Puerto Rico, I lived in a small apartment in Marion's house 
that she had created for her mother, who decided not to move.  Marion was helpful and 
kind to me and became a friend.    
 


