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“He taught generations of SLIS students, some of whom claim they "majored in John Boll" because they took as many classes from him as possible. Boll asserted that the dry sense of humor he used in class was only a device to keep his students awake, but former students appreciated his sharp and exacting nature and demanding classes as well as his quick wit.” -- University of Wisconsin-Madison, College of Letters and Science.


John J. Boll, Professor Emeritus of Library and Information Studies at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, died on March 17, 2013.
Dr. Boll taught in UW-Madison's School of Library and Information Studies from 1956 until his retirement in 1992.
Boll was born in Berlin, Germany on Aug. 12, 1921. His family moved to Schenectady, New York, in 1936, and he graduated from Schenectady's Union College in 1942. 
Boll began librarianship studies at Columbia University School of Library Service  in New York City and had a half-time job as reading room and reserve desk attendant in the Library School Library. 
After two semesters of part-time studies he was drafted to the U.S. Army  in January 1943.
Dr. Boll has described his army service and early career  in a reflective 1998 essay (“My Long Road to the Classroom.” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly).
 For a few months he served as a private in an artillery battalion. He volunteered as an interrogator, was promoted to technical sergeant, and trained in psychological warfare in England. 

He jumped five to six ranks and was assigned to Twelfth Army Group Publicity and Psychological Warfare (P & PW). He served as librarian, radio monitor, and translator of German news releases. After V-E Day, the unit became the Information Control Division, overseeing media in occupied Germany which undertook all mass communication activities in Germany. After discharge he returned to Military Government in Germany and worked for two years with the second set of war crimes trials in Nuremberg under the catch-all title of "research analyst."
In Nuremberg he ran a document- receiving unit to which huge bags of documents were brought which had to be distributed to the various prosecution departments on the basis of content. Out of these documents came the evidence- documents submitted to the court which had their own numbering system. 
In the fall of 1948 he returned to the United States and finished his studies with the master's degree at the Columbia University School of Library Service . 
The Library of Congress selected five students as Interns, including Boll who was assigned  to be a descriptive cataloger in the Copyright Office.
After two years in the Copyright Office Boll began to consider a teaching career. After a stint working in an academic library, he enrolled at the Graduate Library School at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign.  For the sake of experience, he started to work half-time in the U. of Illinois Main Library Catalog Department. At the U. of I. the Director of the Library and Library School, Robert B. Downs, made it easy for students to work relatively short times in library departments to help their training.
After a year of cataloging, he became a part-time bibliographic searcher in the Order Department and was introduced to the world of national bibliographies and the world of announcement media. He learned that most countries had their own structure of bibliographic control agencies and of bibliographies which controlled the national literature, different from that of any other country. 
Some years later at the University of Wisconsin-Madison he taught a course which examined the bibliographic structure and organizations of several major producing countries and provided practice in using their bibliographies. 
Dr. Bol was "in residence" at the U. of I. from 1951 to 1954. By that time his dissertation topic was accepted and he had done the background reading. His dissertation dealt library architecture from a functional viewpoint, and was historical in nature. For his dissertation he also needed archival resources of early New England college libraries. Accordingly, he accepted in 1954 a summer teaching job at Simmons College and spent the weeks following the summer term driving from college to college, inspecting trustees' and similar records.  His dissertation was “Library Architecture 1800-1875: A Comparison of Theory and Buildings, With Emphasis on New England College Libraries.”

In 1956, Boll joined the faculty of the University of Wisconsin–Madison Library School where he taught for 36 years until retiring in 1992. He specialized in cataloging, classification, subject analysis, library education, and related areas of library science. He was known as a dedicated teacher who mentored students and emphasized practical, down-to-earth approaches to the field amid evolving technologies and debates about library schools’ direction.
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