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Russell Shank – (1925 – 2012)

After his death on June 26, 2012, in Los Angeles, his ashes were inurned with military honors at Arlington National Cemetery on January 2, 2014 (Columbarium 9, N25-35-1). His gravesite inscription reads:
“Lieutenant Commander U.S. Navy / WORLD WAR II / MY PARADISE / A LIBRARY”

Russell Shank was a transformative leader in librarianship whose influence spanned public, special, academic, and association realms, left an indelible mark through his vision, innovation, and unwavering commitment to the profession. He was President of the American Library Association in 1978-1979.

Born on September 2, 1925, Shank served in the U.S. Navy during World War II, rising to the rank of Lieutenant Commander.  Shank remained deeply proud of his Navy service throughout his life. Colleagues and family recalled that he frequently attended events in full dress uniform and enjoyed discussing Navy topics.  

 He earned an undergraduate degree in electrical engineering and pursued library science studies, taking his first library science course (Administration of Special Libraries) somewhat by accident while completing credits for a corporate management degree. 
As he later recalled, “once I got into the school, it just appealed to me—the right kind of people, the program.” He became a distinguished alumnus of both the University of Washington School of Librarianship and Columbia University School of Library Service.

Shank’s professional career in librarianship began in 1953 when he joined the Milwaukee Public Library as chief of in-service training and personnel control. By 1959, he had moved into academic librarianship as assistant university librarian at the University of California, Berkeley, serving in that role until 1964.
 Following his time at Berkeley, he served on the faculty of the Columbia University library school and held additional early positions at the University of Washington and the University of Wisconsin. 
In 1967 Shank was appointed the first Director of Libraries at the Smithsonian Institution, a pioneering role created by Smithsonian Secretary S. Dillon Ripley. Charged with building “an innovative and totally responsive integrated system of Libraries and services,” he reorganized staff, consolidated operations, automated processes, introduced OCLC for cataloging, and transitioned from Dewey to Library of Congress classification. Under his leadership, the Smithsonian Institution Libraries achieved national recognition for the quality and research value of its scientific collections, culminating in an invitation to join the Association of Research Libraries. 
During this period, he also served as president of the American Library Association’s Information Science and Automation Division (1968–1969) and as president of the Association of College and Research Libraries (1972–1973). 
He played a key role in the formation of FEDLINK (the Federal Library and Information Network).
In 1977, Shank returned to the University of California system, becoming University Librarian at UCLA, a position he held until 1988. He was simultaneously appointed the first-ever Vice Chancellor for Library and Information Services Planning at UCLA Libraries. 
In 1978–1979, he served as President of the American Library Association. 
He later became professor emeritus at UCLA’s Graduate School of Education and Information Studies.
Throughout his career and beyond, Shank championed intellectual freedom and international librarianship. In 1990 he received the Freedom to Read Foundation Roll of Honor Award and the Hugh C. Atkinson Memorial Award. 
In 1991 he helped persuade ALA’s governing Council to incorporate Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights into Association policy.
Despite a lifelong battle with multiple sclerosis, Shank remained an active, independent force in the profession—attending the ALA 2012 Annual Conference in Anaheim just days before his passing. He died on June 26, 2012, at age 86, from complications of a fall. 
Those who knew Russell Shank remember his honesty, compassion, wry humor, visionary leadership, and encouragement of innovation and risk-taking—qualities that inspired generations of librarians and elevated the institutions he served. Russell Shank was truly a “library giant,” and his legacy continues to shape libraries and the profession he loved.
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Additional notes: Shank was deeply involved in library automation and information science topics during the 1960s–1970s, and some of his work appeared in association proceedings, internal reports (e.g., regional access studies from his Columbia University period), or as contributions to edited volumes like the Annual Review of Information Science and Technology series. 
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