Marvin H. Scilken -1926 –1999.
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Marvin Herman Scilken (December 7, 1926 – February 2, 1999) was an influential American public librarian, advocate, and publisher best known for directing the Orange Public Library in New Jersey for nearly three decades and for founding the irreverent, practical quarterly, The U*N*A*B*A*S*H*E*D Librarian. 
A maverick voice in the profession, Scilken championed patron-centered service, fought publisher price-fixing that disadvantaged libraries, and used letters to the editor and his own journal to promote pragmatic, book-focused librarianship.

Early Life and Education
Born in the Bronx, New York, to Russian immigrant parents, Scilken attended the Bronx High School of Science. After earning bachelor’s degrees in economics and philosophy from the University of Colorado Boulder in 1948, he initially showed little interest in librarianship.
It was not until 1960 that he pursued library science. He earned his master’s degree from Pratt Institute’s School of Information and Library Science in Brooklyn.
Career at Orange Public Library
[image: stately white building, art in front, green roof]

In 1964, Scilken became director of the Orange (New Jersey) Public Library, a position he held until his retirement in 1993. Under his leadership the library emphasized practical service and saw significant circulation gains; one contemporary report noted more than a 50 percent increase during a period of budget constraints. He focused on giving patrons what they wanted—bestsellers, accessible materials, and a welcoming environment—rather than strictly academic or “balanced” collections.
Scilken became a tireless advocate for libraries through letters to the editor in major newspapers and magazines (New York Times, Newsweek, Smithsonian, and others). He consistently promoted public engagement with libraries and better service to users, whom he often called “customers,” with the motto “The customer is king.”

SCILKEN’S LOBBYING RETURNED OVER $10 Million TO LIBRARIES
Scilken’s most dramatic impact came in the mid-1960s. As a relatively new librarian, he discovered that publishers were charging libraries uniformly high “library edition” prices while offering discounts to bookstores—a form of price-fixing. He lobbied the Federal Trade Commission and members of Congress. His efforts contributed to 1966 hearings before the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Antitrust and Monopoly. Scilken testified, along with other librarians and industry representatives. The hearings confirmed the practices, leading to indictments, civil lawsuits, and settlements. 
As a result of the hearings, more than 1,000 lawsuits were filed and millions of dollars recovered by local libraries--more than $10 million to libraries nationwide. 
Shortly before he retired, Scilken led a successful campaign to end Bell Atlantic’s plan to charge libraries for non-Bell Atlantic telephone directories.

The U*N*A*B*A*S*H*E*D Librarian. 
In 1971 Scilken founded and began publishing The U*N*A*B*A*S*H*E*D Librarian: the how I run my library good letter, a quarterly newsletter filled with practical tips, cartoons, reader letters, and candid advice on everything from cataloging and weeding to cleaning and improving patron service. His wife, Polly (Mary Priscilla “Polly” Scilken), assisted with editing; the distinctive title and design came from her brother, a book designer. 
Known for its candid, practical, and often irreverent tone, The U*N*A*B*A*S*H*E*D Librarian was a grassroots forum where working librarians shared real-world tips, shortcuts, and advice on everything from cataloging and weeding to cleaning, displays, patron service, and day-to-day library operations—emphasizing “books are basic” and patron-focused pragmatism over abstract theory or rapid technological trends. Its distinctive style featured reader letters, cartoons, short articles, and Scilken’s own editorial voice, making it a beloved, no-nonsense resource that stood apart from more formal library journals. 
A notable regular feature was “Berman’s Bag,” by Sanford Berman, a long-running column that used the newsletter as a platform to critique biased or outdated Library of Congress subject headings, advocate for more inclusive and accurate cataloging, and promote social responsibility in librarianship. Many of these columns were later collected in book form. [Not in My Library!: “Berman’s Bag” Columns from The Unabashed Librarian, 2000–2013. See Sources].
 After Scilken’s death in 1999 Mitch Freedman, a former ALA President, continued The U*N*A*B*A*S*H*E*D Librarian until 2021.
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SCILKEN and the AMERICAN LIBRARY ASSOCIATION
Marvin Scilken served five consecutive terms on the American Library Association (ALA) Council. He was known for his plain-spoken, sometimes contrarian views—criticizing the profession’s rush toward “information centers” and technology at the expense of books and reading. He famously urged librarians to remember they were in “the book business, not the information business,” and encouraged browsing, serendipity, and notes left in books recommending titles to fellow readers.
He was known as a dedicated and frequent participant on Council who regularly moved, seconded, or spoke on resolutions and policy matters. Specific documented actions include:
· In 1990, he seconded a motion by Councilor Norman Horrocks related to the Poor People’s Services Policy Resolution. [see Holt & Holt and Venturella in Sources].
· In 1993, along with Bernard A. Margolis, he moved a motion asking ALA Council to submit a proposed Policy on Social Issues to the membership for a mail vote.
· Around 1983 (during the ALA Annual Conference in Los Angeles), he moved a resolution in Council concerning book dealers and library purchasing practices.
· He was an active voice in Council debates on broader issues, including the ALA motto (he spoke eloquently in favor of retaining the original wording in 1988). ““The best reading, for the largest number, at the least cost.”

Scilken was an active member of the ALA Social Responsibilities Round Table  (SRRT) and regularly attended its Action Council meetings. In the late 1990s he remained engaged even as his health declined.
In early 1999 (at the ALA Midwinter Meeting in Philadelphia), he worked with Mary Biblo and Virginia B. Moore to help establish the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday Task Force within SRRT. The three presented the required signatures and appealed to SRRT Action Council to create the task force. Scilken specifically advocated for practical support (such as a meeting room and program listing). The task force successfully launched the first Sunrise Celebration honoring Dr. King at the 2000 ALA Midwinter Meeting.
While Attending the ALA Midwinter Meeting in Philadelphia, Scilken died of a heart attack on February 2, 1999. In December of that same year, American Libraries named him one of the “100 Most Important Leaders We Had in the 20th Century.”
Legacy
Scilken left a lasting mark as a champion of practical, user-focused public librarianship. A 2002 festschrift, Getting Libraries the Credit They Deserve, collected essays honoring his contributions across public library practice, advocacy, and philosophy. Scilken’s career demonstrated that one determined librarian could influence national policy, reshape industry practices, and inspire generations of colleagues to put patrons first.
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