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Phyllis Dain (November 29, 1929 – June 2018) was an American library historian, educator, and scholar best known for her authoritative works on the history of the New York Public Library (NYPL) and broader contributions to the study of American public libraries and scholarly communication. She served as a longtime faculty member at Columbia University’s School of Library Service and as a mentor to generations of library historians.
 The biennial Phyllis Dain Library History Dissertation Award of the American Library Association’s Library History Round Table (LHRT) is named in her honor.
Early Life and Education
Phyllis Dain was born on November 29, 1929, in New York City. She earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from Brooklyn College in 1950. She then pursued graduate studies at Columbia University, receiving a Master of Science in Library Service in 1953, a Master of Arts in U.S. History in 1957, and a Doctor of Library Science (DLS) in 1966. Her doctoral dissertation formed the basis of her first major book on the New York Public Library.
Career
Dain began her professional career in 1953 as a cataloger at the Columbia University Libraries. 
In 1957 she started teaching courses in the School of Library Service at Columbia, where she remained a faculty member until her retirement in 1995 as Professor Emerita of Library Service. 
During her long academic career, Dr. Dain combined teaching with extensive research and writing in library history, often emphasizing the social, cultural, and institutional contexts of libraries.


Dain played a prominent role in the efforts to preserve Columbia University’s School of Library Service during the university’s budgetary crisis of the late 1980s and early 1990s; the school ultimately closed in 1991. Her papers document correspondence, proposals, and advocacy surrounding that campaign.
She was actively involved in professional organizations, serving as chair of the Library History Round Table of the American Library Association in the late 1970s. 
Outside academia, Dr. Dain was a dedicated community member in Leonia, New Jersey, serving on the Board of Trustees of the Leonia Public Library from 1976 until her death.

Scholarship and Publications
Dain’s scholarship focused primarily on the history of the New York Public Library and the evolving role of American public libraries. Her major books include:
· The New York Public Library: A History of Its Founding and Early Years (New York Public Library, 1972), based on her dissertation and widely regarded as a foundational institutional history.
· Libraries and Scholarly Communication in the United States: The Historical Dimension (edited with John Y. Cole; Greenwood Press, 1990).
· Civic Space/Cyberspace: The American Public Library in the Information Age (co-authored with Redmond Kathleen Molz; MIT Press, 1999).
· The New York Public Library: A Universe of Knowledge (Scala Publishers / New York Public Library, 2000), a richly illustrated later volume that extended her earlier research.
Dr. Dain also published numerous articles on library and social history and conducted extensive oral-history interviews (1964–1989 and later) with NYPL librarians, trustees, and administrators, including figures such as Vartan Gregorian, Mrs. Vincent Astor, and longtime branch librarians. These interviews form a significant part of her archival papers.
Later Years and Legacy
After retiring from Columbia, Dain continued her scholarly work and community service. She died in June 2018. 
Her papers are held in the Manuscripts and Archives Division of the New York Public Library and document her research, teaching, advocacy for the Columbia library school, and oral-history projects.
The Phyllis Dain Library History Dissertation Award, established by the Library History Round Table, is presented every two years to recognize outstanding English-language dissertations in library history. It honors Dain’s dual legacy as a rigorous scholar and a supportive mentor. Through her books, teaching, and the award that bears her name, she remains a central figure in the historiography of American librarianship.

Dr. Phyllis Dain died in June 2018.
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In her memory the Leonia Public Library, New Jersey, where she served on the Board of Trustees of from 1976 until her death, posted at the library’s Facebook page 
“In memory of our friend and colleague Phyllis Dain, Trustee Emerita. “A tireless champion for libraries,” Phyllis dedicated her life’s work to library science and fought to protect the rights of patrons.” Dedication of the Phyllis Dain Reading Room.
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