THE CATALOGUE OF THE LIBRARY OF PIERO SRAFFA

Piero Sraffa (Turin 1898 – Cambridge 1983) is one of the most interesting figures among XX century economists: not only did he make important contributions to economic theory and to the study of its development (his edition of the works of David Ricardo was in 1961 awarded the Söderstrom Medal of the Swedish Academy of Sciences, the then equivalent for economics of the Nobel Prize), he was also a close friend and an acknowledged important influence on the thought of such different and outstanding thinkers as J.M. Keynes, L. Wittgenstein, A. Gramsci. His interests were by no means confined to economics, and ranged from the theoretical foundations of science to the history of freedom of thought and speech, with of course a strong accent on the economic aspects of the different problems. He was a legendary figure as a bibliophile and a book collector, applying also to this field one of his main characteristics: thoroughness (Keynes wrote of him: “he is the most thorough chap I have ever met”). It is not surprising that the collection of books he put together was in its field among the best of the XX century. The catalogue of this collection, now housed at Trinity College Cambridge, has gone to the printers.

THE COLLECTION

The titles in the collection (and in the catalogue) are about 7,000, of which slightly less than 4,000 published before 1900. A rough chrono​logical breakdown can be given: three incunabula, about 60 books published in the 1500s, some 240 in the XVII century, circa 800 in the XVIII Century, 1,600 in the first half of the XIX Century, and less than 1,000 in the second half. The rest (circa 2,500) were published in the XX Century. The strength of the collection is however rather in the quality than in the quantity of the books it contains. Among its gems one may mention copies of different issues of the first edition of Luca Pacioli’s Summa de Arithmetica (1494), reputed to be the first printed book to illustrate “Italian accounting” (double-entry book-keeping), the first Italian edition of More’s Utopia (1548), the first edition of Botero’s Ragion di Stato (1589), the very rare first edition of the famous book De Rege (1599), by the Spanish Jesuit priest Juan de Mariana, a book which ten years after being published, in the hysteria following the assassination of Henri IV in 1610, was condemned in France to be burnt as justifying regicide  – inserted in Sraffa’s copy is to be found also the official act of the Parlement and the censure of Sorbonne dealing with it. Among XVII century books there is a remarkable set of works by the founder of the Bank of England, William Paterson, and others, relating to the founding and early years of the Bank, and many classics of the Mercantilist and anti-Mercantilist litera​ture (Barbon, Malynes, Misselden, Mun, Pollexfen, etc.) – books which were already very scarce in the XX century, and are today almost impossible to find. There is also an outstanding set of the works of Sir William Petty, the founder of “Political Arithmetic” (economic statistics) – one of which given and inscribed by J.M. Keynes to Sir William Beveridge on the occasion of the latter’s marriage – and some of the works of Locke (of whose bibliography Sraffa was an expert) including not only his pamphlets on money, but also an intriguing copy of the first edition of Two treatises of govern​ment (1690), with several contemporary manuscript corrections. The great strength of the collection, however, is in the XVIII century books, especially Physio​cratic literature, and in the English books of the first half of the XIX century (basically the Ricardian and immediately post-Ricardian period). Many of the books are association copies, the most remarkable being perhaps a book which in a sense links the XVII and the XVIII century: a copy of Petty’s 1699 Several essays on political arithmetick, sent by Rousseau to Diderot, bearing a message in Rousseau’s hand, in which he apologizes for the fact that, because of the war, it has taken him three years to get hold of a copy of the book which Diderot had requested. This copy Diderot must have used in writing his entry on “Arithmétique Politique” for the Encyclopédie, which is basically a discussion of Petty’s essays. Other notable XVIII Century association copies are books from Adam Smith’s library (a great passion for Sraffa: beside Adam Smith’s own copy of The Wealth of Nations, now sadly missing,  Sraffa owned Smith’s own copy of the 1770 German edition of the The Theory of Moral Sentiments, and other books associated with him). One may also mention a book from the library of Frederick the Great. 
Among later books there is of course a virtually complete set of the original editions of the works of Ricardo, and of the other major figures of the Ricardian period. What is to be stressed however is also the presence of many works which are little known, but of great importance in the develop​ment of economic thought, such as for instance the 1814 anonymous pamphlet Considerations on the importation of foreign corn… which (unknown to virtually all economists) contains the earliest formulation discovered so far of the principle of comparative costs, one of the most important economic tenets of all times. The books of the first half of the XIX century contain many works also relevant for the political history of the period, as the “Peterloo” massacre, the trial of Queen Caroline, etc. Many of these come from the library of Francis Place, a key figure in the English Parliamentary scene of the first decades of the XIX century, their value enhanced by annotations where Place gives additional information on the contents, the context, or the authors of the material contained in the volumes.

Marx and Engels have pride of place among books of the second half of the XIX century. Of these, the outstanding item is the copy of the first edition of Volume I of Das Kapital, inscribed by Marx, just a few days after its publication, to the German Workers Society of London, the same society under whose auspices the original edition of the Communist Manifesto had been published. 

The founding figures of marginalism are well represented – of course the English (so-called neoclassical) school is particularly strong, Marshall and Edgeworth in the first place. As is to be expected, also here there are many association copies, among the most interesting a complimentary copy of the fifth edition of Marshall’s Principles which had belonged to Böhm-Bawerk, heavily marked, and in particular annotated on issues relating to capital and the rate of interest, a topic which had been at the centre of an important dispute between the Austrian and the English Schools of marginalism. 

Keynes is one of the authors by whom there are more titles (he is only surpassed by Marx), among which some items unknown to the Royal Economic Society edition of his Collected Writings. Many of them of course come from Keynes himself. There is, as is natural, a great number of works (often offprints) of Sraffa’s contem​poraries, first of all his Cambridge colleagues, but also very many others. Many are presentation copies. Indeed, also with the help of the catalogue’s As​socia​tion Index it should be possible for the reader to reconstruct an intriguing web of connections within the economics profession in the central decades of the XX century.

As already mentioned, the collection is not confined to books of politico-economic interest. Sraffa spurned every kind of superstition, and quite a few books illustrate this. There are many classics of materialism and anti-religious writings, such as the famous Traité des trois imposteurs (i.e. Mohamed, Christ, and Moses), works by Holbach and by Voltaire, and a number of works by and about the celebrated Curé Meslier, the poor priest who lived in rural France of late XVII-early XVIII Century, an enemy of all injustice, especially abuse perpetrated by the rich and powerful on the poor. At his death in 1729 Meslier left to his parishioners a Testament in which he was at last able to manifest his convictions. (Sraffa, who was extremely interested in Meslier, came to possess two manuscript copies of this Testament.) On the other hand we find works of the great mystic of the Roman Catholic faith, Teresa of Avila, or works “proving” the reality of witchcraft, such as Boissier’s 1731 Recueil de lettres au sujet des malefices, or  Augustin Nicolas’s 1681 book against torture (particularly referring to witch​craft trials). 

Another topic which is widely covered is that of birth control. This subject must have interested Sraffa not only for its economic side, but also for aspects of it which touched the issue of freedom of thought and speech. The subject was a burning one in the XIX century: opinion in favour of it was normally qualified as “revolting” (the young John Stuart Mill was arrested for allegedly propagating such opinions), and this literature – as is normal for clandestine and semi-clandestine publications – is often very hard to find. 

The collection also includes a small but selected group of works relevant for the history and philosophy of science – in particular pioneer books on atomic physics. A few of them had belonged to Alan Nunn May, the Cambridge physicist who was the first ever to be convicted (in 1946) of spying for the Soviet Union, and condemned to ten years’ hard labour.

THE CATALOGUE

The catalogue lists all books and pamphlets which were in Sraffa’s possession at his death. Entries contain extensive bibliographical information on the item, and often  also brief comments by the editor on the book, sometimes on its relevance,  sometimes to give information on other books which have some relation to it, and so on. This has been done mostly for books which are less well known, as for instance the already mentioned tract containing the principle of comparative costs. It has been deemed worthwhile to call the reader’s attention to this virtually unknown tract, or other similarly little known books, but no mention is made of obvious points as could be the importance of say Malthus’s Essay on population, or Ricardo’s Principles.

The catalogue (hardbound) covers about 700 large format (4-to) pages, arranged in two columns, and in addition contains about fifty pages of indexes (an Association Index and a General Index), about 20 pages of introduction by the editor (containing information on the collection, its formation, the catalogue and the criteria used in its compilation, etc.), and an essay by Luigi L. Pasinetti on “Piero Sraffa and his books”. The volume contains 24 full page illustrations with images of some of the more noticeable books in the collection, and a frontispiece with an unpublished photographic portrait of Sraffa. The catalogue aims to inscribe itself in the respectable tradition of catalogues of economic libraries, celebrated for the importance of the collection, or the collector, or both. One may mention the catalogue of the Kress Library of Economics and Business, published in four quarto volumes between 1940 and 1967, based on the collection put together by H.S. Foxwell (the greatest collector of economic literature of all times according to Keynes, himself a great collector); the catalogue of the Goldsmiths’ Library of the University of London (another Foxwell collection), published in five quarto volumes over a time span of several decades (the last volume has appeared in 2001); not to mention the more recent catalogues of the libraries of the Luigi Einaudi and of the Raffaele Mattioli Foundations, published more recently, and many others.
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