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The aim of this book is to give an overview of the historic events that shaped FAO’s David Lubin 
Memorial Library and its predecessor, the library of the International Institute of Agriculture (IIA). 
We hope we have succeeded in highlighting some of the roles that both libraries have fulfilled 
within the world of agricultural information management and their contribution to FAO.
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The FAO Library celebrates its sixty-fifth anniversary 
in 2017. This book commemorates this event with an overview 
of the historical events that shaped the FAO Library and 
highlights some of the roles the library has played in the world 
of agricultural information management.

The story of FAO’s David Lubin Memorial Library starts 
with its predecessor, the library of the International Institute 
of Agriculture (IIA), founded in 1905 in Rome by King Vittorio 
Emanuele III. In so doing, the King was fulfilling the dreams of 
David Lubin (1849-1909), an American citizen of Polish origin 
who had dedicated his life to the service of what he called 
“the United States of the World.”1

When FAO was founded in 1945 it was quickly decided 
that it should become the custodian of the IIA, since 
“the difference between the two organizations is more of 
scale than of fundamental intent. Central to the programmes 
of both is concern for the farmer and for agriculture.”2 
The custodianship was especially in regard to the IIA Library, 
which at that time was one of the largest agricultural research 
collections in the world. It contained 400 000 volumes on 
agriculture, including a collection of 400 rare books and 
32 incunabula – a precious heritage for a library with the task 
of sustaining FAO as a knowledge organization. 

The FAO Library was officially opened in Rome on 
10 June 1952 and named the David Lubin Memorial Library, 
“in recognition of the foresight, leadership, and outstanding 
contribution of David Lubin to international co-operation in 
the field of agriculture.”3 Over the last 65 years it has amassed 
its own collection on top of the IIA heritage, consisting 
of non-FAO as well as FAO publications, collecting and 
preserving each and every FAO document ever published. 

Today the FAO Library preserves one and a half 
million volumes, which together form the memory of the 
Organization. It is the leading force on digital content 
and dissemination of FAO publications and the source for 
agricultural knowledge worldwide.

  •

Introduction

 
1 Agresti, O.R. 1941. David Lubin: A 

study in practical idealism. Los Angeles, 
University of California Press, p. 1.

2 FAO. 1969. David Lubin  
(1849-1919): An appreciation. Rome, 
Italy, FAO, p 1.

3 FAO. 1950. Report of the 
Conference of FAO: Special session, 
Washington, 3-11 November 1950. 
Rome, FAO, p 12.
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With the age of enlightenment, book collecting became 
more widespread throughout Europe and North America and 
the number of private libraries increased, many forming the 
core of today’s great libraries. However, general use of these 
libraries remained highly restricted.   

One of the first librarians who talked about opening 
up library collections to the public was the Italian Anthony 
Panizzi (1797–1879), who in the mid-nineteenth century was 
the chief librarian of the British Museum.  

“I want a poor student to have the same means of 
indulging his learned curiosity, of following his rational 
pursuits, of consulting the same authorities, of fathoming the 
most intricate inquiry, as the richest man in the kingdom, as 
far as books go.”1   

The idea of making knowledge accessible to all became a 
common good realized through libraries across the world, and 
has nowadays been taken to a whole new (digital) level by the 
Open Access movement. 

 At the end of the nineteenth century David Lubin became 
the passionate promoter of the accessibility of agricultural 
knowledge. He envisioned an international organization for 
agriculture that “collects, publishes and disseminates the 
knowledge of the conditions and of other facts of the world’s 
staples of agriculture”2 with the scope of protecting  
“the common interest of farmers and for the betterment of 
their condition”.3  

Lubin’s idea was realized with the support of Vittorio 
Emanuele III, the King of Italy, and in 1905 the International 
Institute of Agriculture (IIA) was founded in Rome, Italy. 
The second president of the IIA, Marquise Raffaele Cappelli, 
outlined the main aim of the new institute as follows:

“Progress consists in spreading light, in making facts 
which were formerly obscure, or imperfectly known, or 
known only to the privileged few, clear and apparent to 
all. Prejudices which injured and still injure mankind, are 
merely due to lack of knowledge. The International Institute 
of Agriculture will throw much new light on the phenomena 
of production, organization, and the sale of the means of 
subsistence, consequently it will be a great progress.”4 

  •

Enlightening

 
1 Edwards, E. 1870. Lives of the 

Founders of the British Museum: With 
Notices of Its Chief Augmentors and 
Other Benefactors, 1570-1870, Part 2. 
London, Trübner & Co., p. 413.

2 David Lubin Archives, pt1: IIA. v.1, 
sect.1: Papers in relation to the founding 
of IIA – 24/1.

3 Agresti, O.R. 1941. David Lubin: A 
study in practical idealism. Los Angeles, 
University of California Press, p. viii.

4 Press reports of the activities of 
David Lubin. 1A May.1908-Oct.1908: 
News cuttings, p. 20.
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C H A P T E R  1

David Lubin and the International 
Institute of Agriculture
The origins of FAO
      
Niccolò Mignemi





•
7•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
1.

 D
a

v
id

 L
u

bi
n

 a
n

d
 t

he
 I

IA

sector that was strategic to its economic development. Italy 
maintained this pivotal position throughout the first half of the 
twentieth century transforming Rome into a world-renowned 
centre for the study of agricultural issues and the creation of 
international cooperation mechanisms. Despite its dissolution 
in 1946, the IIA contributed to create the conditions that 
led to the decision, taken in 1949 and implemented in 1951, 
to transfer the headquarters of the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), founded in Quebec on 
16 October 1945, to the Italian capital.

The long-term significance of establishing the IIA in 1905 
was initially made possible by building a broad consensus 
among different groups, united in the same conviction on 
the need for international action to defend and modernize 
agriculture in the face of challenges posed by the first 
globalization of the modern era. The economic and health 
crises of the second half of the nineteenth century had made 
this an increasingly evident necessity. While agricultural 
organizations (cooperatives, trade unions, agricultural 
associations, etc.) provided an initial local, regional and 

1 The events surrounding the IIA 
and its origins were described by 
several people directly involved in its 
establishment, cf., for example, the 
writings of Olivia Rossetti Agresti (1922), 
a close associate of David Lubin; Asher 
Hobson (1931 and 1932), the US 
delegate to the IIA; Michel Augé-Labibé 
(1955, pp. 320-333), representative of 
the French agricultural associations at 
the IIA. The most recent research into 
the history of the IIA includes: Tosi, 
1987, 1989 and 2007; Noël, 1988 and 
2004; Nützenadel and Trentmann, 2008; 
Mignemi, 2016; Pan-Montojo, 2016; 
Ribi Forclaz, 2016; Mignemi and Pan-
Montojo, 2017.

	 he establishment of the International Institute of 
Agriculture (IIA) in Rome was fraught with obstacles which 
lasted almost four years: from early October 1904, when David 
Lubin arrived in the Italian capital, until 1908, when the new 
international organization actually started its activities. The 
successful outcome had been far from certain at the start. Over 
ten years before the new forms of international cooperation 
created by the League of Nations after World War I had been 
instituted, the IIA was the first permanent international 
organization with expertise in the primary sector. It brought 
together the great majority of countries of the time and was 
tasked with generating technical and economic knowledge.1

Italy understood the potential of the plan and invested 
financial, intellectual and diplomatic resources into ensuring 
its success. The country’s colonialist ambitions had been 
temporarily thwarted but, thanks to the IIA, it held a 
prominent role in international debates and negotiations in a 

•	 David Lubin (1849–1919), a 
US citizen, considered to have 
inspired the IIA with his plans 
for an International Chamber of 
Agriculture, which he presented  
to the King of Italy in October 1904. 
He was also the US delegate to  
the IIA from 1908 until his death  
in Rome in 1919.
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national response, growing trade and the transformation 
of transport systems confirmed the importance of cross-
border initiatives. International agricultural conferences 
were regularly held in Europe, starting in Paris, in 1889 under 
the aegis of the Commission Internationale d’Agriculture. 
Chaired by Frenchman Jules Méline, the aim was to encourage 
networks and disseminate knowledge between the scientific 
and political elites involved in debates about the future of the 
primary sector.2

The idea of federating the interests of agriculture on a 
global scale was therefore in the air – “es war in der Luft”,3 
commented a German opponent to Lubin. At the fourth 
international agriculture congress of 1896, in Budapest, 
Lubin first presented his plan for an international union of 
agricultural organizations. Adopting an ethical approach, 
Lubin believed that the principles of justice and fairness would 
allow forms of cooperation to override conflicts between 

divergent interests, with the result that agriculture would 
contribute to social peace. This conviction was the result of a 
personal journey of reflection, which is outlined in Let There 
Be Light, a religious/philosophical synthesis for the common 
man, on the issues of poverty and inequality.4 

A quintessential American self-made man, Lubin was 
born in 1849 in Klodawa (a town now situated in Poland) into 
a family of Jewish small traders who moved to London a few 
years later and then emigrated to the United States. His wealth 
derived from a chain of low-cost emporiums he started in 
Sacramento and which subsequently expanded across the West 
Coast.5 Lubin’s encounter with agriculture came later, in the 
1880s, when he decided to invest in cereal and fruit farming 
in California. The overproduction crises, low prices, fear of 
speculation and the power of commercial intermediaries made 
him increasingly sensitive to issues surrounding the flow of 
information and products in agricultural markets, while at the 
same time encouraging him to engage with local fruit growers’ 
associations and cooperatives.

Lubin came up with the idea of an international 
organization dedicated to agriculture as a response to the 
globalization of trade and monopolistic concentration 
processes. This solution would also provide a means with 

2 On these initial forms of international 
cooperation in agriculture, cf. Pan-
Montojo, 2016 and Noël, 2004. For a 
broader analysis and specific attention 
to the inter-war period, cf. Knab and Ribi 
Forclaz, 2011.

3 Rossetti Agresti, 1922, p. 203.
4 Lubin, 1900.
5 Kassis, 2012.

•	 The agricultural machine 
patented by David Lubin and 
recognised by the United States 
Patent Office in February 1887.



•
9•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
1.

 D
a

v
id

 L
u

bi
n

 a
n

d
 t

he
 I

IA

which to defend the interests of the primary sector, as an 
alternative to the protectionist policies adopted by several 
countries during the second half of the nineteenth century.

Lubin initially submitted his proposal of an International 
Chamber of Agriculture in the United States, but it failed 
to win any support. He therefore decided to relaunch it in 
Europe, hoping that it might attract more interest, but the 
idea was received with scepticism, open opposition or little 
consideration, due to its utopian nature, in both London 
and Paris. Lubin finally arrived in Rome in October 1904, the 
third stop on his European journey. While his choice would 
subsequently be connected to local heritage and ancient 
agricultural traditions, Italy was primarily the place where 
the project sparked the interest of a number of people who 
acted as genuine mediators and were actively committed to 
guaranteeing the success of the initiative. When he arrived 
in Rome, David Lubin spoke no Italian and his propagandist 
enthusiasm risked making the plan incomprehensible in the 
eyes of the European political and economic establishment. 
Two figures in particular are worth mentioning in this 
respect. The first is Olivia Rossetti Agresti, Lubin’s translator, 
a close associate and subsequent biographer, whose role was 
fundamental for both linguistic and cultural mediation.6 The 

second is Luigi Luzzatti, lawyer, economist and Minister of the 
Treasury until March 1905, who was not only instrumental in 
arranging Lubin’s famous first meeting with the King, but who 
also supported the whole genesis of the IIA in the subsequent 
months, and was eventually defined as “the power behind the 
throne”7 for this project.8 

Having won the approval of King Victor Emmanuel III 
at the meeting on 23 October 1904, Lubin had to prepare a 
memorandum to present the details of his plan to create the 
world parliament of the agriculturalists. The memorandum 
read: “The International Chamber of Agriculture 
complemented here should be composed of representatives 
of the various countries selected for their ability, and while 
they would not have the power of fixing prices or of arbitrary 
dictation, the knowledge and the prestige they would 
possess would be such as to render them the eye and ear and 
the directing mind of Agriculture”.9 He was assisted in this 

6 Olivia Rossetti Agresti was the niece 
of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the British 
artist of Italian origin who was among 
the founders of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood. In her youth, she was 
closely involved with anarchist groups 
exiled in London, as she recounted in 
her book A Girl Among the Anarchists, 
written with her sister Helen and 
published in 1903 under the pseudonym 
Isabel Meredith. After marrying the 
journalist Antonio Agresti, she moved 
first to Florence and then to Rome, 
where she worked as a translator, 
producing, amongst others, the Italian 
edition of Memoirs of a Revolutionist by 
the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin. 
Between 1904 and 1919, she became 
David Lubin’s closest, then she worked 
also as an interpreter the League of 
Nations. During the interwar period, she 
came to support fascism and became an 
enthusiastic supporter of the corporatist 
reorganisation imposed by the fascist 
regime in Italy. On this figure, cf. Baigorri-
Jalón, 2006.

7 Rossetti Agresti, 1922, p. 197.
8 Pecorari and Ballini, 2006.
9 Proclamation by H. M. Victor 

Emanuel III, 1905, p. 11. 

•	 Luigi Luzzatti (1841–1927), 
lawyer, economist and politician, 
was one of the “Italian pioneers” of 
the IIA, supporting David Lubin’s 
project from the very beginning and 
to ensuring the success of the Italian 
diplomatic initiative.
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process by a group of “pioneers”10 led by three of the most 
eminent Italian economists of the time: Antonio De Viti de 
Marco, Giovanni Montemartini and Maffeo Pantaleoni.11 The 
latter two signed the document submitted to Prime Minister 
Giovanni Giolitti to obtain the Italian Government’s consent 
for the diplomatic initiative and inviting delegates from other 
countries to an international conference to be held in Rome in 
May 1905.12 

By the beginning of February, all formalities had 
been finalized and Italy began to mobilize its ambassadors 
around the world.13 While a positive response from foreign 
governments to the King’s invitation was to a certain 
extent required by diplomatic etiquette, the intention was 
nonetheless to create conditions that would ensure the 
success of the international initiative. No similar institution 
existed at that time and the idea of establishing a worldwide 
agriculture organization needed to be promoted extensively. 
Consequently, study missions in the main European countries 
were conducted, with the following three objectives: to find 
out how public opinion would react in the different countries, 
to gain the support of the local elites, and to mobilise the 
leading agricultural associations in favour of the project. 14 

While, in the official letter, Victor Emmanuel III referred 
to the idea that “a citizen of the United States of America, 
Mr. David Lubin, explained to me, with that warmth which 
comes from a sincere conviction”, 15 Italy was simultaneously 
mobilizing its diplomatic and international networks to assert 

its role as the promoter and authoritative point of reference 
for the initiative. The Italian emissaries were tasked not only 
with reassuring countries – such as France, for example – 
which feared the new organization’s potential interference 
in internal policies and customs regulations, but also with 
gaining the support of the major agrarian unions in Germany 
and in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Central-European 
associations were in fact somewhat wary of Lubin and believed 
that his proposal for an international cooperation body to 
defend agriculture was a secret attempt by US companies to 
dominate world markets and enhance the general decline in 
agricultural prices in Europe. The situation was no easier in the 
United States of America, where Agriculture Secretary James 
Wilson was openly hostile to Lubin’s plan. However, Tommaso 
Tittoni, the Italian foreign minister, was eventually successful 
in winning the support of President Theodore Roosevelt by 
arguing that the United States of America had an interest in 
being directly involved in the discussions and being party to 
the decisions taken at the international conference convened 
in Rome.

In spite of the difficulties during the preparatory phase, 
the international agriculture conference opened on 28 May 
1905 at the Campidoglio and then transferred to Palazzo 
Corsini, where meetings were held with delegates from the 
forty attending countries. Discussions focused in particular 
on the internal organization of the future institute, with 
two opposing models. The first model envisaged a purely 
intergovernmental body consisting of delegates appointed 
independently by each country, as was the case for diplomats. 
The second model provided for a mixed solution between 
government delegates and elected representatives of the 
leading agricultural unions and cooperative federations. This 
was the famous two-chamber solution suggested by Lubin in 

10 The term was used by Lubin to 
refer to “the little band of the first days”, 
see Rossetti Agresti, 1922, p. 196.

11 For further details about these 
three economists and their thinking see: 
Cardini, 1985; Gallotta, 1989; Michelini, 
1998; Guidi and Michelini, 2001.

12 A partial version of the 
memorandum was published in 
L’Iniziativa, 1905, pp. 11-36, which 
was also translated and published in 
French, English and German. For a more 
detailed presentation of the positions of 
Pantaleoni, see the article published in  
Giornale degli Economisti in 1905.

13 Cf. the “Note to Diplomatic Agents” 
in Proclamation by H. M. Victor Emanuel 
III, 1905, pp. 4-8. For an analysis of the 
part played in the history of international 
relations, see Tosi, 1987 and 1989.

14 The results of the survey led to a 
series of individual studies by country 
(Italy, France, United Kingdom, United 
States of America, Austria, Germany, 
Netherlands), all contained in L’iniziativa. 
Studi e documenti, 1905.

15 Proclamation by H. M. Victor 
Emanuel III, 1905, p. 3.
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16 See DLA, Part 1. International 
Institute of Agriculture. Sect. 1. Papers  
in relation to the Founding of the IIA,  
doc. 3, pp. 1-2.

17 The transcription of the letters, 
dated 22 March 1905, which Samuel 
Gompers sent to Theodore Roosevelt 
and Victor Emmanuel III is held by  
the DLA, Part 4. Miscellanea. Sect. 5. 

Correspondence with Labor  
Leaders (Sam. Gompers). The Italian 
translation of the letter accompanied 
the message of 22 May 1905, which 
was forwarded to the King following the 
conference of the Lega Nazionale  
delle Cooperative and published on the  
front page of La Cooperazione italiana  
of 27 May 1905.

•	 List of delegates and plan of the 
meeting room for the International 
Agriculture Conference (Rome, 28 
May–7 June 1905).
•	 Letters addressed by Samuel 
Gompers, president of the American 
Federation of Labor, to Theodore 
Roosevelt and Victor Emmanuel III, 
asking for representatives of 
agricultural workers to participate 
in the international conference  
(22 March 1905).

his text entitled The Welfare of the State and the International 
Chamber of Agriculture: 

“The delegates of the International Chamber of 
Agriculture shall be selected as follows:

Two thirds elected by the Societies of Agriculture in 
proportion to the number of members.

A fixed number to be appointed by each of the 
respective Governments.

[They will constitute] The Chamber of the Elected 
Delegates, which shall have the power to initiate [and] 
the Chamber of the Appointed Delegates, which shall act 
upon the measures passed by the Elected Delegates”.16 
The issue of mixed governance in international 

organizations specialized in economic matters was therefore 
raised more than ten years before the 1919 discussions that 
led to the tripartite structure of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), in which both employees and employers 
still sit beside government delegates. Nevertheless, in the case 
of agriculture, this suggestion led to wide-ranging debates, 
as it would have required recognition of the independent 
representation of farmers and a decision to be made on what 
role to assign to each social class. Samuel Gompers, president 
of the American Federation of Labor, for example, wrote to 
Theodore Roosevelt and Victor Emmanuel III, to request, “at 
least one of the delegates may be a representative of the Farm 
Laborers of the country”.17
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There was distinct opposition, led by France and the 
United Kingdom, as this scenario was seen to weaken the 
sovereignty of the State by increasing the risk of interference 
not only by other countries but also by the transnational 
lobbies among agrarian groups. In the end, a different solution 
was adopted and the IIA was set up as an intergovernmental 
organization, although it allowed each member state the 
freedom to determine the profile of its representative within 
governing bodies. At the same time, the international 
convention, signed on 7 June 1905, ruled out the possibility of 
the institution intervening directly in economic or commercial 
issues. The mission of the IIA would be strictly limited to the 
supranational sphere to:

“(a)	Collect, study, and publish as promptly as possible 
statistical, technical, or economic information 
concerning farming, both vegetable and animal 
products, the commerce in agricultural products, 
and the prices prevailing in the various markets;

(b) Communicate to parties interested, also as promptly 
as possible, all the information just referred to;

(c) Indicate the wages paid to farm work;
(d) Make known the new diseases of vegetables which 

may appear in any part of the world, showing the 
territories infected, the progress of the disease 
and, if possible, the remedies which are effective in 
combating them;

(e) Study questions concerning agricultural cooperation, 
insurance, and credit in all their aspects; collect 
and publish information which might be useful in 
the various countries in the organization of works 
connected with agricultural cooperation, insurance, 
and credit;

(f) Submit to the approval of the governments, if there 
is occasion for it, measures for the protection 
of the common interests of farmers and for the 
improvement of their condition, after having 
utilized all the necessary sources of information, 
such as the wishes expressed by the international 
or other agricultural congresses or congresses of 
science applied to agriculture, agricultural societies, 
academies, learned bodies, etc.”18

•	 (Left)  Front page of La 
Cooperazione italiana of 27 May 
1905, in which the Lega Nazionale 
delle Cooperative mentions 
the letter from the American 
Federation of Labor and asked 
Victor Emmanuel III to ensure 
participation of Italian agricultural 
worker representatives at the 
international conference.
•	 (Right)  The IIA only started 
its activities in 1908, with 
the inauguration held in the 
Parlamentino, on 23 May, in the 
presence of Victor Emmanuel III, 
and the first General Assembly, held 
from 27 November to 1 December 
1908 [L’Illustrazione italiana, No. 
22, 31 May 1908].

18 Article 9 of the International 
Convention of 7 June 1905. The 
animal diseases aspect was excluded 
because of opposition by France, which 
considered the veterinary services of 
many countries to be inefficient.
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Although Lubin judged the result to be a downward 
compromise,19 the task of producing and disseminating 
information and data on the primary sector and its dynamics 
allowed the IIA to be born, overcoming mutual mistrust 
and contrasts between the different visions outlined above. 
Raffaele Cappelli, head of the Società degli Agricoltori Italiani 
– the main association defending the primary sector – and 
subsequently the longest serving president of the IIA,20 
believed it was nonetheless an unprecedented opportunity, 
particularly in light of the restrictions imposed by diplomatic 
mechanisms. Major problems remained to be solved, but a 
new, permanent organization would be based in Rome, once 
the governments of the acceding countries had ratified the 
international convention.

The need to wait for official approval from each country 
plus a number of delays affecting construction of the new 
building at Villa Borghese (known as Villa Umberto at the 
time), meant that activities did not begin until 1908. The 
inauguration took place on 23 May, in the presence of Victor 
Emmanuel III, followed by the first General Assembly, from 
27 November to 1 December, attended by delegates from 

forty countries. During this initial stage, Italy continued to 
play a central role managing the Royal Commission for the 
International Institute of Agriculture, chaired by Senator 
Eugenio Faina, who subsequently became the first president  
of the IIA.21 

The IIA’s two governing bodies consisted of 
representatives of all member states, and came into operation 
when activities began. Firstly, the General Assembly would 
meet at regular intervals (usually every two years) to define 
the direction and monitor the progress of the programmes. 
Secondly, the Permanent Committee would be in charge of 
day-to-day management, organizing the technical bureaux 
and implementing the decisions of the General Assembly.  
In December 1908, the Permanent Committee elected  
Frenchman Louis Dop as vice-president of the IIA. Dop 
remained in office until his death in 1935. 

19 For a presentation of the main 
aspects of international cooperation 
to defend agriculture, which the 1905 
convention left in suspense, cf. Luzzatti, 
1906.

20 On the figure of Raffaele Cappelli 
and his role in the field of agriculture, cf. 
Barbagallo, 1975 and Rogari, 1994.

21 Travaglini, 1994.

•	 (Left) Eugenio Faina (1846–1926)  
was initially chairman of the Royal 
Commission for the International 
Institute of Agriculture, from 1906 
to 1908, and subsequently president 
of the IIA, from 1908 to 1910.
•	 (Right) Raffaele Cappelli 
(1848–1921) was the longest serving 
president of the IIA. Elected in 
1910, he held the post until 1920, 
having contributed to the birth of 
the organization as president of the 
Società degli Agricoltori Italiani.
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(Clockwise from top left)  
•	 Edoardo Pantano (1842–1932) 
was president of the IIA from 1920 
to 1924, when the organization 
had to deal with the new political 
context in Italy, after the fascist 
party had taken power in October 
1922.
•	 Giorgio Guglielmi di Vulci 
(1879–1945) was president of the IIA 
from 1924 to 1925.
•	 Giuseppe De Michelis (1872–
1951) was president of the IIA from 
1925 to 1933, as well as the Italian 
delegate to several international 
organizations based in Geneva. 
He worked to reassert the role 
of the IIA on the world scene, as 
determined by the birth of the 
League of Nations.
•	 Ludovico Spada Potenziani 
(1880–1971) was president of the IIA 
from 1933 to 1935.
•	 Giacomo Acerbo (1888–1969), 
a lecturer in economics, held a 
number of prominent positions in 
the Italian fascist regime and was 
president of the IIA from 1935 to 
1943, when he went into hiding to 
escape arrest after the armistice was 
declared.
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(Clockwise from top left)
•	 Group photo of participants  
at the General Assembly of  
the IIA in 1909.
•	 Group photo of participants  
at the General Assembly of  
the IIA in 1911 .
•	 Louis Dop (1866–1935) was the 
French delegate and vice-president 
of the IIA from 1908 until his death 
in Rome.
•	 Group photo of IIA staff in 1914,
seated in the middle is Giovanni
Lorenzoni (Secretary-General of the
IIA from 1912 to 1917).
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The task of coordinating the administration and technical 
bureaux fell to the Secretary-General. The first to hold this post 
was Ernesto Koch, an official at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(1909–1910). The role of Secretary-General was subsequently 
held by some of the most eminent Italian statisticians, 
economists and agricultural experts in the first half of the 
twentieth century: Pasquale Jannaccone (1910–1911), Giovanni 
Lorenzoni (1912–1917), Carlo Dragoni (1917–1927), Guido Ruata 
(1928), Valentino Dore (1928–1929), Alessandro Brizi (1929–
1939), and Giuseppe Ugo Papi (1939–1946).22

 

 

 During its first few years of life and under the long 
presidency of Raffaele Cappelli (1910–1920), the IIA’s efforts 
focused mainly on setting up and organizing the various 
technical departments: general statistics, agricultural 
intelligence and plant diseases, economic and social 
institutions. In 1910, these bureaux also began to publish – 
in bilingual French and English versions23 – their respective 
monthly bulletins and the International Yearbook of 
Agricultural Statistics. The agricultural law section, created 
in 1911, and the library, which only became an independent 
bureau in 1928, were both under the direct control of the 
Secretary-General. Despite difficulties due to the interruption 
in international relations, the IIA survived and continued to 
operate throughout the first years of World War I. Following 
the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, significant developments 
occurred on the international scene, starting with the creation 

(From left to right)
•	 The first Bulletin of Agricultural 
Statistics, published in French and 
English from January 1910.
•	 The Bulletin of the Bureau of 
economic and social institutions 
was first published in September 
1910. The Italian edition was first 
published the following year but 
was suspended in 1931.
•	 The Bulletin of the Bureau of 
agricultural intelligence and plant 
diseases was first published in 1910, 
in French and English. The Italian 
edition was added in 1911, the 
Spanish and German in 1913. These 
were later suspended at different 
times in 1931 and 1944.

22 For further details about the 
personal and scientific lives of some of 
these figures, cf. Natili, 1971; Misiani, 
2004; Gioia and Spalletti, 2005;  
Gioli, 2014. For a more general picture of 
Italian agriculture experts between  

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,  
cf. D’Onofrio, 2016.

23 During those years, and for  
fairly long periods of time, editions  
were also published in Italian, Spanish 
and German.



•
17•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
1.

 D
a

v
id

 L
u

bi
n

 a
n

d
 t

he
 I

IA

of the League of Nations and its sister organizations. The IIA 
also had to deal with another two important events that took 
place in the same period. Firstly, David Lubin died of the 
Spanish flu in Rome on 1 January 1919. In addition to having 
inspired the IIA, he had acted as the US delegate for close to 
ten years (1908–1918). Secondly, the IIA had to deal with the 
new political context in Italy, where, from October 1922, the 
fascist party had taken power under the leadership of Benito 
Mussolini. Two presidents succeeded each other in the space 
of a few years: Edoardo Pantano, in office from 1920 to 1924, 
and Giorgio Guglielmi di Vulci, in office from 1924 to 1925. 
The first, who had fought alongside Giuseppe Garibaldi, 
had survived the political battles of the second half of the 
nineteenth century, was an emblematic figure of the liberal 
ruling class who saw the IIA as an opportunity to strengthen 
Italy’s international role.24 The second was an example of 
the aristocratic and bourgeois elites who had chosen to ally 
themselves with fascism in order to guarantee their power and 
existing social hierarchies.

In July 1925, the office of president passed to Giuseppe 
De Michelis, the Italian General Commissioner for Emigration 
and, from 1921, the delegate for Eritrea and Somalia on the 
Permanent Committee of the IIA, as well as the delegate 
for Italy to the various international organizations based in 
Geneva.25 During his term (1925–1933), De Michelis focused 
on reasserting the global role of IIA in view of the birth of the 
League of Nations and its associated agencies.26 This approach 
was supported by the fascist regime, which was looking for 
opportunities to increase Italian influence internationally.27 
During these years, several conventions were signed and new 
bodies founded, including the Commission Internationale 
Permanente des Associations agricoles (CIPA), launched in 1927 
to bring together representatives of agricultural associations 

(From left to right)
•	 From 1927, the bulletins of the 
various IIA bureaux were combined 
and became the themed sections 
of the International Review of 
Agriculture, in French, English, 
Italian, Spanish and German. Only 
the first two survived however 
until 1946, while the others were 
abandoned between 1928 and 1931.
•	 The International Yearbook 
of Agricultural Statistics was 
published from 1910 to 1946, 
initially in French and subsequently 
also in English.

24 Cf. Conti, 2014 and Pantano, 
1924.

25 As a researcher working on 
migration, De Michelis was actively 
involved in developing Italian policy to 
assist migrants. He had a wide network 
of international contacts, particularly on 
labour issues, as demonstrated by his 
relations with the ILO and its first director 
Albert Thomas. On the figure of De 
Michelis, cf. Ostuni, 1990; Gallo, 2013; 
Steffek, 2015.

26 For an analysis of the system of 
international organizations between 
the wars, with a particular focus on 
economic aspects, cf. Clavin, 2013.

27 For a more detailed examination 
of the IIA in terms of the fascist regime’s 
intention to strengthen Italy’s role in 
international balances, cf. Hobson 1931, 
pp. 209-212 and Tosi 1989, pp. 99-107.
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of the different countries and foster collaboration between 
them and the IIA’s government delegations. At the same 
time, the creation of the Agricultural Economic Committee 
in 1928 allowed the IIA to assert its role as a consultative body 
on agricultural matters, formalized by the League of Nations 
in 1932. The Mixed Advisory Agricultural Committee was 
established in 1923 to facilitate exchanges between the IIA and 
the ILO on matters of common interest, after the Permanent 
Court of International Justice in The Hague had recognized the 
competence of the latter in the field of agriculture.28

The surge in international missions also demonstrated 
how important it was for the IIA to operate effectively, 
centralizing documentation from across the globe, generating 
new regular information systems and guaranteeing the widest 
possible access to the wealth of accumulated knowledge. This 
was the reason behind the plan for the first World Agricultural 

Census and the expansion of the library service, made possible 
by the funds donated to the IIA, between 1924 and 1929, by the 
International Education Board of the Rockefeller Foundation.29 
An internal reorganization became necessary at this time, as 
demonstrated by the amendments to the statute proposed by 
De Michelis and approved by the General Assembly meeting 
of 1926, while the US delegate Asher Hobson was unsuccessful 
in his presentation of a reform plan aimed at rationalizing 
work within the IIA.30 De Michelis’ resignation from the 
post of president in September 1933 coincided with the end 
of the “diplomatic initiative” phase,31 foreshadowing the 
sharpening of conflicts between fascist Italy and the League of 
Nations, which culminated in the invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 
and the country’s exit from the Geneva-based organization 
in 1937. The IIA returned to focus on its original role as a 
documentation and information centre under the guidance 
of two presidents who were closely affiliated to Italian and 
international agrarian circles. They were Ludovico Spada 
Potenziani, in office from 1933 to 1935, and Giacomo Acerbo, in 
office from 1935 to 1943.

•	 The internal organization of  
the IIA and the associated 
consultative bodies at the end of 
the presidency of Giuseppe  
De Michelis (October 1933)  
[Cottini-Agostinelli, 1933, p. 29].

28 Cf. Ribi Forclaz, 2011 and Tosi, 
1989, pp. 60-85.

29 On the World Agricultural Census 
project and the role of US farming expert 
Leon Estabrook, cf. Ribi Forclaz, 2016.

30 The Hobson project was intended 
to strengthen the role of the Secretary-
General, which De Michelis had intended 
to marginalize, concentrating powers 
in the hands of the president. The 
departure of the US delegate to the 
IIA in 1929 led to a substantial break 
in relations with the United States that 
lasted until 1933. In Hobson, 1931, pp. 
311-322, the author presented a series 
of proposals for the future of the IIA.

31 The Cottini-Agostinelli volume, 
1933 – several illustrations of which 
appear herein – is to a great extent a 
celebration of the results achieved by the 
IIA during the De Michelis presidency.
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The latter, in particular, weighed heavily on the fate of 
the IIA after World War II. In addition to being a lecturer in 
economics, Acerbo had in fact joined the fascist movement 
from the beginning, signing the eponymous electoral law that 
led to the establishment of the totalitarian regime in 1924 and 
subsequently occupying several government posts before 
becoming Minister of Agriculture (1929–1935).32 Having gone 
into hiding to escape arrest after the armistice was declared 
on 8 September 1943, and before the war had ended, Acerbo 
effectively left the administration of the IIA in the hands of 
Secretary-General Giuseppe Ugo Papi.

While every effort to ensure the survival of the IIA was 
being made at this time, an important development had 
taken place. At the United Nations Conference on Food and 
Agriculture held in Hot Springs (Virginia) from 18 May to 3 
June 1943, an Interim Commission had been tasked to draw 
up a specific plan for a permanent organization in the field 
of food and agriculture. The legacy of the IIA’s scientific 
and documentation work was being recognized, but no 
opportunity was created for any future collaboration, as a 

result of which, the fate of the organization set up in Rome in 
1905 now seemed sealed.33 Seeking the support of a number of 
former foreign delegates, Secretary-General Papi undertook to 
publicize the research conducted during the war years,34 and in 
so doing, he intended to demonstrate the IIA’s specialization in 
the technical and economic aspects of agricultural markets and 
production.35 The aim was in fact to highlight areas of potential 
complementarity with FAO’s mission,  which prioritized food-
related issues and had been conceived by some of the greatest 
nutrition experts of the day, starting with Australian Frank 
Lidgett McDougall and Scotsman John Boyd Orr, the future 
first Director-General.36

While debates and uncertainties persisted regarding 
the future activity of FAO,37 in October 1945 the Quebec 
Conference nonetheless decided to dissolve the IIA and the 

•	 (Left) The Commission 
Internationale Permanente des 
Associations Agricoles began to 
operate in 1927 with the aim of 
bringing together representatives 
of agricultural associations from 
different countries and fostering 
collaboration with the IIA’s 
government delegations [Cottini-
Agostinelli, 1933, p. 59].
•	 (Right) The Mixed Advisory 
Agricultural Committee was 
established in 1923 to facilitate 
exchanges between the IIA and the 
ILO on matters of common remit 
associated particularly with regard 
to agricultural workers [Cottini-
Agostinelli, 1933, p. 61].

32 On Acerbo’s personal and political 
life, cf. Parisella, 1988.

33 On the reactions and internal 
debates within the IIA following the 
news about the decisions adopted by 
the Hot Springs conference, cf. IIA, 
Comité permanent. Procès-verbaux 
1943-’46, session of 22 June 1943. 
The emergence of the food supply issue 
in international debates contributed to 
demonstrate the limitations of the IIA’s 
action, cf. Clavin, 2013, pp. 165-172.

34 IIA, Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1943-’46, session of 1 July 
1946, L’activité de l’Institut International 
d’Agriculture pendant la guerre (1940-
1945), pp. 235-335.

35 Tosi, 1989, pp. 250-254.
36 On the role of these figures, see  

the volume of memoirs of Boyd Orr, 
1966 and O’Brien, 2000 in McDougall.

37 On the different visions of the role 
of FAO, cf. Jachertz and Nützenadel, 
2011.
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Centre International de la Sylviculture (CIS)38 in order to 
avoid any duplication and risk of overlap in the international 
organizations. The following year, the decision was confirmed 
by the sixteenth General Assembly of the IIA meeting in Rome 
on 8 and 9 July 1946, in the presence of delegates from 52 
States. On that occasion, Italy asked to be admitted to FAO – 
an accession that became effective in September 1946 – and 
submitted Rome’s candidacy as the provisional home of the 
European Office of the new United Nations agency specialized 
in food and agriculture. The proposal was strongly supported 
by Michel Cépède, the French delegate to FAO, and David 
McKendree Key, the US delegate to the IIA, and as of March 
1946, its newly elected president.39 The choice of Rome was 
confirmed at the end of the same year and undoubtedly paved 
the way for the subsequent transfer of the headquarters of 
FAO, which was approved at the fifth General Conference in 
1949. The work conducted over forty years by the IIA was thus 
resumed and incorporated into a new institutional framework. 
This framework was considered more suited to the challenges 

•	 The representatives of FAO, 
the members of the Permanent 
Committee and staff of the IIA 
gathered for the ceremony to 
transfer the functions and assets of 
the IIA to FAO on 1 August 1946 at 
the offices in Villa Borghese [FAO 
Archives, IIA/CIS, G.5].

that were emerging after World War II, as highlighted by 
Dutchman Stephanus Louwe Louwes, the special adviser to 
the Director-General and future first director of the Regional 
Office for Europe. The definitive transfer of the functions and 
assets of the IIA to FAO took place at the ceremony of 1 August 
1946, held in the building at Villa Borghese in the presence 
of the staff and members of the Permanent Committee.40 
Following a transitional phase intended to handle the 
liquidation of its assets, the IIA officially ceased to exist on 29 
February 1948. 

  •
38 The CIS was a specialized agency 

installed in Berlin that operated from 
1939 and emerged from the IIA following 
the decision taken at the second 
International Congress of Sylviculture 
held in Budapest in 1936.

39 Tosi, 1989, pp. 274-275.
40 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, G.5, 

Séance tenue au siège de l’IIA à 
Rome le 1er août 1946 à l’occasion du 
transfert des fonctions et des biens de 
l’Institut International d’Agriculture à 
l’Organisation des Nations Unies pour 
l’Alimentation et l’Agriculture (FAO).
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The Renaissance led to a rethinking about the domain of 
knowledge, both philosophically and practically. Libraries 
were in need of a classification system that reflected the new 
secular view: 

“Man, being the servant and interpreter of Nature, 
can do and understand so much and so much only as he has 
observed in fact or in thought of the course of nature. Beyond 
this he neither knows anything nor can do anything.”1  
(Sir Francis Bacon, 1561-1626) 

The English philosopher Francis Bacon concluded that all 
knowledge derives from memory, reason and imagination to 
produce works of history, philosophy, and les belles lettres. 
From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century this vision 
of knowledge was applied to the organization of many library 
catalogues.

By the end of the nineteenth century the American 
librarian Melvil Dewey (1851–1931) had invented a new 
classification system based on the structure of knowledge 
outlined by Bacon. Its novelty consisted mainly in the 
application of numbers, i.e. decimals for subjects, making 
the classification language-independent. This classification is 

known as the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) system and 
is predominantly used in libraries around the world in need of 
a common classification.2

 In 1885 Paul Otlet and Henri LaFontaine from Belgium 
generalized the DDC and created the Universal Decimal 
Classification (UDC), which was able to expresss relationships 
between knowledge branches, or as Otlet explained: “Une 
table générale systématique des connaissances humaines, où 
chaque science, chaque technique est considérée comme un 
partie de l’ensemble.”3 

The IIA had been collaborating with Otlet since its 
foundation, and in 1911 and 1921 the second president of the 
IIA, Raffaele Cappelli, invited Otlet to come to Rome and 
evaluate the Institute’s library methods. In his final reports, 
Otlet insisted particularly on the IIA collection applying the 
UDC and making it: “on peut dire, la seconde langue de 
l'Institut, celle de ses relations documentaires”.4 

Otlet’s suggestion was put into practice, and still today 
the FAO Library uses UDC to organize the world of agricultural 
literature on its shelves. 

  •

Organizing

 
1 Bacon, F. 1620. The new organon 

or true directions concerning the 
interpretation of nature. Aphorisms  
[Book one], I.

2 Wiegand, W. A. & Davis, G.D., eds. 
1994. Encyclopedia of Library History, 
NY, London, Routledge, p. 144; 180.

3 Otlet, P. 1921. La documentation 
en agriculture: Rapport sur la mission 
à l’Institute International d’Agriculture. 
Rome, IIA, p. 33.

4 Otlet, P. 1911. Rapport présenté a 
monsieur le marquis Cappelli, président 
de l’Institut International d’Agriculture, 
par monsieur Paul Otlet, secrétaire 
général de l’Institut Internat. de 
Bibliographie. Rome, IIA, p. 17.
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C H A P T E R  2 

The Library of the International 
Institute of Agriculture
Our heritage
      
Niccolò Mignemi

The new library building
Carla Benocci 
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agriculture parliament should be created. From the outset, 
however, there was broad consensus about making the IIA 
a specialized documentation centre on agricultural matters. 
From this point of view, Italy had already demonstrated that 
it was at the forefront. As part of the work of the committee 
tasked with preparing the programme for the international 
conference of May 1905, the agricultural expert and member of 
the Italian Parliament Edoardo Ottavi proposed to include the 
work of updating the Bibliographia agronomica universalis in 
the mission of the future organization.1 At the time, he was one 
of the prominent members of the groups involved in defending 
and modernizing Italian agriculture, not only in parliament 
but also through professional associations. In addition to 
waging political battles concerning the primary sector, Ottavi 
argued that the State had to encourage the development of 
educational tools and provide technical support to farmers. 
As an expert who had honed his skills in international 
environments, he worked from a young age to disseminate 
the innovative knowledge and techniques, both through the 
journal Il coltivatore, founded by his father in 1855, and by 

1 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, A.4, f. 57, 
Conferenza per l’Istituto Internazionale di 
Agricoltura. Comitato generale, session 
of 6 April 1905.

	 ver a period of forty years, the IIA 
	 Library in Rome performed the fundamental 

role of conserving and organizing agricultural knowledge, 
becoming an international source of information. It centralized 
a wealth of different information sources: monographs, 
periodicals, statistical tables, dissemination brochures, etc., 
from different countries. It experimented with innovative 
ways of organizing and cataloguing a diverse collection in 
terms of the types of documents and the different languages 
and alphabets used. It provided the bureaux of the IIA 
and, more generally, agricultural experts, with access to 
information that was essential for developing new ideas and 
informing the debates on the modernization of the primary 
sector and rural change.

As shown in the previous chapter, different visions 
clashed during the preparatory phase on whether an 
international chamber of agriculture or, alternatively, a world 

•	 Volume of information on  
wine growers and producers 
by Arturo Marescalchi in the 
“Biblioteca minima Ottavi” series.



•
26•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
2.

 T
he

 L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

II
A

coordinating the collections of technical monographs and the 
manuals: the Biblioteca agraria and the Biblioteca minima 
Ottavi published in Casale Monferrato, Piedmont.2

From the end of the nineteenth century, Ottavi began to 
work with Arturo Marescalchi, an agronomist and undisputed 
authority on wine research. The two Italian experts were 
subsequently assigned to work on the specialized agricultural 
section of a universal encyclopaedia of scientific knowledge. 
This somewhat utopian project, driven by a desire to 
rationalize the instruments of knowledge, was intended to 
build a bibliographic inventory, collating publications from 
every country, cataloguing and organizing them using the 
Universal Decimal Classification system so as to make them 
more easily accessible.3 The idea of a general and rationalized 
inventory was launched by the Institut International de 
Bibliographie in Brussels, founded in 1895 by the lawyers 
and militants of the pacifist movement Paul Otlet and 
Henri La Fontaine.4 While the aim was to cover all fields of 
knowledge, Ottavi and Marescalchi undertook to organize 
the documentation relating to agricultural matters. In 1903–

1904, they published the eight volumes of the Bibliographia 
agronomica universalis: répertoire bibliographique des 
travaux parus sur l’agriculture, produced in collaboration 
with the German Joannes Dewitz and the Frenchman Victor 
Vermorel, and printed in Casale Monferrato by the publisher 
Fratelli Ottavi.

The creation of the IIA seemed to offer opportunities 
to continue with this project. During the debates at the 
international conference of May–June 1905, Ottavi proposed 
to include the following three undertakings among the 
future organization’s mission: to publish a monthly bulletin 
containing a full list of IIA documentation; to catalogue the 
material based on the system developed by Melvil Dewey; 
and to update the specialized bibliographical inventory in 
collaboration with the Institut International de Bibliographie.5 
Italo Giglioli, an Italian academic and well-known expert 
in agricultural chemistry, elected in 1909 as Director 
of the IIA Bureau of Agricultural Intelligence and Plant 
Diseases, supported Ottavi’s idea from the start, as shown 
by an essay he wrote in 1905 containing proposals for the 
scientific organization of the new institution. Inspired by the 
Smithsonian Institute in Washington model, the plan for a 
specialized bibliographic collection would facilitate scientific 
networks in various countries and contribute to the more 
general international development of knowledge to promote 
rural modernization.6

2 On Ottavi’s personal and political 
life, cf. Tabacchi, 2013 and Rogari, 1994 
regarding his role in the professional 
associations of Italian agriculturalists.

3 On the history of decimal 
classification systems, cf. Fayet-Scribe, 
2000, pp. 83-96.

4 On Otlet and the institute now 
known as the International Federation for 
Information and Documentation, see Wils 
and Rasmussen, 2012 and Rayward, 
1990 and 2014.

5 See minutes of the session of 5 
June 1905 in Conférence Internationale 
d’Agriculture, 1905, pp. 160-161.

6 Cf. Giglioli, 1905 and, on this 
individual, Saltini, 2000.

•	 The volumes in the “Marescalchi 
Manuals” series were designed 
to disseminate knowledge for 
the technical and economic 
modernization of agriculture.
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7 IIA, Assemblée générale. Première 
session – Novembre 1908. Procès-
verbaux, p. 25.

8 Ibid., pp. 29-30 [translated by 
the author, hereafter t.a.]. This is the 
description provided in the report on the 
organization and operation of the IIA, 
read out by Louis Dop at the General 
Assembly in 1908.

9 See the report on the organization 
and work of the Library in IIA, Comité 
permanent. Procès-verbaux 1909, 
Minutes no. 30 of 11 June 1909, 
Annexe IV. Organisation et travaux de la 
Bibliothèque, p. 230.

10 IIA, Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1909, Minutes no. 34 of 19 
November 1909, Annexe D. Rapport 
de l’Institut International d’Agriculture 
avec les Bureaux internationaux de 
bibliographie scientifique, pp. 456-459.

11 IIA, 1913, p. 9.

The international delegates attending the various 
meetings also agreed on the need to transform the IIA into a 
centre for collecting data and publications from around the 
world: a kind of laboratory associated with an experimental 
field, as described by the French delegate Louis Dop at the first 
General Assembly in November 1908.7 The Library therefore 
had a key role, both within the IIA and in terms of external 
relations. It would be required to both facilitate access to 
information by the technical bureaux of the IIA and to ensure 
the widest possible dissemination of research results. The 
following extract is a sample summary:

“The Librarian, the keeper of our archives, agronomist, 
economist, sociologist, bibliographer, will monitor 
developments in agricultural science to set up and enrich 
our library, which will thus become a unique study centre 
by centralizing all publications related to agriculture. 
He will also work with directors of the other bureaux to 
produce a summary of all the worldwide information and 
ensure its coordination and publication.”8

The first Chief Librarian was the Hungarian-born Baron 
Horác Podmaniczky, who began to develop appropriate 
tools for users. These tools would help to navigate the 
comprehensive collection, organized according to the 

latest criteria and capable of compiling material on a global 
scale. Rather than a simple index, what was needed was a 
real systematic bibliography by subject, to be produced in 
collaboration with the Institut International de Bibliographie 
in Brussels and the central office of the International Catalogue 
of Scientific Literature created in London in 1898.9 However, 
the project was quickly scaled down because of the scarce 
resources available to the IIA and the limited independence of 
the Library at this stage. At the time, it was merely a section of 
the general secretariat and, with the sole exception of the Chief 
Librarian, its staff were involved primarily in translating texts 
for the publications and coordinating the work of the printing 
office. For these reasons, in 1909, the Permanent Committee 
proposed to temporarily postpone publication of a universal 
agricultural bibliography and to encourage collaboration 
between the Library and the technical bureaux in order to 
gradually develop a bibliographic service within the IIA.10 
Despite the second General Assembly confirming the decision, 
in 1909, the Library nonetheless launched the publication of 
the Bulletin Bibliographique Hebdomadaire “in which are 
indicated the books received, as well as the most important 
articles noted by the technical bureaux when examining the 
periodicals”.11 The bulletin survived until 1915, when it was 
suspended, both because of the war and for financial reasons. 
Over the years, the IIA also remained in constant contact with 
the Institut International de Bibliographie, having become a 
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member in 1909, and to which the information sheets required 
to update the bibliography of agriculture were periodically 
dispatched.12

The Library’s key role was therefore recognised from the 
outset and even ended up being a material representation of 
the IIA’s activity before the organization had actually been 
established. As early as February 1905, for example, Marco 
Besso, a prominent figure in Italian finance and a director of 
Assicurazioni Generali at the time, announced his intention to 
donate his collection of monographs, conference summaries, 
journals, annuals, agricultural association publications and 
various other materials to the future organization.13 The 
following year, La Rivista Verde14 suggested that the future 
library could be presented at the Universal Exhibition held in 
Milan from April to November 1906. 

Last but not least, the Library service stamp featured 
the symbol of three ears of wheat to identify the volumes 
in the collection, appearing on the cover of the IIA’s official 
publications. The decoration was a recurrent theme in the 
building erected in Villa Borghese and eventually became the 
emblem of the new organization.15

When called upon to give advice on the internal operation 
of the IIA, Paul Otlet outlined a plan in 1911 for a systematic 
organization of the documentation based on the “desiderata 
qui dérivent du caractère même de l’Institut: internationalité, 
généralité, impersonnalité, concentration, coopération, 
coordination, unification”.16 The Library was a nerve centre 
of the study and research work model: collecting and storing 
all existing publications on agriculture, while supporting the 
activities of the technical bureaux of the IIA, providing the 
tools for them to access a wealth of information which was 
destined to grow. In the report on his second mission to Rome, 

•	 (Left) The IIA set up its own 
printing office for its official 
publications. It was however 
operated by an external private 
company [IIA, 1922, p. 23].
•	 (Right) Index by subject of 
the last editions of the Bulletin 
Bibliographique Hebdomadaire  
in 1915.

12 IIA, Comité permanent.  
Procès-verbaux 1909, Minutes no. 26  
of 03 May 1909, p. 97.

13 Cf. Besso, 1925, pp. 160-161. 
On this individual cf. di Scolari Sellerio 
Jesurum, 1967.

14 Cf. “Una conversazione con  
l’on. Gorio”, La Rivista Verde, no. 3,  
30 March 1906, pp. 2-3. Interviewed  
here by the director of the magazine, 
Carlo Monticelli, member of parliament 
Carlo Gorio is one of the five members of 
the Royal Commission for the IIA.

15 IIA, Comité permanent.  
Procès-verbaux 1909, Minutes no. 34  
of 19 November 1909, Annexe A. 
Règlement de la Bibliothèque,  
pp. 406-410. No decision-making 
documents have yet been found 
regarding the specific design of a 
logo for the IIA. On the events and the 
decorations of the building intended to 
house the IIA, cf. Tamburini, Benocci  
and Cozza Luzi, 2002.

16 Otlet, 1911, p. 20.
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in March 1920, Otlet provided an informed summary of that 
strategic role:

“From the very beginning, the Institute’s library has 
been given the task of becoming the universal library 
of agricultural sciences. This task responds to a need. It 
is necessary for all the intellectual material concerning 
agriculture to be brought together in one place in the 
world. The creation of international libraries is now 
required in all areas of activity and study. The institute’s 
library must have a dual function, a dual value:

1. 	It must exist as a universal library of agricultural 
sciences that are developed for all kinds of 
requirements and to which recourse can  
increasingly be made from all parts of the world  
and for the most diverse objectives.

2. 	It must be at the service of the Institute, be  
directly relevant to this work and assist with it  
as far as possible.

These two functions are distinct but harmonious and 
neither of the two should be undervalued”.17

(Clockwise)  
•	 The Bureau of General Statistics 
was designed as a place for 
gathering and disseminating data 
internationally, an activity which 
was made possible thanks to the 
role performed in the IIA by the 
Library [Cottini-Agostinelli, 1933, 
p. 35].   
•	 The three ears of wheat are a 
recurrent decoration on the façade 
and internal furnishings of the 
building erected in Villa Borghese  
to house the IIA.
•	 The stamp featuring the three 
ears of wheat, used by the IIA 
Library to identify the volumes in 
the collection.

17 Otlet, 1921, p. 19 [t.a.].
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The Library operated in effect as a mediator to facilitate 
exchanges between the IIA and the outside world. Thanks to its 
support, for example, the Bureau of General Statistics was able 
to quickly gather, process and communicate information on 
prices and agricultural production in the different countries, 
as shown in an evocative image from 1933, in which the IIA 
is represented by a giant aerial and centre for receiving and 
sorting telegrams and radio communications. At the same 
time, the Library had to coordinate the action of the technical 
bureaux, in particular supervising the circulation of periodical 
publications, in order to produce targeted analyses and global 
summaries. It was in fact essential for IIA researchers to have 
the opportunity to process constantly updated data and gain 
access to a diverse range of sources.

In those years, the creation of documentation centres 
serving specialised agricultural administrations had become 
standard practice. In the United States, for example, in 
addition to libraries operating locally, in 1862 a library had 

18 On the events surrounding 
the Library of the Italian Ministry of 
Agriculture, cf. Gallotta, 1989.

19 Camerani, 1936, p. 8 [t.a.].

been created at the US Department of Agriculture. Thus, from 
1871, Rome, which had become the capital of the Kingdom 
of Italy, welcomed the library of the Italian Ministry of 
Agriculture, Industry and Commerce at the Palazzo della 
Stamperia, then situated at the Ministry’s new building on 
Via XX Settembre, where the Biblioteca Storica Nazionale 
dell’Agricolturato still operates. During the first half of the 
twentieth century, the geographical proximity of the two 
libraries, their shared interests and the exchanges facilitated 
by the reading public created a kind of remote dialogue with 
the IIA.18

While the Library played a crucial role in the IIA, its 
facilities and resources did not seem to fit the requirements. 
Initially, it was “placed on the ground floor of the left wing of 
the building, in a kind of gallery that was rapidly furnished 
with wooden bookcases up to the ceiling, which were also 
used to divide the premises into a number of rooms used by 
the officials”.19 For over two decades, the space assigned to the 
Library was used as both offices and to store the publications. 
Despite  difficulties accessing the collections, the small 
number of readers allowed future management problems to be 
avoided. At the same time, a room was specifically set aside for 

•	 List of journals received by the 
IIA Library from the United States  
in 1913. The Library would then 
send the figures to the relevant 
bureaux, as shown by the capital 
letter to the left of the title  
[in Liste des revues et journaux 
régulièrement reçus par 
l’Institut jusqu’au 1er avril 1913. 
Rome, Imprimerie de l’Institut 
International d’Agriculture,  
pp. 34-35].
•	 The Library was initially housed 
on the ground floor of the left 
wing of the IIA building in Villa 
Borghese [plan from the L’Institut 
International d’Agriculture. 
Conseil International Scientifique 
Agricole. Commission 
Internationale Permanente des 
Associations agricoles. Réunions 
du 7 au 12 novembre 1927. Rome, 
Grafia, 1927].
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20 On the disadvantages of adopting 
the decimal system, see IIA, Comité 
permanent. Procès-verbaux 1909, 
Minutes no. 30 of 11 June 1909, 
Annexe IV. Organisation et travaux de la 
Bibliothèque, p. 227-229.

21 See the preamble addressed by 
Jannaccone to Otlet, 1911, pp. III-V.

22 This aspect is specified in the 
first article of the Règlement de la 
Bibliothèque in IIA, Comité permanent. 
Procès-verbaux 1909, Minutes no. 34 of 
19 November 1909, p. 406.

periodicals and other reference books, including dictionaries, 
in order to guarantee easy and unrestricted access to  journals, 
newspapers and bulletins, which were the essential sources for 
the work done by the experts.

However, the lack of space and scarcity of funds 
slowed down the general reorganization of the collection by 
theme.20 While many considered the development of decimal 
classification as a tool for modernising knowledge production 
mechanisms, the Chief Librarian, Horác Podmaniczky, 
encountered some resistance in this respect. Commenting 
on the 1911 report by Paul Otlet, the Secretary-General, 
Pasquale Jannaccone, objected, for example, to the adoption 
of the decimal system as a standard tool for organizing 
the documentation in the bureaux and Library of the IIA, 
underlining both the practical difficulties of managing it and 
its limited use by non-specialists.21 Nevertheless, inspired 

by the decimal classification, a bibliographical repertory 
by subject was developed in order to facilitate research by 
readers, thus supplementing the catalogues by author and 
country. These tools were initially for internal use, helping the 
staff and delegates of the IIA for whom the Library had been 
conceived, but they were also available to external readers 
authorized to gain access by the President or the Secretary-
General.22

(Clockwise from top left)
•	 The Library area was rapidly 
furnished with wooden bookcases 
up to the ceiling, used to store 
the volumes in the collection 
and to divide the premises into 
a number of rooms for staff 
offices [in L’Institut International 
d’Agriculture. Organisation 
– activité – résultats. Rome, 
Imprimerie de l’Institut 
International d’Agriculture, 1927,  
p. 29].
•	 In the IIA building, Library 
spaces were used both as offices 
and to store the collection [in 
The International Institute of 
Agriculture. Its organization – its 
work – its results. Rome, Printing 
Office of the Institute, 1915, p. 19].
•	 The periodical reading and 
reference room, when the Library 
was housed in the IIA building 
[in The International Institute 
of Agriculture. Its organization, 
activity and results. Rome, Printing 
Office of the International Institute 
of Agriculture, 1924, p. 25].
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Over the years, the collection of books, journals and 
other periodicals grew rapidly, becoming a reference centre 
for Rome and the rest of the world. Notwithstanding the 
relative stability of the budget, the Library was able to develop 
an important global exchange policy with research centres, 
experimental stations, central and peripheral government 
offices, professional federations and other agencies specialized 
in agricultural matters. It was also enriched by donations, in 
the form of money and books, made over the years by various 
private citizens, starting with the major acquisitions made by 
President Raffaele Cappelli, as shown in the chapter on existing 
collections in this volume. By the time Horác Podmaniczky 
had left the IIA in 1915, and after Italy had entered the First 
World War, various projects had been launched and the 
technical missions to collect documentation on agriculture 
were crucial to the IIA surviving the conflict. A transitional 
phase had now begun, during which the Library was managed 
by Arturo Bruttini, an exemplary figure from a generation 
of Italian agricultural experts, involved in disseminating 
innovative knowledge and technologies, both within public 
administrations and through professional organizations.23

By the mid-1920s, the IIA Library housed around 150 000 
publications of various kinds and the growth of the collection 
resumed at a fast rate after having partly slowed down during 
the conflict. The collection included monographs, collective 
volumes, surveys, official reports, conference documents and, 
above all, periodical publications. In addition to these, there 
was a special collection of brochures from a diverse range 
of sources which were crucial to guaranteeing the spread of 
scientific knowledge and technical innovation in the field 
of agriculture. The Library’s staff also increased during this 
period, distinguished by their level of internationalization and 
gradually growing specialization. In 1914, there were eleven 
employees – six of them Italian – and confusion was evident in 
the Library between employees managing the documentation 
and those assigned to supporting the IIA’s publications. The 
division of roles was eventually clear by 1928, when the fifteen 
members of staff could focus exclusively on three priority 
tasks identified for the Library: acquiring and updating the 
collection, managing the periodical publications, and assisting 
the public.

•	 The catalogues of the IIA Library 
still kept by the David Lubin 
Memorial Library.

23 On Bruttini and his work at the IIA, 
cf. Mignemi, 2017.
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In 1928, the Library was officially recognized as an 
autonomous department and became the IIA’s fifth bureau, 
detaching itself from the Secretary-General’s office. This 
result was possible thanks to two favourable circumstances. 
The first, at the General Assembly of 1926, when the new 
President, Giuseppe Michelis, launched a general process 
of reorganization of the IIA.24 The second, when significant 
funding from the International Education Board of the 
Rockefeller Foundation in 1924 led to a quantum leap in the 
Library’s development.25 The US citizen James Goodwin 
Hodgson served as Chief Librarian from 1925 to 1929, assisted 
by Frenchwoman Denise Montel until 1927. Montel was 
previously a librarian at the Institut Colonial in Marseille, who 
joined the IIA following a period of training at the Brooklyn 
Public Library. A large-scale project was conceived during 
this time and three important initiatives were undertaken. 
These included the general re-cataloguing of the collection, 
according to the decimal criteria set by the American and 
British Library Associations; the thematic arrangement of 
books on shelves in order to facilitate unrestricted access by 
readers; and the granting of scholarships to allow some young 
people to undertake library studies at major specialized centres 
in Europe and the United States.

Among the beneficiaries of the scholarships, three figures 
deserve particular mention, not only because of the role they 
played in the IIA, but also because of their subsequent career 
paths. Frenchwoman Aline Payen joined the Library staff 
in 1927, after studying at the École de Bibliothécaires of the 
Institut Catholique de Paris, followed by a year’s training at the 
Library of the US Department of Agriculture in Washington DC 
and the United Engineering Societies Library in New York. 
Particularly because of her study of law and economics, she 
became indispensable to the IIA’s cataloguing work until her 
resignation in 1930. On her return to France, she worked in the 
documentation departments of various research institutions 
and, in 1940–1941, she became involved in the project to 
standardize cataloguing rules, working with Suzanne Briet of 
the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. After World War II, she 
became increasingly involved in teaching library science and 
training documentation specialists.26 

(From left to right)
•	 Italian edition of the study on 
the use of urban and industrial 
waste in agriculture, produced by 
the IIA librarian Arturo Bruttini and 
presented to the General Assembly 
in 1922.
•	 Evolution of the collection 
(books, brochures and periodicals) 
held by the IIA Library between 1911 
and 1932 [Cottini-Agostinelli, 1933, 
p. 20].

24 See the text of the presentation 
made by De Michelis at the IIA General 
Assembly in 1926.

25 IIA, Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1929, Minutes no. 11 of 30 
October 1929, Annexe A. Rapport 
du Secrétaire général sur la marche 
des travaux de l’Institut du 20 juin au 
10 octobre 1929, pp. 602-605 for a 
summary of the projects launched by 
the Library thanks to funding by the 
International Education Board.

26 Lemaître, 1996.
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Thanks to the International Education Board scholarship, 
the German national Sigmund von Frauendorfer spent two and 
a half years in the United States of America, initially studying 
at the New York State Library in Albany and attending the 
Master of Arts in Library Science at the University of Illinois, 
then gaining practical experience in the Library of the US 
Department of Agriculture and the New York Public Library. 
Having studied economics and agricultural sciences at the 
Landwirtschaftliche Hochschule Hohenheim (Württemberg), 
Frauendorfer quickly emerged as the person destined to 
succeed Hodgson as IIA Chief Librarian. Before taking up 
librarianship as a profession, he had already gained sound 
knowledge of agricultural matters and the period he spent 
in the United States of America allowed him to engage in a 
fruitful dialogue with American experts that would continue 
after his return to Europe.27 A member of the IIA staff from 
1928, Frauendorfer became Chief Librarian in July 1930. During 
this time, he attached particular importance to the project of 

an international – and continuously updated – bibliography of 
agriculture. He also launched a plan to re-catalogue the entire 
IIA collection of documents based on a new classification 
system specifically developed to fulfil the needs of a specialized 
library.28 This was the last major experiment launched by the 
IIA Library but remained incomplete due to the outbreak 
of World War II and ensuing events. In October 1943, 
Frauendorfer was forced to return to Germany on the orders of 
the Third Reich. From the following year, he worked in the CIS 
library installed in Berlin and then transferred to Salzburg to 
escape the devastation caused by the conflict. Initially believed 
to be temporary, his departure from Rome turned out to be 
definitive after the end of the conflict, particularly given the 
uncertainties regarding the fate of the IIA. Frauendorfer was 
appointed director of the Hochschule für Bodenkultur library 
in Vienna from 1947 and held this post for over a decade, while 
continuing to play an active role within the international 
networks of experts in agricultural documentation. After a 
stint as secretary of the Comité international des Bibliothèques 
agricoles in Brussels in 1935, he was one of the creators 
and then vice-president of the International Association of 
Agricultural Librarians and Documentalists (IAALD), founded 
in Ghent in 1955 and still operating today.29

(From left to right)
•	 The German Sigmund von 
Frauendorfer, IIA Chief Librarian 
from 1930 to 1943 [FAO Archives, 
IIA/CIS, H.12].
•	 Vittorio Camerani (second 
from the left) with David Lubin’s 
daughters, during a visit to the FAO 
library, most likely in the 1950s.27 See, for example, the two articles 

about the rural world and research 
on agricultural economics published 
in the Journal of Farm Economics. 
Cf. Frauendorfer, 1928 and 1929a. 
Frauendorfer’s interest in studying 
these subjects is confirmed by his book 
on the history of ideas in agriculture 
and agricultural policy in the German-
speaking regions up to World War I, 
published in 1957 as a volume of the 
Ideengeschichte der Agrarwirtschaft und 
Agrarpolitik im deutschen Sprachgebiet. 
The following year, a second book 
by Heinz Haushofer, dedicated to the 
subsequent period, was also published 
by Bayerischer Landwirtschaftsverlag.

28 Several publications undertook to 
highlight internationally the cataloguing 
and bibliographical updating work 
undertaken by the IIA Library. Cf.,  
for example, Frauendorfer, 1929b  
and 1934b.

29 On the Comité international 
des Bibliothèques agricoles and the 
IAALD, cf. Duprat, 1955. Thanks to 
the combined support of the IAALD 
and the International Association of 
Agricultural Economists, the international 
bibliography project was resumed in 
1955 with the quarterly publication of the 
World Agricultural Economics and Rural 
Sociology Abstracts, cf. Frauendorfer, 
1964.
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Another scholarship holder of the International Education 
Board worth mentioning is the Italian Vittorio Camerani. A 
graduate of the University of Florence, he was hired by the IIA 
Library in 1927 and, in 1929–1930, he had the opportunity to 
specialize in library science at the University of Michigan. He 
then became a lecturer in this very subject, during the 1950s, 
at the School of Archivists and Librarians of the University 
of Rome. An active member of the Italian Association of 
Libraries as early as the 1930s, in the post-war period he was 
also involved in developing the international network of the 
IAALD.30 Camerani led the IIA Library through the difficult 
transition that began in 1946 and continued until the transfer 
to the headquarters of FAO in 1951. He took over this post from 
his wife, who died in November 1945. Bulgarian-born Mara 
Camerani-Teodorova was in fact also a librarian at the IIA from 

1928 and was appointed interim manager of the service by 
Frauendorfer when he returned to Germany at the end of 1943.

The funding provided by the Rockefeller Foundation 
led to a flurry of activity in the IIA Library, which continued 
throughout the 1930s, as witnessed by the various individuals 
we have just described. Along with these, we should not omit 
to mention the Norwegian Hans Jenssen, hired in 1928 and a 
member of the staff until 1940, when he was recalled to his 
country, likely due to the events that following the outbreak 
of World War II. In 1946, Jenssen became the first librarian of 
FAO and subsequently Director of the David Lubin Memorial 
Library until 1969, as well as the first secretary of the IAALD. 
The IIA Library can therefore be considered to have been a 
laboratory in which numerous experts in preserving and 
organizing knowledge in the fields of economics, statistics and 
agricultural sciences were trained and worked. In the interwar 
period, it also earned a key position in the worldwide network 
of libraries and documentation centres that specialised in these 
subjects and were active from a local to an international level.31

(From left to right)
•	 Plan and distribution of 
departments in the new IIA  
Library building opened in 1934 
[IIA, 1936, p. 1]. 
•	 Register of signatures of the IIA 
Library for the visit by librarians of 
the city of Rome on 28 January 1935.
•	 Cover of the French version 
of the IIA Library’s handbook for 
readers. 

30 De Gregori, 1999.
31 Suffice to mention the survey of 

specialized agricultural libraries around 
the world conducted by Mara Camerani-
Teodorova and published in 1939,  
see IIA, 1939.
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The transformation of the Library into an independent 
bureau recognised this central role within the IIA. To reinforce 
this aspect, before he left the presidency in 1933, Giuseppe De 
Michelis began the construction of a new building designed 
to meet the requirements of the library and be able to house 
a growing collection of documents, as explained in the next 
chapter. The work was completed in 1934 and, between 
20 May and 15 July of the same year,32 the volumes were 
transferred to the new site, adopting modern systems which 
provided a benchmark for specialists who visited the Library 
in subsequent years. In addition to spacious storerooms, 
every service now had adequate space and, at the centre of 
the building, a journal reading room was created with around 
six hundred freely accessible publications, making the most 
recent editions always available to internal and external 
technical staff, to whom the IIA offered a collection that was 
unique among Roman libraries.33 In 1935–1936, the Library 
also received the personal archives of David Lubin, which had 
previously been kept at the US delegate’s office.34 Already a 
source of data and information, the Library also became the 
custodian of the IIA’s history.

The ability to provide effective tools with which to 
navigate an international and diverse collection was a 

constant concern during the Library’s last ten years of 
activity. In 1934, Frauendorfer published his Système de 
classification des sciences agricoles, in which he proposed 
a new cataloguing system specifically developed to serve as 
a guide to the collection of a specialized library. The German 
scholar’s intention was to rationalize the coding mechanisms, 
making it easier to connect materials in different languages, 
constantly updating a bibliographical inventory available 
to researchers. This was the outcome of a long period of 
reflection and experimentation: “the practical experience of 
classification questions, gained by this Library over a long 
period of years is reflected in the system”.35 Taking advantage 
of the growing importance attributed to documentation, both 
in public administration and in the private sector in several 
countries,36 the new system was intended to adapt the decimal 
classification developed by Paul Otlet, who had repeatedly 
been called in by the IIA for advice and who, in 1934, published 
his renowned Traité de documentation.

The catalogues therefore became fundamentally 
important and, by the mid-1930s, made a wide range of tools 
available to IIA technical staff and readers in the Library. In 
the Circulation and Public Catalogue Room, for example, 
alphabetical catalogues by author, country and subject 
(according to the decimal classification) could be viewed. In 
addition to these, there were other tools intended to enhance 
the activity of the IIA and its international connections. In 
particular, there were the publication catalogues of the IIA 
and League of Nations; the World Repertory of Agricultural 
Bibliography, which the IIA had been working on since 1932, 
thanks to the support Frauendorfer had obtained from the 

32 Camerani, 1936, p. 17.
33 In this respect, see the brochure 

Library. Readers’ Handbook published 
in Italian, French and English from 1936. 
In 1942, the German translation was 
completed and a Spanish edition was 
announced.

34 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, T.1, Letter 
from V. Camerani to A. van Houtte, 
secretary of the Temporary European 
Bureau of FAO (31 October 1947).

35 Frauendorfer, 1934a, p. X.
36 On developments in the 

management of information and 
documentation in the 1920s and 1930s, 
see the analyses by Fayet-Scribe, 2000.

37 From as early as 1926, the Library 
of Congress undertook to supply the 
IIA with bibliographic cards of the US 
Department of Agriculture and, more 
generally, of agricultural publications in 
English. See the activity reports in IIA, 
Comité permanent. Procès-verbaux 
1926, Minutes no. 6 of 31 March 1926, 
p. 238 and Procès-verbaux 1936, 
Minutes no. 9 of the 3rd session of 12 
June 1936, p. 312, when the Rockefeller 
Foundation earmarked new funding for 
this purpose.

38 As indicated in IIA, 1937, these 
were in particular the Monthly Bulletin 
of Economic and Social Intelligence, 
the Monthly Bulletin of Agricultural 
Intelligence and Plant Diseases and the 
International Bulletin of Plant Protection, 
combined in 1927 into the International 
Review of Agriculture, as well as the 
annual edition of the Bibliographie 
d’agriculture tropicale.

39 On this phase, cf. Tosi, 1989, pp. 
233-247 and Clavin, 2013, pp. 167-168.
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German Ministry of Food and Agriculture. Other catalogues 
included the thematic bibliographic card index of the Library 
of Congress,37 the Institut Colonial in Marseille, the Institut 
national pour l’étude agronomique du Congo Belge in 
Brussels, the German journal Der Forschungsdienst and the 
Italian Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche. The Library always 
undertook to provide readers with bibliographies on specific 
subjects and, in 1932, the production of a bibliographical 
bulletin resumed, following its interruption in 1915. This 
was intended to provide a regular and complete summary of 
publications on agricultural issues. Thus, the publication of 
the Internationale Bibliographie des agrarökonomischen 
Schrifttum in collaboration with a German journal began. 
At the same time, for many years several bureaux had been 
carrying out similar work in their periodic publications38  
and the IIA finally launched its own quarterly International 
Bibliography of Agricultural Economics in 1938.

From the second half of the 1930s, the influence exerted 
by Italy and Germany, the escalation of international tensions 
and the growing isolation of the Axis powers eventually 
affected the activities and fate of the IIA.39 The difficulties 
emerged clearly from 1940, when Italy entered World War II 
and many foreign delegates were recalled to their respective 
countries. These worsened further in the summer of 1943, 
after Giacomo Acerbo, who was undoubtedly compromised 

(First row)
•	 First page of the general index of 
bibliographies prepared by the IIA 
Library on specific topics.
•	 The thematic classification 
system adopted in the quarterly 
International Bibliography of 
Agricultural Economics published 
by the IIA Library between 1938 and 
1946.

(Second row)
•	 Cover of the bilingual edition 
(French and English) of the general 
inventory of periodicals owned by 
the IIA Library in 1946, the year in 
which it was ceased.
•	 Cover of the bilingual edition 
(French and English) of the full 
inventory of the IIA collection, 
published by the European Regional 
Office of FAO in 1948, which still 
bears the name and symbol of the 
IIA on its cover.
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by the fascist regime, made his escape.40 This transitional 
phase saw the Library claim its position as a neutral space in 
view of the documentary heritage of which it was custodian 
and ended in 1946 with the decision to close the IIA.41 Faced 
by the destruction caused by the conflict, this heritage had to 
be preserved and enhanced, in order to legitimize the IIA as 
an organization that produced and disseminate knowledge 
worldwide. The effort was reinforced in particular following 
the Hot Springs conference and the decision by the United 
Nations Interim Commission on Food and Agriculture, which 
began to operate in July 1943, to suspend a decision on the fate 
of the IIA.42 

The re-cataloguing work started by Frauendorfer 
continued and the Library’s role was recognized in the 
bilingual (French and English) edition of the volume on 
the first four decades of activity of the IIA.43 This was also 
essential for compiling the bibliography on the history of the 
organization and to publish the catalogue of IIA publications 
released in the 1930s, complete with a thematic index.44 From 
June 1944, following the Liberation of Rome, the Library also 
provided an advisory service and made its collection available 
to the technical sections of the Allied Military Government 
in Italy.45 The main focus of work during this period was the 
general inventory of the vast and diverse specialized collection. 
With almost 370 000 titles as of 30 June 194546 it was one of the 
most important in the world after the US National Agricultural 
Library. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that in 1946, 
the IIA’s last publication was in fact the French and English 
editions of the Catalogue of periodicals owned by the Library 
with the full list of 5 572 owned titles.47 Two years later, the 
handover took place with the Classified catalogue of the entire 
collection, produced thanks to the European Regional Office 
of FAO, the cover of which symbolically bore two signatures. 
As explained in the foreword, “FAO desired to conclude 
this publication by way of sincere acknowledgement to the 
International Institute of Agriculture – its precursor – and 
at the same time to objectively make known the value of this 
imposing heritage.”48

 In order to preserve this documentary heritage and 
prevent its departure from Rome, a proposal was made for 
an international academy of agricultural sciences named 
after David Lubin. In particular following the mobilization 
of UNESCO,49 the fourth annual Conference of FAO, in 
1948, undertook to make the most of the collection on site, 

entrusting it to its European Regional Office, now installed 
in the premises of the former IIA building in Villa Borghese. 
Over a period of forty years, and throughout two world wars, 
the IIA Library had performed an essential role of centralizing 
and organizing documentation from all over the world. It 
had therefore become one of the main centres for preserving 
knowledge on agricultural modernization and rural change. 
Just as the Library had embodied the IIA in 1905–1908, before 
activities had officially begun, the collection it bequeathed put 
Rome in first place among the European capitals bidding to 
house the headquarters of FAO at the end of the 1940s.

  •

40 On the figure of Giacomo Acerbo, 
cf. Parisella, 1988.

41 It is therefore no accident that 
the fate of the IIA Library collection was 
explicitly stated in the second article 
of the IIA dissolution protocol, which 
transferred its functions to FAO and was 
signed in Rome on 30 March 1946.

42 On this phase, cf. Tosi, 1989,  
p. 241.

43 IIA, 1941b.
44 IIA, 1945 and 1941a.
45 IIA, Comité permanent.  

Procès-verbaux 1943-’46, session 
of 1 July 1946, L’activité de l’Institut 
International d’Agriculture pendant  
la guerre (1940-1945), p. 328-335.

46 Ibid., p. 325.
47 IIA, 1946.
48 IIA/European Regional Office of 

FAO, 1948, p. XV.
49 UNESDOC, NS/ICSA/1, 

Renseignements d’ordre général relatifs 
à la Bibliothèque de l’ancien Institut 
international d’agriculture, Rome, ainsi 
qu’au Centre international d’agriculture 
scientifique prévu (8 May 1949).
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	 he IIA’s mission to disseminate information globally soon 
expanded to include the collection of every publication and 
study on agriculture, stored in the Villa Lubin Library spaces 
and documented from 1908.50 The importance of knowledge on 
agricultural techniques and memory of international traditions 
and practices, recorded using the latest scientific systems, 
soon required more space.   

The vast collection of documents and publications 
urgently required an expressly designed structure. In 1923, 
permission was granted for the expansion of the institute in 
the same area51, annexing large areas of prized surrounding 
land. However, it was only at the end of his presidency that 
Giuseppe De Michelis obtained the financial resources for a 
new building, and “the architect, Paolo Rossi, entrusted with 
the construction, started work in the autumn of 1933 and 
completed it in the spring of 1934. The period between 20 
May and 15 July was spent transporting the books from the 
old building, after which the new Library was immediately 

•	 The same emblem of three ears of 
wheat at the entrance to the Library 
of the International Institute of 
Agriculture, identifying agriculture 
as a common denominator of 
humanity, 1933. 

T
The new 

library 
building
Carla Benocci

50 Camerani, 1936, p. 7.
51 ASC, I.E. prot. 904/1923.
52 Camerani 1936, p. 16.
53 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, A.6, 

Telegram from L. Spada Potenziani to P. 
Rossi, 7 March 1934.

54 On Rossi’s town planning work, 
cf. Rossi, 1932, 1933a, 1936; Rossi De 
Paoli 1937a; Rossi De Paoli et al. 1937. 

opened to the public”,52 as commemorated in an inscription 
on one of the building walls. On 7 March 1934, Ludovico 
Spada Potenziani – elected President of the IIA at the end 
of the previous year – sent a telegram to Paolo Rossi to 
congratulate him stating that at the handover of the building: 
“His Excellency Mr Puppini and His Excellency Mr De Michelis 
highly praised the elegant workmanship of the building and 
rational distribution of the interior”.53 

Paolo Rossi De Paoli (1900–1966) was at that time an 
architect with a considerable town planning experience54, 
who had trained with Armando Brasini and participated in 
projects that exposed him to modern European architectural 
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trends. These influences led him to value and draw inspiration 
from the prestigious neo-Renaissance tradition for the IIA 
Library. While consistent with the neighbouring building of 
Villa Lubin, the project of the library building had to contend 
with limited space, sloping land bordering Via di Villa Ruffo, 
the significant change in style and the need to install suitable 
modern systems. The clear purpose of the new building was 
to guarantee the best possible preservation and the greatest 
access to the growing collection of books. The most innovative 
technologies were adopted to ensure comfort and functionality 
and the works adhered to standards and criteria applied in 
buildings such as the Assicurazioni Generali buildings and 
banks.55

The space of the new building of the IIA Library measured 
1 657 sq. m., with metal bookcases “which could hold around 
260 000 volumes”.56 Quoting from a lecture given by the Chief 
Librarian Sigmund von Frauendorfer, Camerani explains: 
“the book storeroom is in the basement and insulated against 
humidity by wide, aerated cavity walls and a triple layer of 
asphalt insulation. The fixed windows prevent dust entering 
the room, with purified air circulation provided by a highly 
modern aerothermal system. The books are arranged on 
metal bookshelves on three levels reached by steel ladders. 
Connections between the storeroom and the offices are 
provided by an electric lift and a telephone system. Fast 
telephone communications have also been provided between 
the new building and the offices of the Institute”.57

As for the interior layout, “on the ground floor are the 
reading rooms and offices, the former in the centre, the latter 
on the periphery. In the reading room, around 600 journals 
are on display […] the room has modern diffused lighting and 
can comfortably accommodate around thirty-five readers. 

55 Benocci, 2016.
56 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, A.6, Letter 

from G. De Michelis to members of the 
Royal Commission for property granted 
for use by the IIA, 23 December 1933.

57 Camerani, 1936, pp. 17-18. The 
same director introduced a cataloguing 
system adapted to agricultural subjects, 
following the decimal and Anglo-
American systems previously adopted: 
on this subject cf. ibid, pp. 22-23.

•	 The reading room in the new 
IIA Library building had modern 
diffused lighting and could 
comfortably accommodate some 
thirty-five readers [Camerani,  
1936, p. 17].
•	 Model of the new building for 
the Library of Agriculture showing 
the main entrance, completed by 
the designer and director of the 
works Paolo Rossi in 1934  
[Cottini-Agostinelli, 1933, p. 49].
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The lending service is in the circular entrance lobby […] the 
Library’s other offices are situated around the reading room 
and therefore isolated from areas frequented by the public. The 
Library is essentially divided into four sections: purchasing, 
catalogues, periodicals and lending departments.”58 

The IIA paid also a lot of attention to the appropriate 
furnishing of the Library. In 1934, President Spada Potenziani 
was asked to fund the supply of “wooden furniture” (supplied 
by the Gobbini company), “curtains” (supplied by the Bruscani 
company), and a “carpet for the institute’s meeting room” 
(supplied by the Croff company), in addition to telephones 
(supplied by the Zamboni company), amounting to a total of 
ITL 36 690. This sum was obtained and was followed by further 
annual contributions, as recorded in the accounts of the 
Commission.59

The rational use of space and modern technological 
systems ensured the success of the enterprise of the new 
library building. Rossi understood the purpose of the site 
perfectly and the opportunity to provide continuity with the 
villa that housed the IIA, without recourse to features he had 
used in other architectural designs for collective, laic and 
religious building, in which a “rationalized monumentality” 
prevailed.60 This continuity was also inscribed in the reading 
room of the new building,61 where two large decorations 
representing a world map on one wall and Life in the field on 
the other were painted in 1934 by Giuseppe Rivaroli, who had 
previously worked on the decorations in Villa Lubin.

  •

58 Camerani, 1936, p. 18.
59 FAO Archives, IIA/CIS, A.6,  

Letter from A. Brizi to L. Spada 
Potenziani, 6 July 1934.

60 Briganti e Mazza, 2010, p. 444, 
with previous bibliography; also see 
Rossi, 1933b.

61 Camerani, 1936, p. 17. 

•	 View of the Library from the 
roof of Villa Lubin: where one can 
see how Paolo Rossi has carefully 
reproduced the Renaissance style 
but with a degree of interpretative 
freedom.
•	 Portico over the main entrance
to the Library. While in the Palazzo
Massimo alle Colonne model by
Baldassarre Peruzzi the portico is
positioned on the façade, Paolo
Rossi moved it to the wall facing
the sloping land of Villa Borghese
below.
•	 Part of the wall facing Via  
di Villa Ruffo in rational, modern 
style, as are the windows and  
the name of th e Library.
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Special libraries have existed from the beginning of library 
history in the form of specialized collections. Some still exist 
today, such as the Royal Geographical Society (London),  
a collection of maps that spans 500 years of geography and 
exploration, or the Massachusetts Horticultural Society 
Library, the first horticultural library in the United States. 
The David Lubin Memorial Library also falls in this category:

“These libraries tend to be wholly centered on the overall 
information needs of their user: that is, they are ‘mission 
oriented’.”1

The mission of the David Lubin Memorial Library is to 
support FAO in its quest to achieve food security for all by 
preserving, developing and providing access to a collection 
of scientific literature on the topic of food security and all its 
related fields. Indeed the collection of a special library reflects 
the mission of the organization it serves.

Special libraries have users, who ask for highly 
specialized bibliographies. In fact, for over 50 years the 
FAO Library published The List of Selected Articles (known 
as LOSA) on a monthly basis. This was sent to FAO staff to 
keep them informed on what was going on in their fields 
of research. Another category of specialized users of FAO’s 
Library includes university professors, students, journalists, 
freelance researchers and writers, who all request support 
in researching a wide range of topics, from: ‘Heavy metal 
pollution in fish’, ‘Agro-industrial parks in Russia’, ‘Cultural 
landscape in Mongolian tourism’, to ‘Designing a sustainable 
“Martian Garden” that will either fully meet the oxygen and 
food consumption needs of a small crew or at least provide a 
large supplement to already existing systems’.2

  •
 
1 Wiegand, W.A. & Davis,  

D. G. Jr., eds. 1994. Encyclopedia of  
Library History, New York, London, 
Routledge, p. 597.

2 Research request received by  
the FAO library reference mail account.

Specializing





C H A P T E R  3 

The Foundation of the FAO Library
The David Lubin Memorial Library
      
Sarah Dister
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	 ust one year after its foundation in 1945,
	  the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) became 

the custodian of the International Institute of Agriculture 
(IIA) and its library. This was an intense period for the new 
Organization. Many import decisions still had to be taken, 
such as where to locate FAO headquarters. Within this delicate 
initial phase, the Director-General, the Council and the 
Conference all expressed the same concern: would FAO alone 
be able to maintain and develop the IIA inheritance, which 
included the single best agricultural collection in Europe? 

In 1948 the Conference proposed establishing a 
foundation, under the guidance of FAO and other organizations 
and carrying the name of David Lubin. A joint committee was 
created, composed of representatives of FAO, UNESCO (which 
had expressed its interest) and the Italian Government (owners 
of the IIA building) to “work out the best means of continuing 
and expanding the former IIA library and such activities which 
can for the benefit of the world of agriculture best be centred 
around such a valuable institution”.1 

Maintaining 
the IIA 

Library

•  On the afternoon of 16 October 
1945 FAO came into existence with 
the signature of its Constitution.

1 C49/II/9 Addendum: Preparatory 
meeting on the maintenance and 
expansion of the library of the former IIA, 
convened in Rome on 26 and 27  
July 1949 by UNESCO and FAO  
jointly with the Italian Government, p. 2.
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The Committee met three times that same year, resulting 
in the draft statutes of a David Lubin International Centre, 
to be located in Rome with the library of the former IIA as its 
nucleus. Its main functions would be to develop the former IIA 
library, encourage research and extension work in all fields of 
agriculture and publish and disseminate information on these 
activities.

Thus a new international initiative was born, closely 
linked to FAO but also to UNESCO and the Italian Government, 
with its own General Assembly, Executive Committee and a 
membership “open to all governments, inter-governmental 
and international non-governmental, national and private 
organizations, institutions, and any other body which aims at 
promoting development of agriculture”.2 

The Centre as such never became a reality, mainly because 
during the same year FAO decided on the permanent location 
of its headquarters, a decision that was to turn the tables.

  •

	n line with its international nature, FAO’s beginnings 
were quite nomadic: originating in 1943 in Hot Springs, 
Virginia, founded in 1945 in Quebec City, Canada, and 
temporarily located in Washington, D.C. while the FAO 
Conference deliberated over where to permanently establish 
the headquarters. 

There were five candidate countries (the United Nations 
was considered, for the purposes of the vote, a separate 
country): 

1.	 Denmark – Copenhagen.
2.	Italy – Rome.
3.	Switzerland – Geneva, Lausanne, Vevey or Montreux. 
4.	United States of America – four sites in or near 

Washington, including the University of Maryland. 
5.	United Nations – part of the permanent headquarters in 

New York City.3

2 C49/II/9 Addendum: Preparatory 
meeting on the maintenance and 
expansion of the library of the former IIA, 
convened in Rome on 26 and 27  
July 1949 by UNESCO and FAO  
jointly with the Italian Government, p. 8.

3 FAO. 1949. Report of the 
Conference of FAO: Fifth session, 
Washington D.C., USA, 21 November 
– 6 December, 1949. Rome, FAO. 
VII. Constitutional, administrative, and 
financial questions: Site of Permanent 
FAO headquarter.

Searching for 
a location 

for FAO 
headquarters

I
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As the home of the IIA for the first half of the twentieth 
century, Rome was the most logical choice. Nevertheless, by 
1945 a decision had still not been taken. In the meantime, on 
1 August 1946 FAO officially assumed the responsibility for the 
IIA, to ensure “that the goodwill built up in member countries 
by the Institute over forty years of pioneering work will be 
maintained”.4 The transition was carried out by the FAO 
Regional Office for Europe, which was also temporarily 
located in Rome. 

Finally in 1949, delegates voted at the 5th session of 
the Conference in Washington, D.C., but not without first 
expressing their divergent views on the five candidates. 

Delegates from Denmark, Finland, France, Haiti, 
Iraq, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Pakistan, the United 
Kingdom, and Yugoslavia stressed “the probability of 
monetary savings by moving to a soft-currency area”.5 

Doubt regarding this position was expressed by the 
Delegates of Chile, Cuba, the Philippine Republic, and the 
United States of America, they felt “that the move would 
be expensive, that trade unbalances and inconvertibility of 
currencies are temporary, and that the temporary monetary 
advantage would later be lost”.6  

Delegates of Brazil and Chile emphasized “the savings 
that could be effected by moving Headquarters to the United 
Nations site, where centralized services could be obtained at 
low cost”.7  

Delegates of the People’s Republic of China, Haiti, Liberia, 
Mexico and others stressed “the importance of selecting a 
site free from segregation or discrimination because of race 
or religion”.8  In this connection, the Commission, also took 
notice of a communication received from the (U.S.) National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which 
opposed the University of Maryland site.

All speakers agreed that the new site should “afford 
favorable cultural, intellectual, and social circumstances for 
the work of the Organization, for staff and families, and for 
visits to Headquarters”.9 

4 FAO. 1946. Report of the 
Conference of FAO: Second session, 
Copenhagen, Denmark, 2–13 
September. Rome, FAO. C. Report of 
Director-General on International Institute 
of Agriculture. p. 13.

5 FAO. 1949. Report of the 
Conference of FAO: Fifth session, 
Washington D.C., USA, 21 November 
– 6 December, 1949. Rome, FAO: 
VII. Constitutional, administrative, and 
financial questions: Site of Permanent 
FAO headquarter.

6 Idem.
7 Idem.
8 Idem.
9 Idem.

•	 First FAO headquarters from 
1946 – 1947, at 2000 Massachusetts 
Avenue, N.W., Washington DC, 
USA.
•	 During the transition year 1946, 
volume 9 of the IIA series “Studies 
of the principal agricultural 
products on the world market” was 
co-published by IIA and the Bureau 
of FAO in Rome.
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The voting process was finally launched, and after five 
ballots FAO learned that its permanent location was to be 
Rome, Italy. The Italian Government offered the former seat 
of the Ministry of Italian Africa, located at Viale Terme di 
Caracalla in Rome as the new headquarters for FAO.  

This decision completely changed FAO’s perspective on 
maintaining the former IIA library: FAO headquarters needed 
a library, especially as the “collection and dissemination of 
knowledge is one of the fundamental functions of FAO and 
FAO has a responsibility for obtaining all available knowledge 
on those fields and making it freely and equally available to 
citizens of all cooperating countries”.10 

A panel of library experts listed the arguments 
for establishing a complete agricultural library at FAO 
headquarters as follows:

❧	 FAO is an international organization which must  
have adequate documentation available for its  
official duties.

❧	 FAO can count on extensive collaboration from 
cooperating countries in building up such a collection, 
and should receive this material largely without cost.

Results of the ballots cast on the headquarters site
Proposed Sites Ballots

 1 2 3 4 5

Denmark 2 – – – –

Italy 24 28 29 29 30

Switzerland 3 2 – – –

United Nations 13 6 3 – –

United States of America 15 21 25 27 28

Abstentions 1 1 1 2 –

Total votes cast 58 58 58 58 58

Not voting 3 3 3 3 3

•	 The Vulcania was an Italian 
ocean liner built by Cantiere Navale 
Triestino in 1926 for the Italian 
company Cosulich Line. The ship 
travelled the Atlantic Ocean for 
almost 20 years. (©: http://ufdc.ufl.
edu/permissions).

10 FAO Archives. FAO. Sc. & Stat. 
Meeting WP 3: Panel on FAO statistics 
and information services: Working 
outline, p. 1.

•	 Rome, Italy - an early view
of the headquarters of FAO  
(the 1950s).
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❧	 Compiling a complete research collection at its own 
headquarters is called for by FAO’s fundamental 
interest in world documentation in its fields of work.

❧	 The IIA library could, if so used, serve as a nucleus.11 

It was therefore decided that the new FAO headquarters 
would have its own library, with the IIA collection at its core.

In the early spring of 1951 two Italian passenger ships, 
Saturnia and Vulcania, set sail from Washington, D.C.  
towards Italy. On board: 76 families in service of FAO, 
including the librarians Ms. Lomsdal, future head of 
bibliographical information services, and Mrs. Stella-Arnold.

  •

	 he Conference recommended that the FAO Library be 
named the David Lubin Memorial Library when moved into 
the new building, and also requested the Director-General 
Norris E. Dodd to “consult with representatives of the Italian 
Government to assure the placing of an appropriate inscription 
or other permanent designation at the entrance of the library”.12 

On 10 June 1952 the FAO Library was officially opened and 
named the David Lubin Memorial Library “in recognition of 
the foresight, leadership, and outstanding contribution 
of David Lubin to international co-operation in the field 
of agriculture”.13 

A glazed plate was placed at its entrance, bearing an 
inscription in both Italian and English: 

Memorial library dedicated to David Lubin (1849–1919) 
Founder of the International Institute of Agriculture

Pioneer of international collaboration for peace and justice 
throughout the world

Another tribute to Lubin was a bronze bust commissioned 
for the IIA in 1921 by the King of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele III 
(together with a commemorative marble tablet that was only 
acquired by the Library in 1981). Lubin’s bureau and armchair 
were also kept inside the Library, together with a painting 

•	 FAO moves to Rome in 1951: At 
the Naples Maritime Depot, left to 
right: J.R. d'Alarcao, of Finance and 
Economics, his wife and children; 
Miss K. Lomsdal, Library; Mrs. La 
Stella-Arnold, Library.

12 FAO. 1950. Report of the 
Conference of FAO: Special session, 
Washington, 3–11 November 1950. 
Rome, FAO. IV.A. David Lubin  
Memorial Library.

13 Idem.

11 FAO Archives. FAO. Sc. & Stat. 
Meeting WP 3: Panel on FAO statistics 
and information services: Working 
outline, p. 3.

Paying 
tribute to 

David Lubin

T
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portraying him seated with a book, looking straight into the 
eye of each and every Library visitor, keeping a close eye on 
the thousands of annual visitors that pass through the Library.

On 2 April 1974, David Lubin’s three daughters, Evangeline 
Lubin Silenzi, Dorothy Lubin Heller and Grace Lubin 
Finesinger, officially donated their father’s archives to the 
Library, with the provision that they would be “well preserved 
for reference by scholars of the future”.14  

The archives contain tens of thousands of letters 
Lubin wrote passionately, tirelessly and unimpressed by 
hierarchy, to anyone who could help him to realize the IIA, 
from statesmen to journalists, politicians, writers, kings and 
queens. Here are just a few examples:

❧   Letter to Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States, 
on 12 August, 1916.

Dear Mr. President:
Presidents come and go, and it all seems like a row of electric 
lights overhead, the ones directly overhead look quite 
prominent, but those a distance off all seem to merge into a 
slender string of inane objectivity.

I told Lengerky V. Meyer, when Ambassador at Rome, 
that not the peace between Russia and Japan would make 
Roosevelt great, but that his then power towards the 
realization of a sound rural credit system […] would give him 
a place under the sun of American history, a place alongside 
the ones that stay. […] What applied to Roosevelt applies to 
you. […] 15 

14 FAO Archives. [Donation of the 
David Lubin Archives to the David Lubin 
Memorial Library on 2 April 1974.]

15 David Lubin Archives. Miscellanea 
I. 1, Letters to the president of U.S. 
Woodrow Wilson.

•	 A painting portraying  
David Lubin seated with a books  
is placed at the entrance of  
the Library to pay tribute to the 
founder of the IIA and its library.
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❧   A letter dated 14 June 1918 was addressed to the British 
writer H.G. Wells, who wrote the first science fiction novels at 
the end of the nineteenth century, but whose works became 
increasingly political and didactic. He too became a supporter 
of Lubin’s mission to create an international organization on 
agriculture.

Dear Mr. Wells, 
[…] Why not throw down your pen for a breathing spell and 
run out here, and take a hand in the practical work of chasing 
out the autocratic dollar and replacing it by the democratic 
dollar? This, you will no doubt agree, is one of the ways of 
“making the world safer for democracy”.

Yours very respectfully, 
David Lubin

P.S. If you come out, run down to Sorrento where I shall be 
spending my vacation, and we will be inspired by the view of 
Vesuvius and the Bay of Naples.16

Lubin addressed his family members with the same 
energy, passion and conviction, always ready to provide them 
with advice, instructions and more.

❧  Letter dated 31 October 1910, to his son Jesse upon 
receiving the news that he was planning to get married.

My dear Jesse:
[…] I would suggest that your intended ask you to make a 
promise not to use cigarettes, and I would be pleased to have 
you promise the Minister at the time you get married that 
you will love and honour and respect your dictionary as well 
as your wife. You should have a dictionary on your table, 
another one on your shelf, another one in your hind pants 
pocket, and if possible one in your vest pocket, and use it on 
the slightest provocation, whether you think you need it or 
don’t. The almost constant use of a dictionary is an avenue 
for the increase of one’s vocabulary. […] 17

Lovingly, 
Papa
 

•	 David Lubin’s last letter to his 
son, wife and grandchildren on 
24 December 1918 included some 
drawings for his grandchildren.

16 David Lubin Archives. Miscel. V. 8. 
Correspondence with Englishmen. Wells, 
June 14th, 1918.

17 Loose archival folder “David Lubin 
family mementos”.
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All of Lubin’s correspondence is preserved in twelve 
red folders, imprinted with golden letters in an ingeniously 
handcrafted wooden cabinet. The drawers contain framed 
black and white photographs of statesmen, some with a name 
though most are unidentified, but all were certainly on Lubin’s 
mailing list.

  •

	 n the day the David Lubin Memorial Library 
opened its doors it was already packed with more than 
400 000 volumes from the collection of the International 
Institute of Agriculture (IIA), as well as from the temporary 
libraries in Washington DC and the FAO Regional Office 
for Europe. On top of this legacy, the new Library began 
accumulating its own collection, growing to more than 
100 000 volumes within ten years, bringing the total number 
of the collection to half a million. During the following decades 
the collection grew exponentially, reaching an impressive one 
million volumes by the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

•
 

•	 The David Lubin Archives 
containing all of Lubin’s 
correspondence from well before 
the foundation of the IIA until his 
death in 1919 are kept in the FAO 
Library.

•	 As a tribute to David Lubin, his 
bureau and armchair were kept 
inside the FAO Library together 
with a bust portraying Lubin. The 
bust was created in 1921 by the 
sculptor Mario Rutelli.

Building a 
collection of 
one million 

volumes

O
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Centre International de Sylviculture

Not only did the FAO Library inherit the books of the 
International Institute of Agriculture, but also the 

collection of the Centre International de Sylviculture (CIS) 
– the first international organization on forestry.  
The CIS was founded in 1939 in Berlin on the initiative 
of the IIA, and by the end of the Second World War its 
collection already contained 150 000 forestry-related books 
and journals, among which 4 200 old and rare books dating 
back to 1577 and the middle of the eighteenth century.18  

When Berlin came under attack in December 1943, 
the Chief Librarian of the CIS, Dr. Von Frauendorfer, 
previously Chief Librarian of the IIA, decided to 
move the CIS collection to Salzburg, Austria. Von 
Frauendorfer personally drove the books from Berlin 
to Salzburg, but by April 1945 the war was closing in 
there too and the most important documents were 
transferred once again to other locations, including into 
a mine shaft near Salzburg. 

After the war, Von Frauendorfer tracked down the 
missing documents and managed to recover 16 boxes 
of documents. These were moved first to the FAO office 

in Geneva, then to the IIA and finally in 1951 to the FAO 
headquarters in Rome.

Today the FAO library collection contains 11 000 books 
and journals on forestry that were saved from the original CIS 
collection, showing the beginnings of forestry as a science 
from the early eighteenth century to the start of the twentieth 
century. This collection covers a vast amount of traditional 
forestry knowledge – which remains just as relevant today 
– demonstrating, for example, that the topic of sustainable 
management of renewable resources dates back to at least the 
eighteenth century.19  

Browsing the CIS shelves, the spines reveal many famous 
authors, such as silviculturist Johann Cotta, zoologist Alfred 
Brehm (who wrote the six volumes of Thierleben), foresters 
Gorg Hartig and Wilhelm Pfeil, and last but not least Alexander 
von Humboldt, an explorer and scientist who is considered to 
be the founding father of many natural science disciplines.

(From left to right)
From the CIS collection:
•	 Illustration from Die Eichen  
Europas und des Orients (1862)  
by T. Kotschy.
•	 Illustration from Die Riesen
der Pflanzenwelt (1863)
by E. Mielck.
•	 Illustration from Die Pilze (1820)
by G. Pabst.

18 Johan, E. [2007]. Internal report on 
CIS collection, p. 3.

19 Idem, p. 5.
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Von Humboldt is especially well known for his 
multi-volume masterpiece Cosmos, a physical description 
of the universe in which he described for the first time the 
manifestation and cause of human-induced climate change. 

Not only are the CIS shelves filled with major scientific 
names, but also with atlases, periodicals and yearbooks from 
forestry institutes, all of which collectively document the 
beginnings of forest science.

“No other collection exists in any other library 
worldwide,”20 concluded Elisabeth Johann, an expert in 
forestry history who assessed the collection in 2007. 

•

The FAO collection

FAO started building its own collection from day one, 
beginning in Washington D.C., USA, and continuing in 

Rome, Italy. 
The FAO collection was mainly developed by adding 

everything that the Organization itself published – every 
monograph, journal, project, pamphlet and report, from 
the first FAO Conference and Council to the last –  creating 
a unique collection of FAO publications that guaranteed the 
preservation of the Organization’s history. 

•	 The FAO Library maintains a
copy of all FAO publication from the
foundation of the Organization in
1945 until present day.

20 Winkler, J. [2007?]. Work proposal: 
Historical Eisenbach book collection, 
Unpublished.
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A large part of the collection of FAO publications consists 
of serials. In some cases, these serials even predate the 
foundation of the Organization, as they were continuations of 
IIA serials. For example the last IIA issue of the Monthly Crop 
Report and Agricultural Statistics contained a note wrapped 
around its cover, reading: “FAO undertakes the continuation 
of the work of the Institute”.21 Indeed in 1948, FAO 
published the first issue of Food and Agricultural Statistics, 
which changed its name in 1952 to the Monthly Bulletin of 
Agricultural Economics and Statistics, and once again in 
1978 to the FAO Monthly Bulletin of Statistics. The publication 
eventually ceased to exist in 1987, but lasted 77 years in total, 
from the start of the IIA until well into FAO’s lifetime. 

The first brand new journal the Organization issued 
was called Unasylva – FAO’s journal of forestry and forest 
industries. It was published for the first time in 1947 and is still 
published today, making it FAO’s longest running periodical. 
An interesting fact about the first issue of Unasylva is that it 
was also the first FAO publication to display the FAO logo:

“The FAO seal is a circular design on a clear field, with 
lettering and a symbol signifying FAO’s objective. The Letters 
“FAO” form a semi-circle in the upper portion of the design. 
The words “FIAT PANIS”, in the lower portion, complete the 

circle. Through the center rises a stylized sketch of an ear of 
wheat, the world’s greatest bread grain. This symbol suggests 
FAO’s objective both in nutrition and agriculture.”22

The FAO Library also collected books and serials that 
were published by non-FAO publishers on topics relevant 
to the work of FAO, from agriculture to food and nutrition, 
rural development, plant production and protection, animal 
production and health, forestry, fisheries and many other 
subjects. Subject areas were added depending on the priorities 
of the Organization.

The entire collection – IIA, CIS, FAO, non-FAO – was stored 
in the basement of the headquarters’ Building A, where it 
is still kept today. Room after room is packed from floor to 
ceiling with bookcases containing hundreds of thousands of 
publications, a labyrinth in which one can easily get distracted 
by the wealth of publications.

  •

•	 Unasylva is FAO’s longest 
running periodical. It was published 
for the first time in 1947 and is still 
published today. The first issue of 
Unasylva displayed the FAO logo for 
the first time. This logo was based 
on a design created by the Danish 
silversmith Harald Nielsen for the 
2nd session of the FAO Conference, 
held in Copenhagen, Denmark in 
1946. Director-General Sir John. 
Boyd Orr liked it so much that 
it became the official logo of the 
Organization

21 IIA. Monthly Crop Report and 
Agricultural Statistics, Year XXXVII, May & 
June 1946, nos. 5&6, Rome IIA. Notice 
on cover.

22 FAO Archives. Use of FAO emblem 
and flag (1946-1974). Vol I (LE21/4): 
Adm seal 3.1A5. A statement prepared 
by the Information Service for the first 
Director-General of FAO, Sir John Boyd 
Orr.
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	n 1958 the Programme Committee asked Director-General 
B.R. Sen to initiate a study of the purposes and objectives 
of the Library. The Committee had a specific aim in mind: 
“An expansion of the Library’s services in order that the 
latter might be available to Member Nations on an increasing 
scale”.23 

Director-General Sen contacted the Secretary-General 
of the United Nations, Dag Hammarskjöld, for advice. As a 
result, the Chief Librarian of the United Nations Library in 
Geneva, Dr. Breycha-Vauthier, was contacted to undertake an 
evaluation of the FAO Library. One year later Breycha-Vauthier  
submitted his report, formulating his mission as follows:

“The Consultant has constantly borne in mind that the 
FAO Library is the largest international library in the world 
devoted to food and agriculture or related fields; many of its 
collections are unique. He has taken his mandate to mean that 
his recommendations should aim at: 

❧	 making available the full facilities of this important 
library to all potential users, 

❧	 increasing the confidence of these users in their 
dealings with the library, and 

❧	 developing an ideal of service among the Library staff 
by showing them that they are engaged in a great 
undertaking which enjoys full recognition”.24 

Regarding the use of the Library within FAO, the 
consultant proposed three new activities:

❧	 the publication of a periodical list of selected articles 
to keep FAO staff updated on the main articles issued 
in their field of work; 

❧	 an increased collaboration with the Regional Office 
Libraries; 

❧	 the promotion of the Library by appointing an advisor 
in each FAO division to serve as an intermediary 
between the Library and the various divisions. 

1950s–60s: 
Evaluating 

the purposes 
of the 

Library

I

23 FAO. 1959. Report of the Conference 
of FAO, 10th session, Rome, 31 October 
1959, Rome, FAO. (C59/11) Survey of the 
FAO Library 25 July 1959, p 2.

24 Idem, p.3.
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Breycha-Vauthier concluded:
“FAO’s range of activities is universal and it is clear that the 
Library serving such an institution possesses material making 
it a potential world centre of research. International libraries 
have an important role to fulfil at the present time and the FAO 
Library, in the interest of FAO itself, should be put in a position 
to play its part in the best possible manner. Indeed, since the 
Library is an essential part of the Organization and used by 
all its divisions, to strengthen the Library is to strengthen the 
Organization by increasing its usefulness and cohesion”.25 

By the end of the 1960s the David Lubin Memorial Library 
was fully operational: 33 professional and general service 
staff members served the Library and its public; author, 
subject and geographic card catalogues made the collection 
accessible; 10 000 reference books and 5 500 subscriptions 
to periodical titles supported the research work of FAO staff. 
The bibliography List of Selected Articles was circulated on 
a monthly basis, “to focus attention on current periodical 
articles and publications in series dealing with topical 
problems of world agriculture and food supply, especially in 
relation to developing nations”26, and last but not least, the 
first library branch was opened in the Fisheries Department to 
better serve  staff with highly specialized literature. 

 
  •

•	 In 1959 and in 1963 the  
Director-General of FAO invited 
the Chief Librarian of the United 
Nations Library in Geneva,  
Dr. Breycha-Vauthier, to evaluate 
“the purposes and objectives of the 
FAO Library”.

25 FAO. 1953. Report of the 
Conference of FAO, seventh session, 
Rome, 23 November – 11 December 
1953, Rome, Italy. IV.G: Library services. 
p. 10.

26 FAO Library. 1968. Library 
collections and services. FAO, Rome, 
Italy, p. 6.
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relationships between agricultural institutions, with the aim 
of improving access to agricultural information on a global 
scale, especially AGLINET which was and continues to be 
administered by the FAO Library. 

By the mid-1970s the Library had begun creating an 
online catalogue and both FAO publications and non-FAO 
monographs could be searched through this new system. 
This signalled the start of an online FAO Library catalogue 
which remained in use until the beginning of the twenty-
first century, gathering together hundreds of thousands of 
electronic bibliographic records, speeding up the search 
and retrieval process and slowly but steadily replacing card 
catalogues. Indeed, most card catalogues were moved to the 
stacks, where they serve as a non-digital back-up for the FAO 
library collection. 

1970s–90s: 
Introducing 

computer 
technology

T

27 FAO. 1971. Report of the FAO 
Conference, 16th session, Rome, 6-25 
November 1971. Rome, Italy, FAO. B. 
Programme of work and budget, 1972-
73. Chapter 5c - General Programme 
services. Documentation and Library.

  	 he 1970s was on the verge of the new digital epoch: 
enthusiasm for automation projects was huge and the 
possibilities seemed infinite. The concept of automation 
appeared for the first time in Library evaluation reports and 
would stay for good, taking many different names but always 
referring in one way or another to a take-over by computer 
technology. 

At its sixteenth session in 1971 the Conference noted: 
“the recent developments in information transfer techniques, 
and the role they can play in all sectors of social and economic 
development and particularly in agriculture, nutrition 
and allied fields”.27 The groundwork was also laid for the 
establishment of international information networks and 
systems such as AGLINET – the Worldwide Network of 
Agricultural Libraries – and AGRIS – an international system 
for economic, scientific and technological information 
in agriculture. Both were pioneers in forging (digital) 



•
61•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
3.

 T
he

 F
ou

n
d

a
ti

on
 o

f 
th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry

An important collection that was not accessible through the 
online or the card catalogue was the incunabula. In fact, this 
highly valuable collection had not been properly inventoried 
by FAO until the mid-1980s. All that changed when the Library 
received a call in 1985 from the police headquarters of Viterbo, 
regarding three rare books that had been found in a car 
during a routine check. Upon identification through infrared 
photographing of the logos on the title pages (which had 
been scored out with black ink), it was established that two 
of the three books were FAO property and came from the IIA 
collection. These were two of the rare books from 1800 that the 
Library had sent that same year to a company for fumigation to 
protect them against mould growth. In the absence of a recent 
inventory, the theft had gone unnoticed. This incident led to 
a complete inventory of the valuable books collection, which 
was subsequently reported to Interpol for tracing purposes.

 

•	 In 1985 two rare books stolen 
from the IIA collection were found 
by the police of Viterbo. The IIA logo 
had been cancelled, but was made 
visible by photographing the logo 
with infrared light.
•	 In 1985 the FAO Library 
was a branch of the Library 
and Documentation Systems 
Division and was divided into 
three functional sections: 
Selection, acquisition and serials; 
Documentation Processing; and 
Reference and Documentary 
Information.

During the 1970s and 1980s the Library had grown rapidly. 
The overall collection had reached almost one million volumes, 
of which 70 000 were FAO publications. The collection was 
maintained and served by 54 staff members. In parallel to 
the card catalogue there were now two online catalogues 
available to search the collection. Meanwhile the number 
of subscriptions on periodical titles had increased to 7 000. 
Three more branch libraries had been founded: the Lord 
Boyd Orr Memorial Food and Nutrition Library (1973), the 
Statistics Branch Library (1975) and the Forestry Library 
service point (1980s). In addition, the Library had assumed 
the responsibility of supporting libraries in the offices of FAO 
representations, serving some 90 developing countries.
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28 From the conclusion of an internal 
Library report from 1998.

during the 1990s the Library continued to grow, but at a 
slower pace. The total collection of books and periodicals 
now consisted of effectively one million volumes, with 8 000 
subscriptions to periodicals. Technology had advanced rapidly 
during this decade; in the world of library science, the
newest innovation was the Integrated Library System (ILS),
which integrated all library functions into one platform, from
searching, cataloging, borrowing and acquiring books to
managing journal subscriptions. The FAO Library was in favor
of implementing an ILS, but it would take more than another
decade before such a system was effectively acquired and
implemented. In the meantime, the Library invested as much 
as possible in electronic digitizing and access technologies in 
order to provide more modern library services, but always 
bearing in mind the limitations of the new technology:

“Information has never been so apparently easy  
to access, and yet there has never been so much of it, and  
in such a rapidly changing scenario. It is the task of GIL  
[the Library division] to assist the organization to access 
quality information”.28 

 
 •

•	 The shelves of the FAO Library 
contained one million volumes on 
agriculture and its related subjects 
at the beginning of the 21st century.
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With the invention of the written word, libraries came 
to life – first as collections of clay tablets accompanied by 
inventories, and later as almost sacred places in monasteries 
where handwritten and illustrated manuscripts were chained 
to the shelves. Books were considered treasures and libraries 
treasure troves. This is because books were rare and precious 
and represented a close “connection between material wealth 
and intellectual activity”.1 In fact, the terms treasure and 
thesaurus have the same etymological roots and come from 
the Greek thēsauros, which has a double meaning as both 
storehouse and treasure. 

With the arrival of printed publications in the fifteenth 
century, the book started to lose its status as an object of 
extreme high value, albeit not immediately: the incunabula, 
the first printed books before 1500, were as rare and valuable 
as manuscripts. Today 32 incunabula are kept in the FAO 
Library collection. They were donated in 1915 by Marquise 
Raffaele Cappelli, together with another 185 rare books. This 
was the first of a series of precious book donations which are 
still treasured by the FAO Library.

  •

Treasuring

 
1 Winter, M. F. Umberto Eco on 

libraries: A discussion of “De bibliotheca”. 
The library quarterly, Vol. 64, no. 2, 
p. 122





C H A P T E R  4 

The Treasures of the FAO Library
Incunabula and rare books
      
Véronique Montes Baffier
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	 n 10 June 1952, FAO inaugurated the 
	 David Lubin Memorial library at its headquarters 

in Rome, inheriting the collections of the IIA library1, the second 
largest agricultural collection in the world2. From the outset, 
FAO was able to offer the research community and its staff an 
already well-catalogued, valuable and unique collection.

Over the years, the IIA library had received a number of 
important book donations enhancing its standing as a unique, 
global and specialized agricultural library. From 1915 to 1942, 
donations from scholars, heads of state and international 
organizations were annotated in the Institute’s official records, 
leaving a lasting testimony of the donors and their relationship 
with the IIA.

One of the most remarkable donations was 400 volumes 
of rare books and incunabula (books printed before 1501) 
from the Marquise Raffaele Cappelli, second President of the 
IIA. In 1915 Cappelli began transferring his collection3  to the 
library, which included several  editions by Virgil, Columella 
and Aristotle, editions published by the first Venetian editor, 
Manutius, and a beautiful edition of the Hortus Romanus, 
published in Rome from 1772 to 1793.The Library also received 
up to 407 volumes of esteemed Chinese books on agriculture. 
Particularly noteworthy among these were a rare work on 
agriculture and silk-culture, published during the reign of the  
Emperor Kangxi in the eighteenth century,  donated by Xu 
Shichang,  President of China, and several classics works 
donated by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lou Tseng-Tsiang, 
after his visit to the IIA in 1919.4 

A number of renowned scholars also donated their 
collections: in 1925 for example,5  the library received over 
10 000 brochures on chemistry and agriculture from the 
collection of Italo Giglioli, professor of agricultural chemistry 
at the University of Pisa. 

1. On 30 March 1946, the IIA 
Permanent Committee approved a 
protocol for the dissolution of the Institute 
and the transfer of all functions and assets 
to FAO on 1 August 1946, including its 
libraries, archives and equipment.

2. Phillips, R.W. 1981. FAO: its origins, 
formation and evolution 1945-1981. 
Rome.

3 IIA. Comité permanent.  
Procès-verbaux 1915. Rome, IIA, p. 185.

4 Perris, G. 1921. Description of 
valuable Chinese books presented to 
the Library of the International Institute of 
Agriculture. International Review of the 
Science and Practice of Agriculture, XII, 
no. 9. Rome, IIA.

5 IIA. Comité permanent. 
Procès-verbaux 1925. Rome, IIA, p. 864.
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• 	Rare book collection donated 
to the library by Marquise Raffaele 
Cappelli, second President of the 
IIA. His interest in the library led 
him to build a bibliographical 
patrimony with early works on 
agriculture and related sciences.
• 	View of the historic  
collections of the IIA library 
inherited by FAO.
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• 	Rare Book Room at a controlled 
temperature of 21°C, relative 
humidity of 50 percent  
and adequately ventilated.
• 	Historic collections of 
monographs, series and journals 
from the IIA and the CIS collections 
in the FAO Library.

Politician and prolific author Arturo Marescalchi donated 
a complete and unique compendium of work on viniculture 
and viticulture in 1941,6  and in 1942, Dr. Giorgio Carrega 
donated a small collection of rare books on agriculture and 
related topics.7  

The Library also received donations from institutions 
worldwide. In 1926,8 the United States Library of Congress 
donated a set of publications from the Department of 
Agriculture, as well as a card catalogue of 190 000 entries.  
In 1930,9 the Società Agraria della Provincia di Bologna donated 
its entire collection to the IIA library. 

  •

6 IIA. Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1941. Rome, IIA, p. 40.

7 IIA. Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1942. Rome, IIA, p. 246.

8 IIA. Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1926. Rome, IIA, p. 238.

9 IIA. Comité permanent. Procès-
verbaux 1930. Rome, IIA, p. 203.
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• 	Close-up of  
the IIA collections,  
FAO Library.
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	 arquise Raffaele Cappelli (1848–1921) was an 
Italian politician and diplomat who played a key role in the 
agrarian reform of the early twentieth century. He became 
acquainted with David Lubin while serving as President of the 
Italian Agriculturalists Society from 1896 to 1911. Marquise 
Cappelli was appointed as the second President of the IIA from 
1910 to 1920. 

In 1915 he donated 185 rare books and 20 incunabula to 
the library, comprising around 400 volumes. These included 
dictionaries, literary studies, and works on botany, zoology 
and agriculture. Among these were rare editions from 
publishers Aldus Manutius (1452–1515) and Giambasttista 
Bodoni (1740–1813), along with the six volumes in folio of 
the Hortus Romanus published in Rome from 1772 to 1793, 
complete with hand-painted illustrations.

M
Marquise 

Raffaele 
Cappelli

• 	Marquise Raffaele Cappelli 
(1848–1921), second President of 
the IIA and donor of the incunabula 
and rare book collection to the  
IIA library.
• 	Ex-libris of Marquise Cappelli.



•
73•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
4.

 T
he

 T
re

a
su

re
s 

of
 t

he
 F

A
O

 L
ib

ra
ry

(Clockwise from top left)
• 	C. Calphurnii Carmen
Bucolicum, Lucil Iunil Moderati
Columellae De cultu hortorum,
Liber XI and Hesiodi poetae
Eργα καὶ Ἡμέραι. I. Opera et dies
Georgicon liber primus.
• 	Opera Agricolationum:
Columella: Varronis: Catonisque:
necnon Palladii: cum
exscriptionibus . D. Philippi
Beroaldi: & commentariis quae in
aliis impressionibus non extant. -
Impressa Bonon: Impensis Benedicti
hectoris bononoensis, 1494.

Incunabula – Latin for “cradles” and which can refer as 
“the earliest stages of first traces of anything”10 – are books 
that were printed in Europe during the earliest period of 
typography. The term is applied most commonly to books 
printed from Gutenberg’s Bible in 1454 to 1501.11  

The significance of the Library collection lies in the 
number of editions – five by Virgil, three by Columella, three 
by Aristotle – and of rare editions of books published by 
Manutius, as well as the exceptional botanical work Hortus 
Romanus, among others.

An inventory of the collection (which had not been 
catalogued) was carried out in 1985 and helped to identify two 
incunabula that were stolen and recovered the following year. 

The two recovered books were a manuscript with 
miniatures from the fifteenth century, including works by 
Vergilius, Calphurnius, Columella and Hesiodus and the 
edition of 1494 of the Operae agricolatiorum colummelae.

In 1990 another inventory took place, which revealed 
that at least 49 books were still missing. From that date on 
the collection was moved to different secure locations within 
the library premises, until 2010 when a room was specially 

10 Oxford English Dictionary. 1933. 
Incunabula, p. 188.

11 Johann Saubert. 1643.  
Historia Bibliothecae Noribergensis, 
Ender, Nuremberg.
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built for incunabula and rare books and where all publications 
were moved to permanently. The room contains this priceless 
collection at a controlled temperature of 21°C, relative 
humidity of 50 percent and adequately ventilated with fresh 
clean air. Access is restricted and granted upon special request. 

The following small selection of incunabula and rare 
books offers a glimpse into the beauty and importance of this 
collection, one of the most valuable assets of the FAO Library. 

•

One of the outstanding works of scientific interest 
written between the time of Pliny and the sixteenth 

century and based largely on Aristotle, Albertus’ De 
animalibus was edited by Fernando de Córdoba for the first 
printing. It is the second zoological work in the history of book 
printing after Theodor Gaza’s translation of Aristotle’s De 
animalibus in 1476.

Widely used in the age of Humanism and until the 
sixteenth century, De animalibus represents one of the most 
extensive records of empirical observation published before 
modern times.12  

This is the oldest incunabulum held in the Library. 

• 	Close-up of the 
 rare book collection, FAO Library. 

12 K. F. Kitchell Jr., I. M. Resnick. 
2001. On Animals: A Medieval  
Summa Zoologica by Albertus Magnus, 
The Review of Metaphysics, Vol. 55,  
No. 2, p. 371.

13 The ISBD(A) (International Standard 
Bibliographic Description for Older 
Monographic Publications) standard was 
followed for bibliographic description of 
books whereas for main entries (Personal 
name or Corporate names) we adhered 

to the Library of Congress Catalogue 
standard. Furthermore, where possible, 
we added dates of birth and death of 
the authors in order to better define the 
historical period during which they lived 
and worked.
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• 	De animalibus, text printed  
in gothic font in two columns. 

Albertus, Magnus, Saint, 1193?-128013

Ernandi Cordubensis ... in de animalibus alberti libro 
prefacio incipit foeliciter. – Impressum Rome : [per 
Simonem Nicolai de Luca], 1478. – [392] c. ; 2°

•
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• 	De animalibus, tables of 
contents printed in gothic font 
and three columns, and printer’s 
register in four columns.

Andreae, Antonius, -approximately 1320
Altissimi doctoris Antonij Andree ... Questiones 
subtilissime super duodecim libros methaphisice 
Aristotelis. feliciter incipiunt. -  Editio ab altissimo 
doctore Antonio Andrea ordinis minorum. -  
[Impressum Venetiis : opera et arte providi viri Antonii 
Destrata de Cremona, 1481]. -  [76] c. ; fol 

•
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• 	Page from the fourth book 
Questiones subtilissime super 
duodecim libros methaphisice 
Aristotelis in Gothic font with 
coloured initials, text printed  
in double columns.

• 	Wooden cover of Latin 
commentary on the metaphysics 
of Aristotle by Spanish theologian 
Antonius Andreas.

• 	(Right) Page from the first book 
Questiones subtilissime super 
duodecim libros methaphisice 
Aristotelis in Gothic font with 
historiated and coloured initials, 
text printed in double columns.
(Previous page) Close-up on 
miniated initials.
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Horace, 65-8 BC
Vita poetae Christophori Landini florentini in Q. Oratii 
Flacci Carmina interpretationes incipiunt foeliciter. – 
Impressum Venetiis : per Ioannem de forliuio & socios, 
1483. – 228 c. ; fol

This is the complete works of Horace, edited by and with 
commentary by the scholar Christoforo Landino. Horace 

was the most noted Roman poet, whose works include the 
Satire, the Odes, the Epistles and Ars Poetica. Cristoforo 
Landino (1424–1498) was a poet as well as a classics scholar. He 
taught rhetoric and poetry in Florence and wrote commentary 
on the Aeneid and on the works of Horace.

•

Leopoldus, de Austria
Compilatio Leupoldi ducatus Austrie filij De astrorum 
Scientia: [decem continens tractatus]. – [Augsburg : 
Erhard Ratdolt], 1489. – [110] c. : ill. ; 4°

Leopoldus was an Austrian astronomer who lived in the 
middle or second half of the thirteenth century. The 

‘Compilatio’ was a collection of Latin translations from Arabic 
astronomical works and was divided into ten books. It is one 
of the earliest astronomical treatises in a common language 
and is embellished with numerous woodcuts of horoscopes, 
constellations and planets.

•
 

• 	There are 46 lines of commentary 
by Landino surrounding various 
lines of text of Horace. On the first 
page, blank space was left for a 
nine-line initial to be filled in by the 
illuminator.
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• 	First edition of Leopold of 
Austria’s astronomical treatise, 
written in the thirteenth century, 
and elegantly printed here by 
Ratdolt with numerous woodcut 
diagrams and illustrations. 

• 	(Previous page) Woodcut showing 
personifications of the planets and 
stars, together with symbols for 
their associated signs of the zodiac. 
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Pliny, the Elder, AD 23-79
Historia naturale di. C. Plinio secondo tradocta di 
lingua latina in fiorentina per Christophoro Landino 
fiorentino ... – [Impresso in Venesia : per Bartolamio de 
Zani de Portesio, 1489]. – [260] c. ; fol

The elder Pliniu’s only surviving work is his thirty-seven 
volumes titled Naturalis historia. A comprehensive work 

on Roman and later Greek natural science, it was the authority 
on the subject until the sixteenth century.

•

• 	The first translation of the 
Naturalis historia was into Italian 
 by the Florentine humanist 
Cristoforo Landino, published in 
Venice in 1476. This edition is a 
reprint dated 1489. 
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Virgil, 70-19 BC
[Opera cum commentariis servii]. – [Impressum 
Venetiis : per Bernardinum Benalium, 1487].  
- [241] c. ; fol

Publius Vergilius Maro – commonly known as Virgil –  
(70 BC-19 BC) was a classical Roman poet best known 

for three major works: the Eclogues or Bucolics, the Georgics 
and the Aeneid. The FAO Library has three different editions 
of collective compilations of his works by two Italians printers 
and one German. Each contains parallel columns with text, 
surrounding text, decorative initials and use of colour.
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• 	Virgil, 70-19 BC Close up. 

Virgil, 70-19 BC
Christophori Landini florentini in P. Vergilii 
interpretationes proemium ad Petrum medicum magni 
Laurentii filium ... -  [Nurnberge impressa : impensis 
Anthonii Koberger, 1492]. -  [8], CCCXLV c. ; fol. - 
Coloph.: Publi Virgilii Maronis opera cum Servii Maurii

Virgil, 70-19 BC
Bucolica et Georgica... Pomponius Laetus lectori, 
Hieronymus Maserius foroliviensis, Andreas Flavius 
Curylianensis. – Impressum Romae : per Eucharius 
Silber, 1490. – [95] c. – Mancinelli Commentarius 9

•
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Crescenzi, Pietro de’, 1230?–1320? 
Ruralia commoda. -  [Impressum Vicencie : per 
Leonardum de Basiliea, 1490]. -  [146] c. : ill. ; 2°

Pietro de’ Crescenzi is best known for his manual on 
agriculture, the Ruralia Commoda, first written c.1305. 

Translated into several languages, it was a standard work on 
agriculture and hunting. 

This second edition in Italian of the first printed book 
on agriculture, covers all aspects of husbandry and estate 
management, including hunting, fishing, winemaking, cereal 
cultivation, trees and plants, the medicinal use of plants and 
how to treat animal illnesses.

•

• 	Opening text: woodcut  
of the author writing to the 
dedicatee, King Charles of Sicily.
Space for the initials and  
letters as guide.
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Petrarca, Francesco, 1304-1374
Bucolicum Carmen in duodecim eglogas distinctum 
cum comento Benvenuti Imolensis viri clarissimi. – 
Impressum Venetiis : Marcum Horigono, 1496. – [30] c. 
; fol

•

• Pages from Bucolicum carmen, 
a collection of twelve eclogues – 
poetry within a pastoral setting 
written in dialogue form between 
allegorical characters. Composed by 
Petrarch from c. 1346 and published 
in 1357. 
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Aristotle, 384-322 BC
Aristotelis De natura animalium: libri novem. De 
partibus animalium: libri quattuor. De generatione 
animalium: libri quinque. Interprete Theodoro Gaza. -  
[Impressum Venetiis : mandato & expensis ... Octaviani 
Scoti Civis Modoetiensis : per Bartholameum de Zanis 
de Portesio, 1498]. -  [6], 89, [1] c. ; fol

• Page of the fourth edition of 
Theodorus Gaza’s translation of 
Aristotle’s zoological works, with 
white-on-black historiated and 
decorative woodcut initial. 

Aristotle’s works on animals were the first collection 
of treatises on biology to be printed. They contain 

an immense collection of biological data – anatomical, 
physiological, behavioural – on over five hundred species of 
animals.

•
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• Woodcut printer’s mark: a ring 
with a double cross on the top and 
the OSM initials inside.

• (Above) Page of the fourth edition 
of Theodorus Gaza’s translation 
of Aristotle’s zoological works, 
with numerous white-on-black 
historiated and decorative woodcut 
initials.
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Arnaldus, de Villanova, –1311
Inicipit [sic] tractatus de virtutibus herbarum. – 
[Impressum Venetiis : per Simonem Papiensem dictum 
Bivilaquam, 1499]. - [4], CL, [18] c. : ill. ; 4°

This edition erroneously attributes the work to Arnaldus 
de Villanova (physician and author of medical works) due 

to a printer’s error in Simon Bevilacqua’s Venice 1499 edition. 
The error was perpetuated in the 1509 and 1520 Latin editions. 
In spite of the long popularity of the Herbarius Latinus in 
Italy, most of the species depicted are native to Germany. The 
woodcuts of the Italian editions, originally cut for the 1491 
Vicenza edition and transferred to Venice by Simon Bevilacqua 
for this 1499 edition, are generally considered superior to their 
German counterparts.

•

• Plate no. 41 taken from the 
Inicipit tractatus de virtutibus 
herbarum, depicting an image of 
the plant Coriandrum (coriander).
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Opera Agricolationum: Columella: Varronis: 
Catonisque: necnon Palladii: cum exscriptionibus & 
commentariis D. Philippi Beroaldi. - [Impressa Regii 
impensis Francisci Mazali Regien, 1499]. -  144 c. ; fol  

This collection of works from the sixteenth century was 
called Liber de re rustica. It is a combination of didactic 

prose on agriculture and rural life, written by the four great 
ancient agronomists, Cato the Elder, Varro, Columella and 
Palladius. It contains texts from Latin antiquity on agricultural 
matters and life in the countryside, such as farming and 
gardening, beekeeping, maintaining fisheries, rural economy, 
recipes and medicine. 

These texts are traditionally printed in collective editions 
and adopt a scientific and didactic tone. They were therefore 
published periodically and collectively under the aegis of 
Europe’s largest printers – first in Italy, then in France and 
Germany.

This edition is the result of comments and studies by 
Philippo Beroaldo, renowned scholar in the study of ancient 
texts.

•

(From left to right)
•  Colophon: “Opera 
agricolationum Columellae: 
Varronis. Catonisque necnon 
Palladii: cum excriptionibus. D. 
Philippi Beroaldi: commentariisque. 
Imperante diuo Hercules Este. 
MCCCCLXXXXVIIII.”
•  Close-up of pages containing 
initials decorated with plant 
motifs or characters. Numerous 
handwritten notes and underlining 
of the time on the margins.
•  Close-up of decorated initial.
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Lucretius Carus, Titus
In Carum Lucretium poetam commentarii a Ioanne 
Baptista Pio editi: codice Lucretiano diligenter 
emendato: nodis omnibus & difficultatibus apertis: obiter 
ex diversis auctoribus tum Graecis: tum Latinis multas 
leges enucleata: ... - [Paris]: Vaenundantur ab Ascensio 
& Ioanne Paruo, 1514. - [10], CLXXXIIII, [6] c. ; 2°

Lucretius followed the doctrines of the Greek philosopher 
Epicurus, who argued that the natural world was made up 

of atoms and had not been created by the gods. He explained 
his reasoning in the six books of this poem, widely known as 
De rerum natura.

His manuscript had been forgotten until it was discovered 
in Germany by the humanist Francesco Poggio Bracciolini. The 
first printed edition appeared in 1473, and the 1514 edition also 
contains an extensive commentary by the Italian humanist 
Giovan Battista Pio.

•

•  (Left) Title page in red and black, 
with fine engravings by Jehan 
Petit and full woodcut borders in 
the Renaissance style, including 
columns, trophies, youths on 
horseback and a poet in his study. 
Commentary in parallel columns 
with text, or surrounding text. 
Decorated initials.
•  (Right) Illustration of the first 
book with decorated capital letters 
and surrounding text.
•  (Next page) Illustration of the 
second book with decorated capital 
letters, surrounding text and 
parallel columns.
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Aldus Manutius

Aldus Manutius (c. 1451–1515) was one of the most  
 influential figures among the early Venetian printers. 

Publications printed by Aldus from 1502 onwards bear his 
emblem (a dolphin curled around an anchor) which represents 
speed combined with calmness and is a reference to Aldus’s 
motto – festina lente (make haste slowly). The emblem was to 
become a hallmark of high quality printing.

Following Aldus’s death in 1515, the Aldine Press was 
continued by his brothers-in-law, the Asolani. In 1533 Aldus’s 
third son, Paulus Manutius, took over the business and 
continued to maintain the firm’s production of high quality 
editions.

The IIA library rare book collection includes several 
Aldine editions, including by the founder Aldus Manutius and 
by his son Paulus.

•
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Aristotle, 384-322 BC
Habentur hoc volumine haec Theodoro Gaza interprete. 
Aristotelis de natura animalium. lib. 9. Eiusdem de 
partibus animalium. lib. 4. Eiusdem de generatione 
animalium. lib. 5. Theophrasti de historia plantarum. 
lib. 9. Et decimi principium duntaxat. Eiusdem de 
causis plantarum. lib. 6. Aristotelis problemata in duas 
de quadraginta sectiones ... Alexandri Aphrodisiensis 
problemata duobus libris non unquam ante impressa 
eodem Theodoro interprete ... – [Venetiis : Aldo Manuzio 
<1.>], 1504. – 12, [16], 273, [1] c. ; fol

Rare first Aldine edition of Theodorus Gaza’s Latin 
translation from Greek of Aristotle’s works on 

animals and Theophrastus’ works on plants. The fifteenth 
century Italian historian, Giovanni Aurispa, brought from 
Constantinople the original Greek manuscripts that were 
translated into Latin by Theodore Gaza around 1450. Gaza 
– scholar, scribe and teacher from Thessaloniki – translated 
many works of Greek science, literature and theology into 
Latin. He was renowned for the style and accuracy of his 
translations.

Aldus was particularly keen to preserve through the art of 
printing the most important examples of Greek literature that 
had survived the age of the manuscript book.

•

•  (Previous page) Dolphin and 
anchor printer’s emblem of Aldus 
Manutius. Aristoteles, Habentur… 
(Venice: Aldus Manutius, 1504). 

•  This edition additionally contains 
Latin-Greek and Greek-Latin 
glossaries of technical terms found 
in the works of Aristotle. 
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Loredano, Bernardino
Bernardini Lauredani... In M. Tullii Ciceronis orationes 
de lege agraria contra P. Servilium Rullum Tribunum 
pl. commentarius. - Impressum Venetiis : apud Paulum 
Manutium, Aldi F., 1558. - 297, [3] p. ; 4º 

•

•  This edition shows Aldine 
typographical innovations with 
various Greek, Roman and Italic 
fonts.
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Durante, Castore, 1529-1590
Herbario nuovo di Castore Durante medico, & cittadino 
romano. Con figure, che rappresentano le vive piante, 
che nascono in tutta Europa, & nell’Indie orientali, & 
occidentali. ... Con discorsi, che dimostrano i nomi, le 
spetie, la forma, il loco, il tempo, le qualità, & le virtù 
mirabili dell’herbe ... Con due tavole copiosissime, 
l’una dell’herbe, & l’altra dell’infirmità, & di tutto 
quello che nell’opera si contiene. – In Roma : appresso 
Bartholomeo Bonfandino & Tito Diani, 1585. – [24], 492 
[i.e. 480] p. : ill., 2 ritr. ; 2°

Castore Durante was an Italian botanist and poet of 
the Renaissance. He published Herbario Nuovo in 

1585, a description of medicinal plants of Europe, East and 
West Indies. Each plant is illustrated with a woodcut and 
accompanied by a description, with particular reference to the 
beneficial properties of the plant.

•
 

 

•  The first editions were illustrated 
by Leonardo Parasole da Norcia. 
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Bonelli, Giorgio, 1724-1803?
Hortus Romanus juxta systema Tournefortianum paulo 
strictius distributus a Georgio Bonelli Monregalensi 
... specierum nomina suppeditante, praestantiorum, 
quas ipse selegit, adumbrationem dirigente Liberato 
Sabbati Maevaniensi ... adiectis unicuique volumini 
rariorum plantarum tabulis 100. aere incisis. Tom. 1. 
[-8.]. -  Romae : sumptibus Bouchard et Gravier : ex 
typographia Pauli Junchi, 1772-1793. -  8 v. : ill. ; atl 

•

Giorgio Bonelli’s Hortus Romanus was one of very 
few Italian contributions to the botanical works of 

the eighteenth century. Bonelli provided only a short text 
to volume one, while the rest of the volumes are by Niccolo 
Martelli. The flowers and vegetables in the plates were painted 
by Cesare Ubertini and engraved by Maddalena Bouchard.

This is a very rare edition, as fewer than 300 copies were 
believed to have been published. Of these, only a limited 
number were hand-painted in the bold, exuberant style of 
the eighteenth century. The work is luxurious, printed on 
sumptuous, thick, handmade paper. 

•

•  Hortus Romanus juxta systems 
Tournefortianum paulo [engraved 
title page, Vol. 1].
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•  Hortus Romanus juxta systems 
Tournefortianum paulo, pictures. 
(Left) Picture 137: Iris Susiana, flore 
maximo, ex albo nigricante - Giglio 
di Faraone - L’Iris, ou Flambe – vol. 
6 : t. 62
(Up) Picture 143: Tulipa coccinea, 
alberscentibus, oris Eyst. - Tulipano 
Scarlattino - Tulipe. (Scarlet tulip) – 
vol. 6 : t. 90
 (Down) Picture 136: Lilio 
Asphodelus-pheniceus - Lilium 
rubrum - Asfodelo con il fior di 
Giglio - Lys Asphodele. (Day lily) – 
vol. 6 : t. 46
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Diderot, Denis, 1713-1784, Alembert,  
Jean Le Rond d’, 1717-1783
Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, 
des arts et des metiérs, par une société de gens de 
lettres. Mis en ordre & publié par m. Diderot ... & 
quant à la partie mathématique, par m. D’Alembert ... 
-  Troisième édition enrichie de plusieurs notes. -  À 
Livourne : dans l’Imprimerie des Éditeurs, 1770-1778. -  
17 v. + 10 v. di tav. “Recueil de planches…” : ill. ; fol

This twenty-eight volume French encyclopaedia was 
edited by Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert, with 

the aid of Quensay, Montesquieu, Voltaire, J. J. Rousseau, 
Turgot, and others. Intricately illustrated, it championed 
the scepticism and logic of the Enlightenment period and 
played a major role in the intellectual preparation for the 
French Revolution. In fact, D’Alembert’s introduction, the 
Preliminary Discourse, has often been called a manifesto 
for the French Enlightenment. More than 3 000 engraved 
illustrations accompanied the text volumes. The plates are 
equally detailed and wide-ranging in subject matter. 

•

•  (Next page) Title page from  
vol. 1 of the Encyclopédie. 
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Duhamel du Monceau, Henri Louis, 1700–1782
Traité des arbres et arbustes qui se cultivent en France 
en pleine terre. Par m. Duhamel du Monceau .... -  À 
Paris : chez H.L. Guérin & L.F. Delatour, rue Saint 
Jacques, à Saint Thomas d’Aquin, 1755. -  2 v. : ill. ; 4°

French physician, naval engineer and botanist, Duhamel 
developed and tested new methods of horticulture, 

agriculture and forestry on his father’s large estate, which he 
expanded into a modern farm. In 1757 Duhamel released the 
Descriptions des Arts et Métiers and opposed the writers of 
the Encyclopédie. Nevertheless, Diderot included Duhamel’s 
articles such as “Agriculture”. 

The Traité des arbres et arbustes contains 250 full-page 
woodcuts and 190 small engravings in the text.

  •

•  (Left) Picture 192: Engraving of 
cork oak (Quercus suber L.) – tome 
II : pl. 80.



•  Cover of the second volume of 
the Kangxi Yuzhi Gengzhi Tushi 
adorned with silk brocade.

14 Perris, G. 1921. Description of 
valuable Chinese books presented 
to the Library of the International 
Institute of Agriculture. Monthly Bulletin 
of Agricultural Intelligence and Plant 
Diseases, XII, 9. Rome, IIA.

	 hen the President of China, Xu Shichang,  
and the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lou Tseng-Tsiang, 
donated a number of classic Chinese works to the IIA Library 
on the subject of agriculture, the IIA Permanent Committee 
decided to publish a brief review in its monthly bulletin14 as a 
testament to their gratitude and the significance of the gifts. 

•

康熙御製耕織圖詩
Chinese title in transliteration: Kangxi Yuzhi Gengzhi 
Tushi - Shangce Gengtu Ershisan Ye
English title: Emperor Kangxi’s Poems for Images of 
Agriculture and Sericulture 
Authors: Qing Emperor Kangxi 清聖祖康熙;  Jiao, B.-Z. 
焦秉貞 (images)

The President of China Xu Shichang, donated Kangxi Yuzhi 
Gengzhi Tushi, a rare and exquisite volume on agriculture 

and silk culture in China published by the Emperor Kang Shi 
(1662–1722). Dating from the twelfth century, the original 
poems and pictures of agriculture and weaving enjoyed an 

W
Valuable 
chinese 

books
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•  First page of the preface by 
Emperor Kang Shi.
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enduring popularity. While the poems survived intact until 
today, the pictures had been lost until a reprint was discovered 
in Japan, in the seventeenth century, and copies with the 
original illustrations were made. The edition donated by 
the President contains engravings on wood plates, hand-
painted with remarkable delicacy and precision. The work 
consists of two large volumes, the first devoted to rice culture 
(agriculture) and the second to weaving (sericulture).

•

 

•  Second and last page of the 
preface by Emperor Kang Shi.
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•  Picture of the first part  
of the book on agriculture,  
with the corresponding verses. 
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•  Picture of the second part  
of the book on weaving,  
with the corresponding verses. 
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•  Close-up of the intricate  
and rich covering case adorned with 
silk that encloses all albums with  
a tree-like design.
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After visiting the IIA in 1919, the formerly Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Lou Tseng-Tsiang expressed his wish 

to complement the gift of the President of China by donating 
a number of classical works on agriculture. These included: 
Nongzheng Quanshu, Qinding Shoushi Tongkao, and Zhiwu 
Mingshi Tukao. These editions add value to an already existing 
collection that was donated to the library in 1909 by the 
Chinese Government.

 
 

農政全書 
Chinese title in transliteration:  Nongzheng Quanshu 
English title: [Complete Treatise on Agriculture]
Author: Xu, G.Q. (明)徐光啟
Publication place: Shanghai 
Publisher: Shangdong Shuju 山東書局
Year: [1874]

Nongzheng Quanshu is a classic sixty-volume treatise on 
agriculture, written for the Ming Dynasty. Its author, 

Hsu Kuang-chi (1562–1633), died before completing the work. 
The first edition appeared in 1639 and was widely circulated 
throughout China, with numerous subsequent editions 
printed. It is considered an encyclopaedia of agricultural 
sciences, along with its wider scope as a form of study on 
political science.

The Library has two editions, dated 1843 and 1874.

•
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•  Books 12 to 20: for the first time 
European hydraulic science is 
referred to in a Chinese book. 
•  Book 33 and 34: drawings of the 
plant used in silkworm breeding/
spinning and silk weaving.
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欽定授時通考 
Chinese title in transliteration: Qinding Shoushi 
Tongkao 
English title: [Complete Compendium of Works and 
Days – with Imperial Approval] 
Author: E’ertai et al. (清)鄂爾泰等
Year: [s.d.]

Produced by the Qing Dynasty (1644–1912), Qinding 
Shoushi Tongkao was written on the orders of Emperor 

Chien-lung in 1737. The Emperor wished to provide a boost to 
the Empire’s agricultural sector and demonstrate to his people 
that this was a matter of utmost importance to the highest 
authority in the country. The work was published in 1742 
with a preface from the Emperor, and contains 78 books. It is 
generously illustrated and contains a large number of original 
engravings.

The Library has two editions, one undated but likely 
belonging to the latter half of the 1800s, and one copy  
dated 1826.

•

•  Books 31-41: field labour and 
harvesting with illustrations.
•  Books 52-53: drawings of 
agriculture and weaving.
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植物名實圖考 
Chinese title in transliteration: Zhiwu Mingshi 
Tukao 
English title: [Illustrated Account of Plants]
Author: Wu, Q.J. (清)吳其濬
Publication place: Taiyuan 
Publisher: Qiushan Xiguan Shuju 秋山西館書局
Year: [1919] 

Zhiwu Mingshi Tukao was written by the botanist 
Wu Chi-chun, from the province of Honan. It is a 

classification of all plants with detailed descriptions and 
realistic pictures. The FAO Library has an edition printed in 
1866 and a second edition dated 1919. It is a treatise of  
38 volumes with an appendix of 22 volumes.

  •

•  Illustration of  
Zhiwu Mingshi Tukao.



•
111•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
4.

 T
he

 T
re

a
su

re
s 

of
 t

he
 F

A
O

 L
ib

ra
ry

•  Arturo Marescalchi in his studio.

15 IIA. Comité permanent.  
Procès-verbaux 1941. Rome, IIA.

	 rturo Marescalchi (1869–1955) donated his 
extensive collection of books to the IIA library in 1941.15

Marescalchi pursued a political career that would lead 
him to the Italian Ministry of Agriculture as Undersecretary 
of State, before being appointed Senator in 1934. A renowned 
oenologist, in 1891 he founded the Italian Association of Wine 
in Conegliano.

He was a prolific author as well as publisher of  
the Manuali Marescalchi and editor of Enotria, an Italian 
journal of wine.

His vast knowledge and expertise on wine made him one 
of the most renowned Italian researchers on the matter.

The collection donated to the library comprises books, 
pamphlets, bulletins and journals on the various aspects of 
viniculture. The works are mostly written by Italian authors, 
with some by French and German writers as well. They include 
pieces beautifully edited by Ulrico Hoepli (1847–1935); 177 
manuals on agricultural trade unions from La Bibliothèque 

A
Arturo 

Marescalchi
Vermorel (1848–1927), written by various specialists about 
diverse areas of rural engineering, economy and legislation; 
several editions of the Annuario vinicolo (1921–1942) with 
advertisements from the era; 148 volumes (1921–1931) from 
the Biblioteca Agraria Ottavi founded by the Ottavi family; 
107 volumes of the Manuali Marescalchi (1914–1938); several  
issues of the Italian journal on wine, Enotria, from 1928 to 
1942; and a number of works by Marescalchi himself.



•
112•

65
 y

ea
rs

 o
f Th

e 
FA

O
 L

ib
ra

ry
4.

 T
he

 T
re

a
su

re
s 

of
 t

he
 F

A
O

 L
ib

ra
ry

❧   Two works beautifully edited by Ulrico Hoepli. 

Johann Ulrich (Ulrico) Hoepli (Tuttwil, 1847– Milano, 1935) 
was born in Switzerland but moved to Milan in 1870. During 
his lifetime, he printed 2 000 Manuali Hoepli and specialized  
in technical and scientific publications. His editorial work  
is well known for its quality and beautiful designs.

 

❧   The Library has 177 manuals of agricultural trade unions 
from La Bibliothèque Vermorel (1848–1927) written by various 
specialists about diverse aspects of rural engineering, economy 
and legislation. 

Selection of 
works from the 

Marescalchi 
collection

•  Strucchi, Arnaldo
I migliori vini d’Italia / Arnaldo 
Strucchi. - Milano : Hoepli, 1908. - 
XIX, 258, 64 p., [45] c. di tav. : ill. ; 
16 cm. - (Manuali Hoepli).

•  Vermorel, Victor, 1848-1927
Le greffage de la vigne / par V. 
Vermorel. - Paris ; Villefranche 
: Librairie Agricole de la Maison 
Rustique : Librairie du Progrès 
Agricole et Viticole, [19..]. - 62 
p., [2] c. di tav. : ill. ; 22 cm. - 
(Bibliothèque Vermorel ; 93).

•  Tamaro, Domenico, 1859-1939
Viticoltura industriale: manuale 
pratico ad uso dei viticoltori 
italiani / D. Tamaro. - 9. ed. 
rinnovata del manuale Viticoltura 
di O. Ottavi - A. Strucchi. - Milano 
: Hoepli, 1930. - XV, 387 p. : ill. ; 16 
cm. - (Manuali Hoepli).

•  Vermorel, Victor, 1848-1927
Reconstitution du vignoble / par 
V. Vermorel. - Paris ; Villefranche 
: Librairie Agricole de la Maison 
Rustique : Librairie du Progrès 
Agricole et Viticole, [19..]. - 62 
p., [2] c. di tav. : ill. ; 22 cm. - 
(Bibliothèque Vermorel ; 96).
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•  Marescalchi, Arturo, 1869-1955
Annuario vinicolo d’Italia / 
fondato da Arturo Marescalchi ; 
Unione Italiana Vini (Milano). –  
12. edizione, 1931-32. - Milano :  
Tip. E. Gualdoni, 1931. – LXVJ, 594 
p. ; 17 cm.

•  Advertisement p. 90,  
Annuario vinicolo d’Italia, 1931.
•  Advertisement p. 108,  
Annuario vinicolo d’Italia, 1922.

❧   Several editions of the Annuario vinicolo (1921–1942) with 
advertisements from the era, from the Unione Italiana Vini 
based in Milan.
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❧   The library has 148 volumes from the Biblioteca Agraria 
Ottavi founded by Edoardo Ottavi (1860-1917). The Manuali 
Marescalchi showcase how prolific an author he was.

•  Trentin, Guido
La vite a “raggio” / G. Trentin. 
- 2. ed. - Casale Monferrato : Tip. 
Cassone, 1920. - VII, 297 p., [1] c. 
di tav. : ill. ; 19 cm. - (Biblioteca 
agraria Ottavi ; 58).

•  Marchesi, Francesco   
Le cantine sociali / Francesco 
Marchesi. - Casale Monferrato : F.lli 
Marescalchi, 1925. - VI, 84 p. ; 19 
cm. - (Manuali Marescalchi ; 72)

•  Poggi, Tito, 1857-1944
La coltivazione del vigneto in 
pianura / Tito Poggi. - 3. ed. - 
Casale Monferrato : Tip. Cassone, 
1908. - VII, 297 p., [1] c. di tav. : ill. ; 
19 cm. - (Biblioteca agraria  
Ottavi ; 8).

•  Vitetta, Gaspare 
La ricostituzione dei vigneti in 
pratica / Gaspare Vitetta. - Casale 
Monferrato : F.lli Marescalchi, 1913. 
- XI, 166 p. : ill. ; 20 cm. - (Manuali 
Marescalchi ; 12)
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•  Marescalchi, Arturo, 1869-1955. 
Per lo sviluppo della industria 
enologica italiana / Arturo 
Marescalchi. - Bologna : Zanichelli, 
stampa 1919. - 98 p. ; 19 cm. - 
(L’Italia Nuova. Ser. B ; 4).

•  Zulauf, Hermann
Das Rebspalier : Anleitung zur 
Anpflanzung und Pflege der Rebe 
am Haus und im Garten / von 
Hermann Zulauf. 5. vollständing 
neubearbeitete Aufl. - Aarau : Wirz, 
c1977. - 114 p. : ill. ; 17 cm.
•  Goethe, Rudolph, 1843-1911
Die Obst- und Traubenzucht an 
Mauern, Häuserwänden und im 
Garten : für Unterricht und Praxis 
/ bearbeitet von Rudolph Goethe. - 
Berlin : P. Parey, 1900. – VII, 215 p. : 
ill. ; 25 cm
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•  Enotria : rivista letteraria 
delle attività vitivinicole italiane / 
fondatore Arturo Marescalchi.   
– Milano : Unione Italiana Vini, 
1928-1932 ; 34 cm.

(Previous page)
•  Song in honor of Marescalchi, 
published in Enotria, A.XXX, n.10 
(October 1931).

Enotria (1928–1932) was an Italian wine magazine  
edited by Marescalchi.

  •
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•  Italo Giglioli.
•  Close-up of the files containing 
pamphlets and brochures from the 
Giglioli collection.

•  (Previous page) Giglioli collection 
preserved in the FAO Library.

	talo Giglioli (1852–1920), was professor of agricultural 
chemistry at the University of Pisa and was Head of Agriculture 
at the International Institute of Agriculture (IIA) in Rome. 
In the latter role he was in charge of a range of agricultural 
issues, from wheat cultivation to camphor production, and 
agrochemistry.

In 1925, his unparalleled private collection of publications 
and reference books was donated to the library. Comprising 
approximatively 10 000 volumes and brochures on agriculture 
and related topics, most published prior to 1905, the 
collection also includes a catalogue of 60 000 cards with full 
bibliographic references.

  •

I
Italo

Giglioli
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•  Card Catalogue of the  
Giglioli collection.
•  Handwritten catalogue inventory 
by Giglioli.  
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Over the last century most UN libraries have become 
leading knowledge centers in their respective working areas, 
from the UN Dag Hammarskjöld Library in New York to the 
FAO Library in Rome. They have built collections of millions of 
printed publications which with the arrival of the World Wide 
Web have started to include always more digital publications. 
For example the FAO Library digitalized in recent years the 
entire State of Food and Agriculture series, making this 
important FAO resource accessible from any location in the 
world. 

The Digital Age has enlarged the possibilities of libraries 
in terms of knowledge gathering and accessing in an 
unprecedented way. It has also raised a lot of questions within 
the library community about the sustainability of libraries in 
their traditional form, especially: Will libraries be substituted 
by the World Wide Web – according to many the ultimate 
global library, in which all past, present and future knowledge 
will be preserved?

Most likely libraries will evolve more and more into 
online libraries, but they will also increasingly become the 
places where quality information is extracted or – to use an 
agricultural metaphor – where the wheat is separated from 
the chaff. Most likely the FAO Library will continue to have the 
task of preserving its extraordinary patrimony of agricultural 
knowledge and making it accessible to its users, both in paper 
as in digital format.

  •

 
1 Rockmore, D. The case for  

banning laptops in the classroom.  
The New Yorker, June 6, 2014.

2 Gray, R. The world's knowledge  
is buried in a salt mine. BBC future,  
18 October 2016.

3 Idem.

Digitalizing
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1 FAO Archives. GIL. M17C4 Jan99-
Dec2000: the Functional requirements 
of the new DLML: The FAO library of the 
future.

 ROM THE END OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, the renovation of 
the FAO Library was a high priority for the Organization. The 
most important reason was to create a Library suitable for the 
third millennium.

In 1998, FAO Library staff visited the newly constructed 
British Library in London. The goal of the visit was to view 
the new structure as it could serve as a benchmark for a good 
modern library layout and design and could provide some 
background with which to approach the renovation issues of 
the David Lubin Memorial Library. 

A Project Team for Library Restructuring was set up 
meeting on a weekly basis to review development progress 
and to plan course of action. In 2000, the team issued the 
Functional requirements of the new David Lubin Memorial 
Library: The FAO Library of the future report.1

The italian government decided to support the 
project. The renovation of the FAO library was carried 
out by “Architetti Associati” under the guidance of Piero 
Sartogo and Nathalie Grenon. Architetti Associati had already 
completed many famous buildings from the Italian Embassy in 
Washington, the Bulgari showroom in New York’s 5th Avenue, 
to the Chiesa del Santo Volto di Gesù (Church of the Holy Face 
of Jesus) in Rome. 

In 2001 the design for the Library was approved and 
in 2003 the works started. FAO Library staff moved to a 
temporary structure for two years to ensure that the library 
services could remain open. The book collection was moved 
outside of the Organization and could not be consulted for a 
couple of years. Only frequently consulted material was moved 
to an accessible reading area. 

Renovating 
the Library
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The new structure contained a lot of glass, glass walls, 
glass floors and a glass cupola, to allow in as much light as 
possible into a space that due to its position on the ground 
floor was naturally dark. Its most striking architectural 
element consisted of a study platform with a dome-like glass 
roof. In library architecture the dome often over-arches the 
reading room, mainly as an inspiring reference to the origins of 
the library building: the first libraries were housed in temples 
and palaces. The dome represents the heavens, but also honor 
and prestige, the circle perfection.2

The new structure provided engaging and dynamic 
spaces for FAO staff to meet, discuss and undertake training. It 
offered a computer room or e-learning lab for training sessions 
and two large rooms for meetings called the Facility and the 
Culture Change rooms, with flexible furniture to accommodate 
teaching interactions. In 2012, with the inauguration of the 
international media and knowledge centre, donated by the 
United Arab Emirates, an e-learning facility was built in the 
Library. 

A reading room with five spacious tables and closing 
doors provided the users with a quiet space for research study. 
It also contained part of the reference collection that included 

dictionaries, encyclopaedias, bibliographies, directories, 
indexes, statistical yearbooks and related materials. A 
reference room was located next to the reading room with 
the remaining reference collection, a reference desk where a 
librarian assisted users with their inquiries and 12 computers 
for their use. 

The new look of the Library also proved to be to be an 
excellent setting for special events. 

  •

2 Wiegand, W.A. & Davis, D. G. Jr., 
eds. 1994. Encyclopedia of Library 
History, New York, London, Routledge, 
p. 348-356.

•	 The design for the David Lubin 
Memorial Library realized by 
Architetti Associati under the 
guidance of Piero Sartogo.

• (Facing page) The Italian 
Government decided to support the 
project of the library renovation. 
In 2005, the newly renovated FAO 
Library was opened.
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•	 22 November 2016, Rome, Italy - 
For the International Year of Pulses 
(IYP) the library selected the most 
striking book covers on pulses 
and legumes from the 1910s to the 
present. 

(First line, from left to right)
•	 11 October 2012, Rome, Italy 
– FAO/AgMIP meeting, Global 
Annual Workshop, The Agricultural 
Model Inter-comparison and 
Improvement Project, Library, 
Culture Change Room, FAO 
headquarters. 

•	 17 October 2008 – Certified 
CountrySTAT Administrator 
Training in the Learning Lab, FAO 
Library, FAO headquarters.
•	 04 June 2009, FAO headquarters, 
Rome – Results-based management 
workshop held in the “Facility” 
room of the FAO Library.

(Second line, from left to right)
•	 15 October 2010, Rome – 
American actress and newly 
nominated FAO Goodwill 
Ambassador Susan Sarandon – 
being interviewed on the occasion 
of the World Food Day Ceremony in 
the FAO Library.

•	 17 June 2013, Rome, Italy – 
Inauguration of Slovak Glass Art 
Exhibition, FAO Conference, 38th 
Session. FAO Library.
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arly on FAO understood the crucial role that the library 
could play within the framework of the Organization. As such, 
there was a firm commitment to facilitating access for FAO 
staff in the field to ensure that they would have the appropriate 
information resources available to them for regional projects. 
Already at the 7th session of the FAO Conference in 1953, it was 
recommended that “library facilities should be drawn upon 
by Regional Offices to increase their ability to assist the work 
being carried out in the regions”3. At the following session in 
1955, the Conference noted with satisfaction the increase in 
library services in the field4 and considered it important to 
continue extending these at the regional level.5 In fact, this 
particular topic would be discussed at every FAO Conference 
from 1953 into the 1960s.6 

Reaching out 
to the field

E During the decentralization programme in 1977, the FAO 
Representations – serving almost 90 developing countries 
– were urged to establish reference libraries in their offices. 
The aim was to provide support to staff and disseminate the 
Organization’s work through their services and collections.7 
The first guidelines for organizing these collections and 
services were developed in 1980. 

In recent years, new digital platforms for libraries have 
emerged, becoming significant vehicles for global information 
dissemination. The FAO Library has therefore been focusing on 
managing a more comprehensive approach to digital library 
resources in order to support the field offices in the most 
effective and seamless way. 

3 FAO. 1953. Report of the 
Conference of FAO, seventh session, 
Rome, 23 November – 11 December 
1953, par. 207.

4 FAO. 1955. Report of the 
Conference of FAO, eighth session, 
Rome, 1-25 November 1955, par. 289.

5 FAO. 1955. Report of the 
Conference of FAO, eighth session, 

Rome, 1-25 November 1955, par. 293.
6 At the 9th Conference the issue 

was raised of extending library services 
not only to FAO technical staff, but 
also to Member Governments, their 
institutions and staff engaged in FAO’s 
fields of work. The Director-General 
requested a more active exploration on 
how to achieve this.  At 10th session 

the Conference was gratified to learn 
that the FAO library services had been 
scaled up and reaffirmed its aim at 
serving not only Headquarters but the 
regional offices and field staff. In 1961 
the Conference recognized the need to 
have FAO library services in countries 
without well-developed library systems 
of their own and suggested these could 

be best provided through corresponding 
libraries in each Member Country.  At its 
12th session in 1963, the Conference 
stressed the need to make more 
extensive use of the vast amount of 
technical information collected by FAO 
and make it widely available to Member 
Countries and technicians, if possible by 
establishing documentation centres.  In 

1965, the Conference recommended a 
generous policy of granting Depository 
Library status in Member Countries and 
re-examining the question of granting 
libraries to Regional Offices.

7 David Lubin Memorial Library. 1986. 
FAO representation libraries. Guidelines 
for their organization and management, 
Rome, FAO.
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Entrance of the FAO Library  
in Bangkok, Thailand. 

Barbados FAO library.

FAO library in Ecuador.

FAO library in San Salvador,  
El Salvador.

FAO library 
in Honduras.

FAO library in Bolivia.

FAO library in Harare, Zimbawe.FAO library in Libreville, Gabon.

Central African Republic – FAO 
project to fund the Centre national de 
documentation agricole.

The library of FAO’s Regional Office for 
Asia and the Pacific (RAP) in Bangkok.

FAO library in Bujumbura, Burundi.

•	 This map shows the wide range of libraries in the 
decentralized offices from 1952 to date. In the 80s an 
average of 35 libraries were operative. In recent years, 
the FAO Library has been focusing on managing a more 
comprehensive approach to digital library resources in 
order to support the field offices in the most effective 
and seamless way. 

Libraries in the field 1952–2016

Operative libraries in the field

FAO Libraries in the field 1952-2017
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 n September 2015, the FAO Archives, which were established 
in 1957, were merged with the FAO David Lubin Memorial 
Library. The Archives comprise inactive records of the 
Organization’s Secretariat (i.e. its headquarters, regional and 
country offices) which have been selected and preserved for 
their historical or continuing administrative value. The records 
document the growth of FAO and its administrative history, 
policies, major programmes and working methods.

The Organization’s acts, proceedings and agreements 
of significant legal, administrative or financial value are 
also preserved in the archives as are the records of several 
predecessor bodies of FAO such as the International Institute of 
Agriculture (IIA), and the Centre International de Sylviculture, 
CIS). Furthermore, the FAO Archives serve as the depository 

Merging  
the Archives 

with  
the Library

I for the historical records of the joint UN/FAO World Food 
Programme.  In 2016 alone, the equivalent of 79,4 metres of 
new archival material was accessioned.

Throughout its existence, the archives have been serving 
thousands of staff members and external researchers of 
Member Countries. In 2016, 800 historical records were 
consulted by external researchers and approximately 300 were 
consulted by FAO staff.

•	 Shelves containing 2 500 linear 
metres of hard copy records (paper) 
and more than 2 500 microfilm reels 
on 16-mm size.
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The UN 
Sustainable 

Development 
Goals and 

libraries

On 25 September 2015, Heads of State and 
Government and High Representatives decided on new 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) while meeting at the 
United Nations headquarters in New York:

“On behalf of the peoples we serve, we have adopted a 
historic decision on a comprehensive, far-reaching and 
people-centred set of universal and transformative Goals 
and targets. We commit ourselves to working tirelessly for 
the full implementation of this Agenda by 2030.”8

This universal agenda consists of 17 SDGs and 169 
targets. The SDG that most refers to the library community 
is SDG 16.10: Ensure public access to information and 
protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national 
legislation. Although other SDGs are of interest to the library 
sector, including quality education (SDG 4), gender equality 
(SDG 5), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), 
sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), and partnerships 
for the goals (SDG 17), the FAO Library is naturally involved in 
the zero hunger (SDG 2) goals and targets.

By focusing on its acquisition programme, the library is 
enhancing the collection with the newest literature issued on 
the SDGs. In-depth literature searches retrieved from the most 
comprehensive online databases are performed on a daily basis 
to support FAO staff in achieving the targets. In addition, all 
publications in the FAO Library catalogue are indexed with the 
AGROVOC thesaurus – a multilingual controlled vocabulary 
covering all the areas of interest of FAO – by mapping its 
concepts to the various SDGs in order to extract SDG-specific 
bibliographies. 

8 UN. 2015. Transforming our world: 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. In: UN Sustainable 
Development Knowledge Platform 
[online]. [Cited 9 October 2017]. https://
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
post2015/transformingourworld
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ince 2010, the Library has become fully immersed 
in the Digital Age, exploring and implementing new 
technologies and computerizing services.

In 2014, the Library implemented a new open source 
Integrated Library System (ILS) named KOHA. It reinforced 
the metadata input of all FAO and non-FAO publications 
and its delivery to external providers to disseminate FAO 
publications with the highest quality metadata. 

Apart from investing in a modern library system, the 
acquisition team also started to shift its focus towards e-books 
instead of printed books. Agreements with publishers have 
increased the access to thousands of ebooks for FAO staff. 

In addition, the Library has started to work closely with 
aggregators, platforms and publishers to find ways to bundle 
content and delivery. Several agreements were reached with 
providers to disseminate FAO publications through their 
platforms and databases, increasing FAO input exposure and 
discoverability worldwide. 

Providing 
access to 

digital 
content

S
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•	 The official Document repository 
of FAO provides free access to all its 
publications in a digital format. 

Accessing digital FAO publications 

FAO is committed to broad and open access to all its 
publications. They are made freely available in a digital 

format through FAO’s official online repository. The repository 
provides direct access to all corporate FAO publications, 
official reports, conference meetings and infographic 
documents.

In terms of digitalizing, the Library has made huge efforts 
and progress in digitalizing FAO publications. For example, all 
FAO Conference, Council and Regional Conference reports are 
available online, as are also many Committee reports, such as 
those of the Committee on Commodity Problems. 

Many important FAO series have already been digitalized, 
such as the State of Food and Agriculture and the Yearbook of 
Forest products, and many more are to follow. The goal is to 
have all FAO publications available in a digital format in the 
FAO repository, accessible from any location in the world.



9 In 1820 Friedrich Ebert, Chief 
Librarian of the Dresden Royal library, 
wrote The Education of the Librarian. In 
this treatise he suggested the motto: aliis 
inserviendo consumer (consumed in the 
service of others) - the librarian must put 
himself entirely at the service of others.

•	 A primary school visiting the 
Library, looking at FAO publications 
published for children. 2016.
•	 21 March 2017, Rome, Italy 
(from left to right) José Graziano Da 
Silva, Director-General, Veronqiue 
Montes Baffier, OIC FAO Library and 
Konousi Konrote, President of Fiji, 
in front of the portrait of  
David Lubin.

Serving the agricultural community

The primary goal of the FAO Library is to sustain 
research in all fields of work of FAO, providing access to a 

wide range of core information resources, serving FAO staff in 
headquarters and the field offices, as well as stakeholders and 
member countries.

The FAO Library today is as relevant as ever, receiving 
every year thousands of visitors and information queries, from 
FAO staff to researchers, from elementary schools to head of 
states. On 10 June 2017 the FAO Library celebrated its 65th 
anniversary. Its motto has invariably be the guiding principle 
of librarians and libraries around the world: aliis inserviendo 
consumer.9
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pon entering FAO headquarters, most visitors are 
unaware that they are literally walking on top of one and a 
half million publications on agriculture and all its infinite 
related fields. They are stored one floor below in the basement 
of the entrance building, a wealth of knowledge, there to be 
consulted, to help shed light on or put into perspective, the 
issues FAO is working on today. 

The end
  •

U
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