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Introduction 

The life of Frank Plumpton Ramsey (1903-1930) 

is one of the most amazing stories in modern 

science. It seems that everything related to him 

was of great and lasting importance, particularly 

in his scientific life. The deeper one immerses 

oneself in his work, the greater the sense of his 

“sheer excess of powers” – to quote from the 

title of Cheryl Misak’s recent biography of FPR. 

This sense of his superabundant capabilities is not 

just one that is felt retrospectively but was 

reported by many contemporaries of FPR such as 

the economist J.M. Keynes and the philosophers 

G.E. Moore and R. Braithwaite. 

How did this feeling about FPR come about? 

Ramsey’s brilliance was perceived early on by his 

family (FPR’s father, Arthur, was a mathematician, 

and his mother, Agnes, a social activist) and his 

achievements at Winchester and at Cambridge as 

an undergraduate earned him early recognition, 

too. But FPR was not just a wunderkind: he had 

more up his sleeve. His capabilities would go on 

to make him stand out even in the highly 

intellectual milieu of 1920s Cambridge. As an 
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undergraduate he was at ease communicating 

with older and more established academics; 

indeed, he actively contributed to the 

development of their ideas – for example, in his 

discussions with Keynes arising from reading the 

latter’s Treatise on Probability, published in 1921. 

(Ramsey wrote a review of the book, which 

appeared in The Cambridge Magazine in 1922; and 

later commented on Keynes’ theory in his 1926 

paper ‘Truth and Probability.’) In a mere seven 

years of activity, FPR made fundamental 

contributions to the three very different 

disciplines of economics, philosophy, and 

mathematics. But more is true; in these he did not 

just make contributions but created seminal work 

of lasting value. That FPR was able to write 

simultaneously on such diverse fields – analytic 

philosophy, theoretical economics, the 

foundations of logic, and combinatorial 

mathematics – in such a deep and penetrating way 

appears to be a unique phenomenon in modern 

history. 

In each discipline, FPR seemed to have been 

attracted by very new developments reflecting 

aspects of modern life: pragmatism in philosophy, 
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probabilistic thinking, problems of truth and 

decision-making, and mathematical models in 

economics. In all these areas, he had few 

predecessors (in England or abroad) and his 

contributions are deeply original, difficult, and 

enduring. This we wanted to stress and to 

modestly illustrate in this exhibition. 

But we would like to add another comment. 

Great science is the result of many factors 

difficult to isolate and formulate. But one of them 

is surely that of individual choice and the 

instinctive selection of a hard but fecund topic. It 

is our belief (and a point often raised by P. Erdős) 

that a particular, seemingly very concrete 

problem may lead to a wealth of new questions 

and indeed to a rich new theory of its own. But 

to isolate such a problem and to consider it in 

depth resides in the qualities and genius of the 

individual. FPR was attracted by the probabilistic 

reasoning of Keynes, which led him to subjective 

probability; equally, he was profoundly influenced 

by the understanding of truth in the work of 

Wittgenstein. FPR developed these ideas in 

several papers (by which he became a 

representative of the Cambridge school of 
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pragmatism), which remain points of reference to 

this day. He used his incisive mathematical 

technique (which lay behind his early recognition 

and intellectual “fame”) to devise models for the 

macroeconomic problems of sustainable wealth 

and taxation. And in the timely crisis in the 

foundations of mathematics he was attracted 

early by Hilbert’s Entscheidungsproblem, the 

tackling of which he probably viewed as a way out 

of the crisis. By trying to solve this hard (and far-

reaching) problem, he devised what is now 

known as Ramsey’s Theorem, a key result of 

modern combinatorics, logic, model theory, 

graph theory, discrete geometry, … to name just 

a few. Ramsey seems to be everywhere in 

modern mathematics. Thus indeed did it come to 

pass that Hilbert’s difficult problem led to far-

reaching theories: its partial (and in a way 

optimal) positive solution gave birth to Ramsey 

theory in its manifold forms, and the negative 

general solution due to Gödel, Turing and 

Church was the cradle of modern theoretical 

computer science. 
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Exhibition guide 

We are glad to have had the opportunity to 

present an exhibition on the life and work of 

Frank Plumpton Ramsey, centred around 

photographs from the private collection of his 

grandson, Stephen Burch, and by his wife, Lettice 

Ramsey, from the collection of Peter Lofts. As 

well as the intrinsic interest of these photographs, 

our exhibition has several motivations. The main 

(and most obvious) one stems from the fact that 

FPR’s work has been a constant and important 

impetus for mathematical work at the Faculty of 

Mathematics and Physics for many years, and, 

naturally curious about the man, we wanted to 

try to bring out the personality of FPR in more 

detail and complexity.   

Another motivation is that FPR by his versatility 

and reported brilliance has been recently 

popularized in several books and articles. Called 

“the man who thought too fast” in a lengthy New 

Yorker piece, he is the subject of biographies by 

his sister Margaret Paul and, more recently, 

Canadian philosopher Cheryl Misak (covers of 

which are displayed in the title panel).  
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The deep impact of his thinking across the 

disciplines of mathematics, logic, philosophy and 

economics is evidenced by the various collections 

of his work that have been published over what 

is nearly a century since his untimely death, along 

with numerous articles by distinguished scientists 

developing particular strands of his work.  

FPR came from a strong and distinguished family. 

His father Arthur was Fellow and lecturer in 

mathematics at Magdalene College, Cambridge, 

author of several mathematics and physics 

textbooks, and a pillar of college administration, 

finishing with a twenty-two-year run as vice-

Master. FPR’s mother Agnes, who studied 

modern history at Oxford, was socially active, 

agitating for progressive causes including 

women's rights, social welfare, and the 

furtherance of education. Her four children, of 

whom FPR was the eldest, were brought up to 

regard the Tories as “the stupid party.”  FPR’s 

brother Michael went into the clergy, in 1961 

becoming the Archbishop of Canterbury (the 

highest position in the Anglican Church). FPR was 

the intellectual star of this family, and he was 

actively supported by his parents during his 
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studies at Winchester and Cambridge University. 

The family home “Howfield” was one to which he 

was deeply attached. But FPR’s life was to be 

unfortunately cut short: all he was given was 26 

years!  Soon after graduating, he married and 

became the father of two daughters. 

Photographic glimpses into his unhappily short 

happy life are seen in the panel A brief life. 

FPR was a prodigy, communicating easily with 

much older and experienced people. His 

intellectual knowledge and activity were simply 

amazing from an early age. When he was just 18 

he translated the key book of modern philosophy, 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-

philosophicus. How is such a thing possible? FPR 

was from the very start surrounded by 

intellectuals. Some of them, like Ogden, he was 

introduced to by his father; some of them, like 

Keynes, were drawn to him by his brilliance and 

quick thinking. The milieu of Cambridge was in 

this way a key factor and this we have tried to 

convey in the panels Cambridge I and 

Cambridge II. Cambridge clubs and societies, 

especially the Apostles and Heretics, helped 

propel FPR higher still into the intellectual 
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stratosphere. The secret (and secretive) Apostles 

was an elite club of undergraduates (numbering 

twelve when founded in 1820) which influenced 

FPR profoundly. He was elected in his first year as 

an undergraduate, and unfailingly attended its 

weekly meetings, reading several papers “from 

the hearth rug” and contributing vigorously to its 

discussions with the likes of Keynes, Russell, 

Moore, and Hardy. (After graduating, Apostles 

would become “Angels” and continue to be 

occasional visitors at meetings.)    

Numerous Apostles were associated with the 

Bloomsbury Group, the loose-knit community of 

artists and intellectuals flourishing from 1905 to 

1939 that grew out of meetings in the London 

district of Bloomsbury at the residence of 

Vanessa Bell, her brothers Thoby and Adrian 

Stephen, and her sister Virginia Woolf. As well as 

Keynes, Leonard Woolf, E. M. Forster, Lytton and 

James Strachey, and Roger Fry were all Apostles 

in their day and visiting Angels in FPR’s time. The 

kinship between Bloomsbury and the Apostles 

was close:  

Like the Apostles, Bloomsbury had no common ideas 

about art, literature, or politics. Like the Apostles, 
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Bloomsbury was united by friendship. Like the 

Apostles, nothing mattered to Bloomsbury so long as 

one was honest. Like the Apostles, Bloomsbury was 

engaged in a moral adventure. Like the Apostles, 

Bloomsbury saw through the humbug of family. Like 

the Apostles, Bloomsbury was marked by candid 

discussion in which high seriousness, gossip, gaiety, and 

argument were all mixed together. (W. C. Lubenow)  

This intellectually very rich (one would like to say 

“super-rich”) environment was a formative 

influence on FPR in both his social life and work. 

The fact that FPR from a very early age was 

already an intellectual peer of the likes of 

Wittgenstein and Keynes, and publishing deep 

results in philosophy, economics and 

mathematics is simply unique in history. In a mere 

seven years of scientific life, he contributed 

significantly to these three very different 

disciplines – rather, it is fair to say, he contributed 

essentially. Through this exhibition we hope to 

convey something of the remarkable 

phenomenon that was Frank Plumpton Ramsey.  

The four panels Mathematics I, II , III and IV 

may seem to be laying too much stress on the 

mathematical facet of FPR’s work. However, this 
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facet seems sometimes to be slighted (when 

compared to his other work) or even 

overlooked, and thus we wanted to give a partial 

corrective. FPR clearly had a supreme mastery of 

mathematical technique. His two papers on 

economics clearly demonstrate this: his 

knowledge of calculus and overall mathematical 

level is simply excellent. FPR wrote just a single 

mathematical paper per se. This is the paper ‘On 

a Problem of Formal Logic,’ published 

posthumously in 1930 but read by FPR to the 

London Mathematical Society in 1928 (in the 

presence of Hardy, among others). The topic of 

the paper (of which we possess a rare original 

offprint, extracts of which are displayed in the 

panel Mathematics I) is important. It deals with 

the Entscheidungsproblem, which, while 

formulated as late as 1928 by Hilbert in his book 

with Ackermann, had clearly been circulating 

much earlier as there are published papers long 

predating this book related to the problem. Put 

simply, the problem asks whether there exists ‘a 

procedure that allows us to decide, by means of 

finitely many operations, whether a given logical 

expression is universally valid or, alternatively, 
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satisfiable.’ In the 1920s the 

Entscheidungsproblem (helped no doubt by 

Hilbert’s authority) was regarded as the central 

problem not only in mathematical logic but in the 

whole of mathematics: it has been variously called 

the “philosophers stone”, the “real heart of 

mathematics”, and the “problem of solving all 

problems.” Generally, in FPR’s day one can say 

that the problem was believed to have a positive 

solution (particularly as there was at the time no 

formalization of a “procedure”). Hilbert himself 

repeatedly expressed this view (canonized by his 

well-known words: ‘We must know. We will 

know.’)  FPR responded quickly: extending earlier 

work by Bernays and Schönfinkel, he proved that 

the validity of any formula with universal 

quantifiers stacked before all existential 

quantifiers can be decided by a particular 

procedure. In this he in fact reached the boundary 

as some thirty-five years later Trachtenbrot 

showed that for formulas with more alternations 

of quantifiers the Entscheidungsproblem is 

already undecidable.  

The great work of Kurt Gödel, followed by that 

of Alan Turing and Alonzo Church, provided a 
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negative solution to the Entscheidungsproblem. 

Sometimes it has been said that modern 

computer science arose from the thrashes of the 

Hilbert problem. Well, this may be true, but the 

Entscheidungsproblem was a hard problem which 

motivated the leading figures in mathematics; in 

trying to solve it one had to devise results of great 

value. FPR while tackling this problem isolated a 

basic combinatorial principle now universally 

called Ramsey’s theorem: For every colouring of 

the p-subsets of an infinite set by finitely many 

colours there exists an infinite subset with all its 

p-subsets having the same colour. (A p-set is just 

a set with p elements; the theorem is nontrivial 

even for p = 2). Thus FPR, in devising his solution 

to a difficult problem (the Entscheidungsproblem 

for an important class of formulas), isolated a very 

important result about homogeneous 

subconfigurations in any colouring of a very large 

system – this is the essence of Ramsey’s theorem.  

The importance of Ramsey’s theorem is hard to 

overestimate, and this was immediately 

recognized by contemporaries (Thoralf Skolem, 

young Paul Erdős). In particular, the study of 

“Ramsey numbers” (how large a finite set needs 
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to be for any colouring of its p-subsets to always 

have a subset of given size k, all of whose p-

subsets are the same colour) became a standard 

motivation of research not only in combinatorics 

but also in theoretical computer science. The 

panel Mathematics II reflects the surprisingly 

broad spectrum of early “Ramsey type” results 

(starting with, again, David Hilbert). The 

versatility of these results was instrumental in the 

development of Ramsey Theory some fifty years 

later, on which many books have been written. In 

the panel Mathematics IV we include only 

those publications whose title features FPR’s 

name; virtually every book that deals with some 

combinatorial problems has a chapter on 

Ramsey’s theorem. At the bottom of the panel, 

we list the names of key researchers studying 

various aspects of Ramsey theorem – a 

necessarily partial, continually growing list, which 

contains many important names of scientific 

endeavour today. Some of the highest awards in 

mathematics have been given for work in Ramsey 

Theory: two Fields Medals and two Abel Prizes. 

As an example of the many international meetings 

devoted to Ramsey’s theorem, we reproduce in 
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the panel Mathematics III the poster for our 

DocCourse on Ramsey Theory in 2016. This 

features a copy of FPR’s paper ‘On a Problem of 

Formal Logic’ superimposed by writing in the 

hand of Paul Erdős, the longevity and profundity 

of whose work in Ramsey Theory certainly 

contributed to its enrichment and popularity. 

FPR’s proximity to Cambridge economists such 

as Keynes, Pigou and Dobb helped turn his 

attention to how mathematics could not only 

shape economic theory but affect economic 

practice; his papers ‘A contribution to the theory 

of taxation’ and ‘A mathematical theory of saving’ 

remain reference points in the field. More is said 

in the panel Economics on these papers, and on 

FPR’s posthumously published paper ‘Truth and 

probability.’ This last paper is emblematic of his 

polyvalent thinking, a meld of mathematics, 

philosophy and economics. One must recall that 

in the early twentieth century probability was still 

being grappled with mathematically and 

philosophically, and quantum physics was 

muddying any clarity there might have been – the 

Copenhagen interpretation of quantum 

mechanics was being developed around 1925. 
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The axiomatization of probability came later in 

the context of topology and measure theory 

(Kolmogorov formulated what are now the 

standard probability axioms in 1933). FPR in his 

‘Truth and probability’, and independently 

de Finetti in 1931, laid the foundation for modern 

decision theory by formalizing notions of 

subjective, Bayesian probability. 

FPR is a figure of great stature in analytic 

philosophy and was recognized as such in his 

time. A year after completing his translation with 

Ogden of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, and just after completing his 

undergraduate studies, FPR went to Vienna for 

half a year, in part to visit Wittgenstein, at the 

time a primary school teacher in the nearby 

village of Puchberg, so they could discuss 

difficulties arising in the translation. He was 

influential, along with Keynes, in persuading 

Wittgenstein to return to philosophy and to 

Cambridge in 1929. Russell asked FPR to be the 

supervisor for Wittgenstein’s doctoral thesis. 

Albeit over thirteen years his junior, FPR was 

among the very few who Wittgenstein took 

seriously. (The unaltered Tractatus was submitted 
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– after the defence, Wittgenstein consoled the 

examiners, Russell and Moore, ‘Don't worry, I 

know you'll never understand it.’)   

FPR began much of his philosophical thinking out 

of the then unresolved “crisis in the foundations 

of mathematics,” paradoxes such as Russell’s 

antinomy springing up like mushrooms. The panel 

Philosophy describes work published in his 

lifetime; his posthumous reputation also rests 

greatly on his posthumously published work (a 

selection was first collected in 1931 by his friend 

and colleague Richard Braithewaite, and then 

almost sixty years later by Hugh Mellor) – this 

includes incisive forays into ontology, modal logic, 

subjective probability, causation, conditionals, laws 

and theories. The pragmatic turn his thinking took 

is recounted in Cheryl Misak’s biography of FPR.  

Finally, we return to the photographic inspiration 

for this exhibition. After FPR’s death, his wife 

Lettice was left with their two young children and 

in need of a job. After just one term studying 

photography she went into partnership with 

Helen Muspratt, and, exploiting her social 

connections, quickly established Ramsey & 

Muspratt photography studio in Cambridge in 
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1932 (see the panel Lettice Ramsey I). Five 

years later Muspratt set up a parallel studio in 

Oxford, while Ramsey maintained the studio in 

Cambridge until her retirement in 1978. The final 

tenant, from 1980 to 1985, of the Post Office 

Terrace studio was Peter Lofts (the site was then 

redeveloped for other uses). Peter Lofts lodged 

most of the historical archive of the studio, dating 

back to 1867, with the Cambridge Collection at 

the Central Library: over 50,000 negatives have 

been catalogued and indexed. You can preview a 

generous selection of Ramsey & Muspratt 

portraits on Peter Lofts’ website, and we were 

pleased to be able to reproduce several in this 

exhibition in the panels Lettice Ramsey II 

(uniting figures from C.P. Snow’s “two cultures”, 

and featuring a portrait of FPR’s brother, Michael, 

who at the time of the photograph was Bishop of 

Durham) and Lettice Ramsey III (gathering 

together some of the Bloomsbury Group figures 

Lettice photographed in the studio or en plein air).  

FPR’s grandson, Stephen Burch, on his birding and 

dragonfly website includes a page on his 

grandparents, featuring several photographs of 

FPR and his family along with portraits taken by 
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Lettice. He has been most generous in providing 

us with images for print reproduction, and also 

offered to put us in touch with Anne Paul Jones, 

niece of FPR, who kindly provided us with the 

family group portrait on the panel A brief life 

(minus Michael, who one supposes must have 

been taking the photograph).  

FPR was larger than life; he was a man whose life 

has had – and continues to have – an enormous 

impact out of scale with its brevity. In the words 

of one of the Bloomsberries, David ‘Bunny’ 

Garnett, “His chuckle was the chuckling of a god.”   
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