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Abstract
The aim of this article is to show the contributions to the accounting history literature made by Italian 
scholars working in the second half of the nineteenth century. These scholars comprised the world’s 
first community of academics, practitioners, office bearers and historians dealing in a systematic way with 
accounting’s past. They invented the narrative of accounting history and their historical re-enactments on 
relevant topics have been the basis for further historical research for many years. The last decades of the 
nineteenth century saw great development in historical studies of accounting, both in and outside of the 
academies. These studies were mainly of three types: (a) general histories, which examined the evolution of 
accounting practices from antiquity to the late nineteenth century; (b) investigations of the origins of double-
entry and Pacioli; and (c) research on the evolution of accounting practices. Some of the most prominent 
books and papers published in this period have become widely known abroad. This article contributes to 
knowledge of early international accounting historians and can be linked to the field of accounting history 
today. It also demonstrates the widespread dissemination of this early Italian literature around the world, 
thereby forming the first example of international accounting history.
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Introduction

Historiography is concerned with the problems of object and method in accounting history, as it is 
concretely studied in various countries and periods of time. Interest in what has been written about 
accounting history is recent, especially in Anglophone literature, with it becoming particularly 
relevant in the last thirty years. As demonstrated by Carnegie (2014a, 2014b), there are a variety of 
reasons why this is the case. In particular, the recent interest emerges from a theoretical paradigm 
that connects accounting to the organizational, social and political context in which it is inserted 
and which at the same time it influences (Burchell et al., 1980; Hopwood, 1983, 1987; Miller et al., 
1991; Chapman et al., 2009). It helps us understand how accounting history could play a role in 
academic, social and economic contexts, explaining why and how the conceptions of history, the 
research methods, the institutions, subjects and periods are chosen (Gomes, 2008; Richardson, 
2008; Gaffikin, 2011; Gomes et al. 2011).

The main factors influencing historiographical development concern the space and the time in 
which historical research is conducted.

Space

One of the most important factors influencing the development of historical studies is the national 
tradition. According to many scholars, accounting history is not a field of study with standards that 
could be defined as “global”. Instead, these standards tend to change according to the country and to 
the community of scholars. Accounting history presents different features that are distinctive in dif-
ferent nations (Carnegie and Napier, 2002; Carmona and Zan, 2002; Zan, 2005; Carnegie and 
Rodrigues, 2007; Walker, 2009). The most relevant features include: the purposes of history (such as 
legitimating national supremacy, affirming local accountants’ communities, and so on), the institu-
tions involved in academic research, the language adopted (generally the mother tongue), and the 
publication forms (e.g. books versus papers) (Zan, 1994; Lukka and Kasanen, 1996; Carmona, 2006).

In this respect, the Italian case is the most emblematic. Because it unites cultural, methodologi-
cal and sociological circumstances, the historical research conducted in Italy has some peculiar 
traits of great interest to the international community (Parker, 1993; Walker, 2005; Carnegie and 
Rodrigues, 2007). Therefore, it is potentially beneficial for those who are not Italian to learn more 
about accounting history research conducted by Italian scholars (Edwards, 2009).

To respond to this potential interest, historiographical research in Italy has made giant leaps in 
the last twenty years. Referring only to papers published in international refereed journals on the 
topic, we can distinguish three historiographical approaches:

•• The first approach consists of the literature review. The main historical works and their 
authors are reviewed in the works of Zan (1994), Galassi and Mattessich (2004), Viganò and 
Mattessich (2007), Carmona (2007) and Mattessich (2008).

•• The second approach consists of meta-analysis. It includes papers that provide statistical 
investigation of the accounting history literature coming from Italian scholars. This approach 
is applied by Cinquini et al. (2008) and Antonelli and D’Alessio (2011, 2014).

•• The third approach is biographical. For example, Garner (1976) and Padroni (1976) recall 
the life and works of the prominent accounting historian Federigo Melis. Galassi (1996) 
presents the figure of Tito Antoni (1915–2000), an accounting historian of the mid-twentieth 
century. Finally, Sargiacomo et al. (2012) and Antonelli and Sargiacomo (2015) discuss the 
contributions, respectively, of Fabio Besta (1845–1922) and of Alberto Ceccherelli (1885–
1958) to accounting history research.
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However, despite the many efforts made, research by the Italian community of accounting his-
torians is still little known to the English-speaking contemporary public (Carmona and Zan, 2002; 
Walker, 2005). Historical research in international circles has not yet covered the diverse panorama 
of the accounting history contributions published in Italian. The English-speaking international 
community has some unavoidable difficulties in analysing historical research conducted in Italy, 
mainly due to the difficulties of comprehending publications that have been written for native 
speakers of Italian.

Time

It is not easy to identify the starting point of any nation’s accounting history. To show that a work, 
or set of works, is devoted to accounting history, the object, method and style need to be defined 
based on a set of criteria (Previts et al., 1990a; Napier, 2006; Carnegie and Napier, 2012). Although 
the identification of this starting point is, therefore, conventional, there is no doubt that the scholars 
of some countries, like Italy, have taken the first steps in the field of the accounting history 
(Hernàndez-Esteve, 1997: 620). Mattessich added that towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
and especially in the twentieth century, this historical interest spread to the UK, the US and to many 
other countries (Mattessich, 2003: 146). Antonelli and D’Alessio surveyed 157 publications 
(books, book chapters, and articles in journals) on accounting history topics that were published in 
the nineteenth century in Italy, showing that the emergence of an academic community and profes-
sional legitimation were the most important factors influencing the development of this literature 
(Antonelli and D’Alessio, 2014: 91).

Aim and structure of the article

In the last twenty years, there have been only a few papers published in Anglophone journals that 
are dedicated to Italian studies of accounting history and the relevance of the studies of accounting 
history conducted in Italy before 1900. This leaves a large free space for historiographical investi-
gation into the less recent Italian studies of accounting history.

The objective of this article is to investigate the contributions to accounting history coming 
from the Italian tradition during the second half of the nineteenth century, and the relevance of 
these contributions for international debate now and in the future. Their importance emerges for 
several reasons. First, this historical literature represents the first body of studies that deals in a 
systematic way with accounting’s past, in Italy and abroad, inventing the concept of the accounting 
history narrative. Secondly, it involves a wide network of academics, practitioners, office bearers 
and historians tout court. Third, some monographs on relevant topics are identified that have pro-
vided the basis for further historical research around the world.

The present article is a literature review focusing on the scholars and their contributions, which 
differentiates it from Antonelli and D’Alessio (2014). The article enriches what has already been 
studied by Zan (1994) who, in his extensive literature review, cites some accounting historians 
writing in the nineteenth century (Barduzzi, Bariola, Besta, Brambilla, Cerboni and Ghidiglia), but 
focuses almost exclusively on the historical work of Bariola. In contrast, this article takes into 
consideration 97 authors and 151 works published in the second half of the nineteenth century. In 
particular, it takes into consideration accounting historiy studies in a strict sense, that is, the author 
is explicitly dealing with accounting, and the work is entirely devoted to accounting history 
matters.

The structure of the article is as follows. In the second section we provide our research method-
ology, describing how we selected the literature involved in our analysis, and the steps that were 
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followed. The third section provides an overview of the literature on Italian accounting history in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. In the fourth section we analyse the international dis-
semination of the aforementioned Italian accounting history literature, with reference to citations 
of the major books and articles published in the international network of historical research. We 
show in which thematic areas the citations are concentrated on. The fifth section summarizes the 
main leanings of the international literature, relating them to the thematic areas shown in the fourth 
section, and, for each of them, analyses the role played by Italian literature in the international 
debate. The sixth section offers some critical and interpretative contributions. In the conclusion we 
summarize our results, identify the limits of the research, and make some proposals for future 
investigation.

Methodology

To achieve the above-mentioned objectives, all works we could locate that were devoted exclu-
sively to accounting history and were published in the second half of the nineteenth century in Italy 
were taken into account. Therefore, we have excluded works that deal with accounting history only 
in part. The materials comprised books, articles and conference proceedings.

The publications considered here have been identified based on the references of five  
bibliographies – a generalist (Pagliaini, 1901–5) and four specialists (Cerboni, 1889; Massa, 
1912: 291–375; Giannessi, 1964; Arena and Gambino, 2008). The four specialized bibliogra-
phies represent the only source of accounting and accounting history published in Italy to date. 
Those of Cerboni and Massa include monographs and articles, and those re-printed as pamphlets. 
The bibliographies of Giannessi and Arena and Gambino include all monographs and articles.

The comprehensiveness of our survey is ensured by the fact that all the printed volumes (and the 
relative indexing) are present and deposited (since 1869) in the State Libraries of Rome and 
Florence. Further, as far as the articles are concerned, all the years we examined were reviewed by 
consulting some of the most important Italian libraries: “Ca’ Foscari” University Library of Venice; 
“Intronati” Municipal Library of Siena; and the Public Libraries of Novara and Pinerolo. We ana-
lysed the citations of these works firstly by consulting Google Books and Google Scholar and 
secondly by consulting internet sites publishing free reading texts; in particular we consulted 
https://archive.org/ and http://gallica.bnf.fr/.

The search on Google Books and Google Scholar was performed by inserting in its search field 
all the authors and the titles of the 151 surveyed Italian works. Without entering any filter, it was 
possible to identify all the works present on Google Books and the Google Scholar databases that 
cited these 151 publications. In some cases, the entire work was available; in other situations, only 
the part referring to the citation was found. However, this was enough, as our citation analysis was 
quantitative.

Many other works (not indexed on the sites mentioned above) have been traced and subjected 
to feedback, as we intended to be as comprehensive as possible. In particular, the research was fol-
lowed up by direct consultation of the works available at the historical library of the Department of 
Economics and Management of Pisa, and the library of the Faculty of Economics, University “La 
Sapienza” of Rome. This was done in order to assess the impact of the 151 publications on the 
international literature of a later time. The citation analysis was conducted on works written in 
English, French, German and Spanish. The research included all the other works picked out in the 
digital archives mentioned above. We also considered citations appearing in the main texts of 
accounting history, but not in digital databases of free reading.

Since the goal was to assess the impact of Italian work on foreign work, we first established the 
existence of Italian authors’ quotations to analyse; then we examined the impact of Italian literature 
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on the international literature. We considered foreign publications which contained at least one 
reference to Italian literature, assuming that the absence of quotations indicated an absence of 
knowledge or influence. When works quoted nineteenth-century Italian authors, we directly passed 
those works to the second stage of research. By doing so, we built a citation map of major works 
of potential interest.

Once the foreign literature was selected, we identified thematic areas on which the quotations 
were polarized. We than calculated statistics showing the historical events most concerned by the 
citations. Based on this data, we were able to identify the international debates that were subject to 
the highest number of Italian quotations.

An overview of Italian accounting history literature in the second 
half of the nineteenth century

Both accounting academics and practitioners strategically sought to retell the history of Italian 
accounting after the unification of Italy. They were involved in a strong effort to investigate and to 
disseminate the history of accounting practices, treatises and theories, and of the accounting pro-
fession in order to affirm a cultural primacy in the accounting field, according to the nationalist 
Zeitgeist dominating the period. At the same time, academics and practitioners for the first time 
faced many historiographical problems and solved them in different manners. This was the case 
both in terms of subjects, periods and places, and in terms of perspectives (Antonelli and D’Alessio, 
2014; Coronella et al., 2015).

Fabio Besta was a pioneer in the study of accounting history. Besta undertook extensive histori-
cal studies, making this research area a cornerstone of his scientific and educational activities 
(Sargiacomo et al., 2012). However, the contribution of Besta cannot be taken into account in the 
present work for three main reasons. First, all his works offer historical references within larger 
works and are therefore not classifiable as accounting history articles or monographs. Second, 
none of the works he wrote in the nineteenth century deal with historical themes. Finally, the his-
torical excerpts of the second and third volumes of his Opera Omnia, La Ragioneria relate to a 
historical period later than the target of our analysis. La Ragioneria, composed of three volumes, 
was completed and printed only in 1909–1916 (Besta, 1909–1916). The first volume, first pub-
lished in 1891, contains historical references. Extensive historical insights are contained in the 
second and third volumes, respectively of 1910 and 1916 (Sargiacomo et al., 2012: 257–261). The 
importance of Besta’s research is not diminished by the fact that his most important writings were 
published after our period of observation. Besta was, without a doubt, the Italian scholar who gave 
the most impetus to historical studies of our discipline. So it is only right to quote him in this work, 
and even to remember that many of his students published important works by the late nineteenth 
century.

Having said this, we listed and analysed 56 books and pamphlets and 95 papers published in our 
period of observation. They focused either on “general histories” or on specific issues, periods or 
thinkers with regard to accounting. Indeed, many authors wrote general histories of accounting. 
These publications outlined the development of practices, techniques and theories from ancient 
times to the late nineteenth century, illustrating the most significant stages of this growth. Other 
publications focused on historical matters and can be classified according to the taxonomy of 
Carnegie and Napier (1996): studies of surviving business records of firms; biography; institu-
tional history; and public sector accounting. For our purposes, we added three categories: reprint 
of ancient works; accounting theories; other works (see Table 1 for this classification by content 
and Table 2 according to year of publication).
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Table 2.  Italian books and pamphlets by year.

Year # Year # Year #

1837 1 1883 1 1892 2
1864 1 1884 2 1893 2
1875 1 1885 1 1894 2
1877 1 1886 1 1895 1
1878 5 1887 2 1896 6
1879 2 1888 2 1897 2
1880 3 1889 4 1898 2
1881 2 1890 1 1899 1
1882 4 1891 4 Total 56

With respect to the books, it is interesting to note that two of them (Bariola, 1897; Luchini, 
1898), among the best known and cited, were the result of a competition. With the aim of spreading 
knowledge of accounting, in 1894 the Lombard Historical Society announced a contest for the best 
unpublished book on the history of accounting. The competition specifically concerned the “his-
tory of Italian accounting” and was the first of its kind on this subject in Italy. The award was 
particularly attractive, being 1,200 lire (Italian currency), which at the time corresponded to 18 
months of a middle-class worker’s wage. The winner was the manuscript of Bariola, which how-
ever underwent a further review before its publication. The author was asked to fill in some gaps, 

Table 1.  Italian books and pamphlets published in the second half of the nineteenth century (by content).

Content Number Authors

General history 9 Baccarini (1837); Gitti (1878a); Barduzzi (1883); Gitti 
(1884); Mannarino (1891); Ghidiglia (1895); Vitale (1896); 
Bariola (1897); Luchini (1898)

Biographies 8 Gitti (1877); Anonymous (1880); Bonalumi (1880); 
Brandaglia (1882); Zambonini (1889); Appiani (1893); 
Vianello (1896); Lanfranchi (1897)

Historical periods 8 Capparozzo (1880); Cuccoli (1881); Mondini (1882); 
Perugini (1888); Zambonini (1894); Brambilla (1896); Rossi 
(1896); Brambilla (1898)

Accounting theories 6 Passerini (1875); Bonalumi (1878); Ministero del Tesoro 
(1878); Salvagnini (1879); Lanfranchi (1891); Saporetti 
(1898)

Institutional history 4 Bosellini (1864); Campi (1879); Luchini (1881); Campi 
(1887)

Studies of surviving business 
records of firms

3 Alfieri (1891); Tavernari (1891); Dabbene (1893)

Public sector accounting 13 Gentile (1878); Rossi (1882); Giardina (1885); Montani 
(1886); Giardina (1887); Corradini (1889); Stella (1889); 
Salvatori (1890); Rigobon (1892a); Brambilla (1894); Alfieri 
(1896); Bachi (1896); Bachi (1899)

Reprint of ancient works 2 Gitti (1878b, 1882)
Other works 3 Anonymous (1884); Anonymous (1888); Cerboni (1889)
Total 56  
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modify some part of the work (i.e. where the job of the accountant was described) and reduce the 
overall length. The full manuscript (more than a thousand pages) was revised by the author and 
finally published in book form as The History of Italian Accounting (Bariola, 1897), printed at the 
expense of the Lombard Historical Society.

The second prize was awarded to the manuscript of Luchini, which was subsequently published 
as a monograph entitled History of Italian Accountancy (Luchini, 1898), having been selected for 
inclusion in the treaty of nine volumes edited by Massa and published between 1896 and 1899 
under the titled Profession of the Accountant. For the above reasons, the volumes of Bariola and 
Luchini have been widely circulated and have been reprinted many times.

Some journals dedicated a considerable amount of space to our themes. We refer, specifically, 
to the Rivista di contabilità (Accounting Journal), founded and directed by Massa, and the Il 
Ragioniere (The Accountant), founded and directed by Gitti, as well as the Rivista di amministrazi-
one e contabilità (Administration and Accounting Journal), founded and directed by Mondini.

Overall, 95 historical papers were published by the end of the nineteenth century, with some of 
them divided into parts that appeared in different numbers of the mentioned journals (these were 
counted as single articles). Table 3 shows the distribution of these contributions.

Other historical articles were published elsewhere. These are very isolated cases and may be of 
little interest to scholars. We checked the indexes of all issues of the major Italian magazines not 
already mentioned, in particular Il logismografo (The Logismograph) and La scienza dei conti 
(Accounting Science). The second of these offers two historical works (one page each) which are 
related to the profession of accountant. Some historical papers were also published in other journals 
that did not have an accounting focus. However, we confined our study to specialized journals only.

All the 95 papers mentioned above appeared between 1879 and 1900, representing an average 
of more than four articles per year (this figure rises to 6.5 if we count the individual parts of articles 
that were spread across more than one issue). Table 4 provides further details on when the 95 arti-
cles were published.

The number of articles is significant in understanding the interest in accounting history in the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century. Looking at the topics, an extreme variety of research 
emerges, with reference to biographies, specific historical periods, accounting practices, account-
ing theories and public sector accounting in ancient times. Finally, some papers were devoted to the 
origins of the accounting profession in Italy in the sixteenth century through to its evolution in the 
nineteenth century.

The first step: Nineteenth-century Italian accounting history 
citations in international literature

The first stage of this research was to design a citations map related to the 151 historical works we 
identified and examined. We can extrapolate the contribution of the major Italian authors, pointing 
out the number of works in which they are quoted and the total number of citations. The latter index 

Table 3.  Number of historical articles appearing by the end of the nineteenth century.

Journal Number of historical articles

Rivista di contabilità 6
Il Ragioniere 61
Rivista di amministrazione e contabilità 28
Total 95
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is obtained by adding all the footnotes or notes in the text referring to the same author. The first 
index gives us an idea of the circulation of the works, while the second indicates how intensely 
they were used as a secondary source. We then distinguished the authors according to their mother 
tongue and constructed four columns: Anglophone; Italians writing in English; Latin; and German. 
We included Italian-American authors in “Anglophone”, and French, Portuguese, and Spanish 
authors in “Latin”.

Table 5 shows that Bariola (1897) and Cerboni (1889) are the most disseminated works interna-
tionally, with 20 and 15 international citations respectively. Next come Alfieri (1891) with 13 cita-
tions, Vianello (1896) with 10, and Gitti (1878b), Bonalumi (1880) and Rigobon (1892a) with nine 
each.

The works most commonly quoted are those of Bariola (75 quotations), Alfieri (29 quotations) 
and Cerboni (18 quotations). It should be noted that, while the works of Bariola and Cerboni are 
general histories, the topic of Alfieri’s book is more specialized (i.e. accounting practices in Venice 
in the fifteenth century). However, this is a topic of great interest to the community of accounting 
historians.

Books on accounting history published in Italy in the second half of the nineteenth century 
are widely cited, for three main reasons. First, these works represent a secondary source of refer-
ence because they contain excerpts of printed volumes (from the Tractatus of Pacioli onwards) 
– being useful data for reconstructing both biographies and documents of historical interest. 
Second, the critical content of such research indicates the complexities of accounting’s past in 
Italy. Third, the works, as a whole, are more recently cited as a significant example of how the 
cultural, scientific and academic behaviour of accounting scholars can operate in specific condi-
tions and contexts.

That being said, one should emphasize that some limitations may have prevented Italian 
researchers from having a wider impact and obtaining a larger number of citations. In the absence 
of such limitations, the impact of nineteenth-century Italian researchers would have been more 
substantial.

A first significant limitation has to do with availability: foreign libraries and scholars did not 
have easy access to these writings. In effect, most volumes were printed in a handful of copies 
by local presses. Something similar holds for journal articles. The journals concerned were 
administered locally by professional associations dealing primarily with professional bookkeep-
ing (Massa, 1912: 377–380). For this reason, they had limited distribution even in Italy. Outside 
of Italy, of course, they were difficult to find and therefore it was hard to generate interest among 
peers.

Table 4.  Distribution of historical articles appearing by the end of the nineteenth century.

Year Number of 
articles

Year Number of 
articles

Year Number of 
articles

1879 3 1886 4 1894 7
1880 7 1887 4 1895 9
1881 7 1888 3 1896 8
1882 5 1889 4 1897 10
1883 1 1890 3 1898 7
1884 1 1891 5 1899 1
1885 0 1892 4 1900 0
  1893 2 Total 95
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Table 6.  Most cited Italian accounting historians.

Name Lifespan, where known Job

Vittorio Alfieri 1863–1928 Lecturer in Accounting
Plinio Bariola - Professional Accountant
Francesco Alberico Bonalumi 1832–1904 Lecturer in Accounting/Clerk
Guido Brandaglia - Professional Accountant
Vincenzo Campi - Professional Accountant
Giuseppe Cerboni 1827–1917 State General Accountant
Vincenzo Gitti 1856–1945 Lecturer in Accounting
Giovanni Lanfranchi - Professional Accountant
Ernesto Luchini - Professional Accountant
Pietro Rigobon 1868–1955 Lecturer in Accounting
Giovanni Rossi 1845–1921 Intendant/Director of Finance
Vincenzo Vianello 1866–1935 Lecturer in Accounting

Only a few works from the nineteenth century circulated among scholars abroad. In particular, 
those most cited by foreign scholars are Bariola’s book (1897) and the one by Cerboni (1889). This 
is to be expected for the following reasons:

•• Bariola’s book is the first systematic work examining bookkeeping history. Moreover, as the 
winner of an award established by the Historic Lombard Society in 1894, it was published 
in numerous copies at the expense of the Society (Bariola, 1897: i–ix).

•• Cerboni’s book was published by the Kingdom of Italy Accounting Department.

It seems, then, that these two works were circulated abroad. This is a consequence, first, of the 
prestige of the institutions publishing those works, and, second, of the numbers of copies, which 
far exceeded the average for copies of similar writings.

Undoubtedly, the interest that has been maintained around the issues addressed in the above-
mentioned historical works contributed in the second half of the twentieth century, and especially 
in the last twenty years, to a new dissemination of these works to an international audience. On the 
one hand, libraries of many American and British universities have retrieved the volumes and, in 
some cases, the original versions have been reproduced. On the other hand, with the digitization of 
content, scholars from all over the world can now access some original texts on the web.1

If availability was the first issue, language constitutes the second. Among foreign scholars who 
had access to those works, those who had fewer troubles were academics whose first language was 
part of the Neo-Latin group, and the English-speaking scholars of Italian origin, such as Peragallo, 
a son of Italian immigrants. As far as we know, no authors cited in the present work (besides those 
of Italian origin) had a good command of Italian.

The scarce circulation abroad of Italian writings and the limited knowledge of the Italian lan-
guage are the two major factors limiting access and the number of citations of these works. Table 
6 provides some short biographical information on the most prominent Italian authors.

The quotations enumerated in Table 5 were reclassified according to the themes to which they 
refer. The results are shown in Table 7.

The citations are principally on these issues: (a) accounting systems in the Roman Empire (12 
citations); (b) the origins of double-entry bookkeeping (hereinafter: DEB) (36 citations); (c) Luca 
Pacioli (31 citations); (d) bookkeeping treatises published after Pacioli (23 citations); and (e) mis-
cellaneous other issues (20 citations).
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The second step: The role played by Italian historical literature in 
the international debate

Accounting practices during the Roman Empire

The history of accounting practices during the Roman Empire is founded on very little archival 
evidence. The Romans did not use rules or paper, but wax tablets. These tablets were erased and 
reused many times. As a consequence, they were lost (Green, 1990; Laurence, 2012) and, up to 
now, only secondary sources are available, mainly from the orations of Cicero (Davies and Swain, 
2010; Bunson, 2013). As a result of this limitation, the international accounting history debate 
focuses mainly on two aspects.

The first issue concerns the existence and use of accounting systems by the government, fami-
lies and Roman private estates. Research in this field emphasizes the importance of accountability 
in the management of public affairs, both during the Republic and the Empire, and the control, 
even remotely, of private economic activities (Rathbone, 1994; Oldroyd, 1995; Chatfield, 1996; 
Macve, 2002; Oldroyd and Dobie, 2009: 96–99). In this context, we can keep in mind the “general 
histories” (Brown, 1905: 29–40; Woolf, 1912: 37–44; Vlaemminck, 1956: 34–38) in the chapters 
concerning the Republic and the Roman Empire.

The second issue concerns the adoption of DEB by the Romans. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, Niebuhr (1820) claimed to have discovered in the Vatican fragments of the oration 
of Pro Fonteio some evidence that the Roman quaestors used DEB. This thesis is tentatively if not 
conclusively accepted by Most (1976: 5–6), Eddie and Murphy (1985: 38) and Aho (2012: 64–65). 
Others reject the hypothesis of Niebuhr as they locate the origins of DEB in the middle Ages 
(Smith, 1954; De Ste Croix, 1956: 33–50; Jouanique, 1968; Glautier, 1972). De Ste Croix, in par-
ticular, argues that the Romans did not adopt the DEB; indeed, the Roman use of numerous books 

Table 7.  Italian accounting history citations according to subject.

Author/Work Accounting 
systems in the 
Roman Empire

Origins of 
double entry 
bookkeeping

Luca 
Pacioli

Bookkeeping 
treatises

Other 
issues

Total 
no. of 
citations

Luchini (1869) 4 4
Gitti (1878b) 9 9
Campi (1879) 2 2
Bonalumi (1880) 1 5 3 9
Brandaglia (1882) 5 5
Cerboni (1889) 11 4 15
Lanfranchi (1891) 4 4
Alfieri (1891) 9 4 13
Rigobon (1892a) 9 9
Rigobon (1892b) 2 2
Rigobon (1894) 2 2
Vianello (1896) 11 11
Rossi (1896) 4 4
Bariola (1897) 7 2 5 1 5 20
Luchini (1898) 1 1 1 5 8
Other authors 2 1 2 5
Total 12 36 31 23 20 122
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(Adversaria, Codex accepti et expensi, Codex rationum, Kalendarium; see Bonalumi, 1880 and 
Gomberg, 1929: 8, 11) does not constitute proof in this sense.

Macve (1985: 422–425), while criticizing De Ste Croix because of his ignorance of a fragment 
of a speech of Cicero and of a papyrus in Karanis from Egypt, believes that the Romans were not 
aware of the DEB method. In fact, he claims, they were not interested in DEB as they were primar-
ily interested in profit calculation (Macve, 1985: 425–426). Even Green, who has studied the 
Roman archaeological finds, categorically denied the possibility of a complex accounting system 
(Green, 1990: 65).

The major contributions of the late nineteenth century are those by Rossi and Bariola. Rossi was 
charged by the Italian government to pursue the matter raised by Niebuhr. Rossi (1896) focused on 
the question of whether the Romans might have already known DEB. Moreover, Rossi’s work is 
the first to question the theory of Niebuhr and provide extensive documentation about it. He is 
quoted by Kheil (1906: 9), Dupont (1925: 19) and Martinelli (1977: 9–10). Minaud, a contempo-
rary Roman Empire historian, quotes the book of Rossi many times (Minaud, 2005: 20, 44, 45, 46, 
55, 61). All refer to Rossi’s central thesis that the Romans did not employ DEB.

Bariola (1897) responded to Rossi to refute his thesis. After explaining the practices and the 
books of the Romans, Bariola argues that they practised a rudimentary form of DEB. Quotations 
from Bariola’s work are found in Kheil (1906: 13), Kats (1930: 311), Murray (1930), Green (1930: 
273), De Roover (1937: 271), De Ste Croix (1956: 67) and Minaud (2005: 369). These scholars cite 
Bariola to strongly disagree with his thesis and to reaffirm that the Romans did not know DEB and 
that the origins of this accounting technique arose much later; that is, in the Middle Ages. Kats, in 
his work on the subject (1930: 311), also refers to Brambilla (1896), reporting a quotation in Italian 
against the thesis of Bariola: “As far as Rome is concerned, if we can know which books they used, 
we do not know how the scriptures were kept” (Brambilla, 1896: 11).

Two questions debated by accounting historians from around the world – the existence of an 
accounting system in the Roman world and, above all, the adoption of DEB – have found pertinent 
references in the Italian studies of the late nineteenth century. Bariola and Rossi are the two best 
known and consulted Italian authors, especially on the second theme. Moreover, they first (opening 
the discussion on the historical work of Niebuhr) proposed the main arguments for and against the 
thesis of DEB in Roman times. Finally, they both made available original documents, in Latin, 
facilitating the work of later scholars.

Compared to the themes which will be discussed below, the studies on accounting practices in 
the Roman Empire conducted by the late-nineteenth-century Italian scholars seem to have less 
appeal for foreign scholars. Possible explanations are threefold. First, there was, and remains, very 
little available evidence. As a consequence, there are many possible inferences and further work 
can be done in the field by Italian historians who already working on site (in the archives and in the 
archaeological excavations of Roman remains scattered throughout Italy). Second, the evidence is 
all written in Latin, a language quite accessible to the international community of historians (who 
have sometimes studied this subject in their degree course). So, although non-Italian scholars could 
directly access the evidence without the help of an Italian historian, they appear to have chosen not 
to . Finally, the historical question, though debated to this day, always covers the same evidence 
(except for some recent archaeological discoveries), now well known to all the experts (in espe-
cially the Oration of Cicero) and is gradually losing appeal.

The origins of DEB

The international literature about the origins of DEB is probably the longest and most controver-
sial. Many analyses have been conducted and several viewpoints advocated. Some studies trace the 
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invention of DEB to the Indians (Nigam, 1986; Singhvi, 1995), to the Greeks (Filios, 1984: 172), 
to the Arabs (Zaid, 2000, 2001, 2004), to the Incas (Jacobsen, 1964), to some populations from 
Africa (Sy and Tinker, 2006) or even to the accounting of the Sumerian-Babylonians (Mattessich, 
1989; De Sà, 1995: 97).

The line of studies investigated by the historical literature of the late nineteenth century, at issue 
here, states that the origins of DEB should be placed during the long phase of formation of the 
commercial capitalism of Commons and Lords in the late Italian Middle Ages. In this scenario, 
considering the number of their citations, it is possible to assess the impact and the spread of major 
Italian contributions for the period analysed, namely those of Campi (1879), Alfieri (1891), 
Lanfranchi (1891) and Bariola (1897).

Locating the origins of DEB in Italy during the Middle Ages.  A first group includes the studies that place 
the origins of DEB in Italy during the Middle Ages. This group provides preliminary and very 
approximate reconstructions and, as a result, wonders about the circumstances and the causes that 
favoured the emergence of this technique (Jäger, 1874; Ward et al., 1903; Brown, 1905: 93–134; 
Woolf, 1912: 159–164; Dupont, 1925; Kats, 1929, 1930; Murray, 1930: 51–78; Doren, 1934; De 
Roover, 1937, 1956, 1958; Amzalak, 1943).

Sometimes accounting practices and accounting treaties are confused, notably by associating 
the origins of the DEB with the publication of the work of Pacioli or making the Tractatus a pri-
mary source of the basic accounting practices of the time (Kheil, 1902, 1906; Penndorf, 1933; 
Littleton, 1933: 22–40). DEB is considered the central event in the history of accounting practices 
and, more generally, of accounting history; the period in which it was born is then the most impor-
tant in understanding all the future developments of accounting theories (Littleton, 1933).

Many details are given about the origin of DEB in the Italian literature relating to the Middle 
Ages (Lane, 1944, 1945; Lee, 1973, 1977; Williams, 1978; Var, 1981; Nobes, 1982; Bresnahan 
Menning, 1993; Mills, 1994; Morrisson, 2002; Paton and Easton Law, 2010). This first line of 
research is relevant to the description of DEB and its celebration as the ‘Big Bang’ of accounting 
world history, and it makes extensive use of the contributions of Italian studies. Campi (1879) is 
quoted by Brown (1905: 39) on medieval accounting practices during the papacy (from the year 
1001). Lanfranchi’s volume, dated to 1891, reproduced the original images of the account books of 
the Mastri Massari of Genoa (1340). For this reason, Lanfranchi’s work is quoted by Kheil (1896: 
125, 1906: 5) and by Vlaemminck (1956: 54). Alfieri’s work on Venetian medieval companies 
(1891) is cited by Littleton (1928: 395; 1933: 105, 108) as the source of an example of DEB writ-
ings reproduced by him, coming from an Andrea Barbarigo account book of 1430; in Penndorf 
(1933: 7), contending Sieveking’s opinion of the Venetian company Soranzo’s account books; and 
in Amzalak (1943). Lane (1944: 156–175; 1945) makes extensive reference to Alfieri (1891: 82–
101) in his reconstruction of the accounting practices of Andrea Barbarigo, a Venetian merchant. 
Even Var (1992: 118, 120) and Morrisson (2002: 217) make wide use of the accounting reconstruc-
tion of Venetian companies practices of the fifteenth century; they are both interested in Jachopo 
Badoer.

The work of Rigobon on Tuscan medieval companies (1892a) is quoted by Ward (1903: 939), 
Penndorf (1933), Doren (1934: 715), Bresnahan Menning (1993: 215) and Paton and Easton Law 
(2010: 16), while the other volume of Rigobon (1892b) is cited by Gomberg (1912: 81). Penndorf 
(1933: 16) refers to Bariola with regard to Florentine account books (Penndorf, 1933: 23). Many 
images of Italian medieval account books (1273–1524) from Bariola’s book are reproduced in 
Littleton (1933: 102, 104, 105, 106).

The work of the Italian accounting historians contributed to the international debate regarding 
the origins of DEB, from two points of view. First, they looked at the problem through the analysis 
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of the accounts books of medieval companies, and not by examining the content of the treatises on 
bookkeeping. Second, they allowed the authors of a later period to indirectly examine those 
accounts books that Italian historians, first, have identified and reproduced in their volumes. Thus, 
they have then argued for the idea, accepted by many scholars in other parts of the world, that the 
origin of DEB, originally intended as a technical accounting practice adopted by merchants and 
rigorously documented by archival evidence, had been found in Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries.

The Italian region in which DEB began.  The second group of writings on the origin of the DEB is 
subsequent to first. It focuses on a specific aspect: the authors wonder in which Italian region – and 
therefore in which political, economic and social context – DEB was born. To answer this question, 
they face another issue: what criteria are necessary to label an accounting system as DEB? Depend-
ing on the criteria used, different answers were given about the origins of DEB: that is, pointing to 
Venice, Milan, Genoa or Florence (Woolf, 1912: 159–163; De Roover, 1937, 1955, 1956; Pera-
gallo, 1938: 3–37; Vlaemminck, 1956: 74-82; Martinelli, 1974, 1977, 1983; Hernàndez-Esteve, 
1997; Gleeson-White, 2012; Sangster, 2016). This line of research also draws on some of the Ital-
ian texts mentioned above.

The volume of Alfieri (1891) is cited by De Roover (1937: 298; 1943: 406; 1956: 159) due to 
its extensive reconstruction of the fifteenth-century accounting practices, especially those of 
Badoer. Bariola’s book (1897) is quoted by De Roover (1937: 298) and by Peragallo (1938) – 24 
times – with reference to accounting during the period of Charles the Great (1938: 16), to account-
ing treatises in the Italian Renaissance (1938: 73, 74, 76, 77, 92, 93, 96), and to accounting prac-
tices in the modern era (1938: 120, 121, 122, 124). Finally, Peragallo (1938: 143) cites Campi 
(1879) on medieval accounting practices during the papacy.

The identification of the Italian region where may be found the first trading companies who 
adopted the DEB is apparently of scarce importance. On the contrary, the location in Genoa, 
Florence, Milan or Venice of the first books – a question raised by Alfieri, Bariola, Campi – is 
essential to discuss what is meant, from the historical point of view, by DEB. From this point of 
view, the main contribution of the Italian authors, here considered, is to have raised this issue, forc-
ing scholars to specify exactly what they meant by DEB (Littleton, 1933; De Roover, 1937; Yamey, 
1947). The double-entry method is a particular detection method which is based on a set of prede-
termined “rules”. By accepting different “rules”, different results are reached.

DEB and capitalism.  The third group of studies on the origins of DEB is inspired by the works of 
Sombart (1919) and Weber (1922), who carefully investigate the relationship of medieval capitalism 
trading with the adoption of DEB; they consider one and then the other side of the same coin. The 
discussion that follows, throughout the twentieth century, sees these two sides part ways. The first 
side, a minority, supports the thesis of Sombart that DEB encourages the building of conceptual 
categories such as capital, income and enrichment (Most, 1972, 1976). The second side, the major-
ity, considers the thesis of Sombart unproven because, at least in the first centuries of its use, DEB, 
as it was concretely manifested, did not guide decision-making (Yamey, 1947, 1949, 1964, 2005).

The thesis of Sombart presents many other limitations, in relation, for example, to the recon-
struction of contexts, accounting knowledge, or the concept of value judgements in early capital-
ism (Winjum, 1971; Martinelli, 1974; Carruthers and Espeland, 1991; Funnell, 2001; Chiapello, 
2007). This line of research discusses the relations between capitalism and DEB, drawing inspira-
tion from Italian authors dealing with accounting history in the late nineteenth century. In the sec-
ond edition of the German version of Der moderne Kapitalismus, Sombart (1919) quoted Brandaglia 
(1882), Alfieri (1891) and Rigobon (1892a) on page 100 and pages 112–113 and 130; on pages 
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100, 129, 131 and 132, Vianello’s work is cited. The quotations are all included in the chapter 
entitled Die Entstehung der kapitalistischen Unternehmung. Sombart reconstructs the events of 
medieval Italian companies and coeval accounting practices, showing the uses of DEB. The cita-
tions refer mainly to the description of Tuscan and Venetian practices of medieval companies. 
Sombart uses secondary sources, most of which are represented by the Italian works now cited. 
Sombart also takes into account some theses of Rigobon, such as that DEB has established itself in 
certain sectors (commercial) and not others (banking, manufacturing) because the first needed 
capital measures.

In this context, the importance of historical studies conducted in Italy in the nineteenth century 
is not to be found in a specific contribution to the definition of capitalism, or the explanation of 
how DEB has influenced the formation of capitalism or vice versa. The importance of these stud-
ies, rather, is that the Italian accounting historians, with their works published in the late nineteenth 
century, influenced decisively the thought of Sombart. He, in fact, bases his argument almost 
exclusively on evidence found in the accounting history books of the time, particularly those of 
Alfieri, Brandaglia, Rigobon and Vianello.

Luca Pacioli

The international literature of accounting history on the life and writings of Luca Pacioli is large 
and includes hundreds of works: monothematic articles, books, chapters included in volumes of 
general histories, paragraphs of historical and educational books, and various other references.2 
Such a literature is polarized around three core principles.

The first group is typical of the earliest studies on the subject, but has survived almost to the 
present day, and emphasizes the role of Pacioli as the “Father of Accounting” (Hatfield, 1924); that 
is, as the first author dealing with bookkeeping and the forefather of future generations of account-
ants (Dupont, 1925; Littleton, 1933; Taylor, 1944; De Roover, 1944; McCarthy et al., 2008). The 
biography of Pacioli and the description of the main content of his Tractatus are the central themes 
here (Kheil, 1896; Volmer, 1896; Geijsbeek, 1914; Morison, 1933; Penndorf, 1933; De Roover, 
1937: 278–280). The prominence of the author and the primacy of his work are underlined in tones 
sometimes rhetorical and hagiographic. The Tractatus gained primacy around the world because it 
was considered the very first book dealing with double-entry bookkeeping. Academics, practition-
ers and historians unanimously referred to Pacioli as the “Father of Accounting”. As such, his work 
legitimates, both scientifically and morally, the accountancy profession and studies of account-
ancy. The rapid and explosive circulation of Pacioli’s work is also a fundamental affirmation of the 
primacy of that work (Murray, 1930; Boursy, 1943; Taylor, 1944; Stevenlick and Haulotte, 1975; 
Stevelinck, 1986).

The second group of historical research on Luca Pacioli is more recent and dismisses the thrill-
ing and celebratory tones of the first literature. The investigations are now analytical and are 
intended to deepen understanding of detailed aspects of Pacioli’s work. Topics include the structure 
of the Tractatus (Yamey, 1967; Hernàndez-Esteve, 1981), the intuitive explanation of DEB prac-
tice as offered by Pacioli, the techniques used, and reflections on practice (Sangster et al., 2012). 
They are also part of the second group of large monographs contextualized in the late Middle Ages, 
monographs which report on economy, customs and religiosity (Lopez de Sà, 2004).

The third group involves the entire second half of the twentieth century and questions the pri-
macy of the Tractatus as the first printed work in terms of DEB. In fact, as other cases of plagiarism 
were seen in that period, it is discussed whether the text was the result of the plagiarism of an 
earlier work (Gomberg, 1929; Taylor, 1956; Hernàndez-Esteve, 1994; Sangster et  al., 2008; 
Sangster, 2012).
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Within this context, one can evaluate the circulation and the impact of major contributions pub-
lished by the Italian authors discussed here. The citation numbers of Gitti (1878b), Brandaglia 
(1882), Vianello (1896) and Bariola (1897) (see Table 6) testify to the relevance of such contribu-
tions. Italian authors received the most attention in the works connected with the first line of 
research, which presents, describes and celebrates Luca Pacioli’s figure and work. Gitti (1878b) 
published a translation into modern Italian of chapter XI of Pacioli’s Summa, including 94 explana-
tory notes. He also included a long preface to introduce the chapter reproduced, and provided 
background on Luca Pacioli and the development of DEB. The book by Gitti is quoted by Volmer 
(1896: xv), Geijsbeek (1914: 21), Dupont (1925: 43), Littleton (1933: 76), Stevelinck and Haulotte 
(1975: 42), Hernàndez-Esteve (1981: 24), Stevelinck (1986: 7), Lopes de Sà (2004: 179) and 
Sangster et al. (2012: 32).

Brandaglia’s book (1882) is entirely devoted to Luca Pacioli, focusing on the accounting con-
tents of the Summa. At first the author deals with Pacioli’s life. He defends Pacioli from the accusa-
tion of plagiarism by some scholars. Then, the contents of the famous chapter XI (regarding 
accounts and scriptures) are briefly presented. Quotations from Brandaglia’s work appear in Jäger 
(1889: 4–5), Kheil (1896: 69, 1902: 101–102), Geijsbeek (1914: 21), and finally in Littleton (1933: 
76) and Hernàndez-Esteve (1981: 24). All these scholars used Brandaglia’s short volume as a 
source of information about Pacioli’s biography and the content of the Tractatus.

Vianello (1896) is cited by Murray (1930: 165, 203), Morison (1933: VI), Penndorf (1933: 63) 
and Yamey (1967: 64), all of whom reconstruct Pacioli’s personal life and the main arguments pre-
sented in the Tractatus. The book of Vianello is also cited in Geijsbeek (1914: 21) and in Littleton 
(1933: 76), in order to correctly spell Pacioli’s name. Bariola’s opinion was considered very influ-
ential in solving the question of spelling Pacioli’s name. This can be seen in the citations of Littleton 
(1933: 76), Boursy (1943: 206) and Taylor (1944: 70). De Roover, in a short essay on Pacioli, disa-
grees with the above scholars and gives a negative judgement on the volume of Bariola concerning 
the interpretation of the proper name of the monk, appealing to a tablet erected in Bariola’s home-
town (De Roover, 1944: 68). Finally, Bariola is quoted by McCarthy et  al. These authors share 
Bariola’s opinion in regarding Pacioli as the father of DEB (McCarthy et al., 2008: 188). When 
considering the second strand of research on Pacioli, Yamey dedicates many pages to the contribu-
tions of Vianello (Yamey, 1967: 74–75). Finally, Luchini (1898) is cited by Gomberg (1929: 7).

The fourth strand of research – tackling the issue of the alleged plagiarism – finds an important 
point of reference in Vianello’s book (1896). Vianello’s book proposes, inter alia, that the Tractatus 
was the result of plagiarism. In this regard, Vianello is cited by Hernàndez-Esteve as a foundational 
source for reconstructing a charge of plagiarism against Pacioli by Niccolò Tartaglia (Hernàndez-
Esteve, 1994: 68).

Sangster considers the effort of Vianello as remarkable (Sangster, 2012: 100):

Despite all the efforts of the renowned Italian accounting researcher, Fabio Besta (1845–1922) and his 
students in the Venetian archives (see Vianello, 1896: 116), no handwritten text on accounting has ever 
been found that predates Pacioli’s bookkeeping treatise other than a 5-page overview of bookkeeping in a 
manuscript written in Naples in 1458 by Benedetto Cotrugli. (Sangster et al., 2008: 112)

The same author has recently discovered a fifteenth-century treatise on DEB located in the National 
Library of Malta enforcing the thesis of Vianello, as explained further below (Sangster, 2014, 2015).

The contributions of Italian scholars of the late nineteenth century have certainly influenced the 
international historical research of a later period. First, Italians scholars provided the tools to carry 
out such research, as the primary sources were not available abroad. Second, they posed some of 
the main problems of historiography regarding Pacioli: the biography, the originality and the 
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structure of the Tractatus, and the explanation for the emergence of DEB. Finally, contrary to what 
one might believe, a hagiographic tone was avoided in the narration of the historical figure of 
Pacioli. In some cases, indeed, the authors expressly criticized the Tractatus, as in the case of 
alleged plagiarism (based on a linguistic issue that only could be appreciated by those who know 
medieval Italian), a subject which non-Italian historians have continued to debate.

Italian bookkeeping treatises after Pacioli

The international debate on the main Italian bookkeeping treatises published after 1494, mainly 
revolves around four areas of research.

The first research area, which is also the oldest one, aims at providing an overview of works 
published in Italy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In doing so, authors in this area seek 
to show the development of accounting practice, its formalization, and its spread from Italy to other 
European countries. They briefly mention the biography and the main works of these writers of 
treatises, without providing a sustained discussion (Kheil, 1896; Volmer, 1896; Brown, 1905: 134–
137; Woolf, 1912: 120–123; Murray, 1930: 160–172; Peragallo, 1938: 54–73; Hatfield, 1943; 
Vlaemminck, 1956: 93–96; Kataoka, 1995).

The second research area, mainly developed during the second half of the twentieth century, 
focuses on the technical solutions of the DEB method as developed by post-Pacioli Italian scholars. 
Those solutions include accounting classification, trial balance, compound entries, Partimenti 
accounts and closing procedures (Littleton, 1928; Peragallo, 1956, 1971; Yamey, 1970, 1979, 
1981; Lanero Fernández and Ortega Montes, 2006).

The third research area examines Benedetto Cotrugli and his work Della mercatura et del mer-
cante perfetto, which was published in 1573 but completed in 1458; there was a manuscript copy 
in 1475 in Naples, which was rediscovered in the National Library of Malta. This work challenges 
Pacioli’s book as being the oldest published essay on bookkeeping (Kheil, 1906; Jouanique, 1994, 
1996; Yamey, 1994; Postma and Van der Helm, 1998; Van Der Helm and Postma, 2000).

In this respect, Sangster recently argued that in 1475 Marino de Raphaeli, a merchant, accepted 
a commission to teach DEB to Zuan de Domenego, a noble of Venice. De Raphaeli had to travel to 
Naples and make a copy of Benedetto Cotrugli’s manuscript book. He then travelled with his copy 
to the Venetian Republic, where he proceeded to teach his pupil the art of DEB by dictation. 
According to Sangster, De Raphaeli presented de Domenego with his copy of Cotrugli’s text. De 
Domenego then placed his manuscript copy of de Raphaeli’s dictated bookkeeping manuscript at 
the back of the Cotrugli text, numbered the folios of both texts into one sequence, and then bound 
them together in one volume (Sangster, 2015: 9).

The fourth research area, also the most recent one, develops a critical interpretation of some of 
these works, and in particular of Jesuit Ludovico Flori’s important work from 1600 (Yamey, 1985).

Within this context, it is possible to evaluate the dissemination and impact of major Italian con-
tributions of this period on the topic under consideration. We are referring to Bonalumi (1880), 
Cerboni (1889), Alfieri (1891), Rigobon (1894), Bariola (1897) and Luchini (1898). When consid-
ering the first research area, Italian scholarship deeply influenced the international literature on 
accounting history.

Bonalumi (1880) is quoted by Volmer (1896: XV), Kheil (1896: 3; 1902: 14) and Vlaemminck 
(1956: 94), with respect to the Manzoni treatise published in 1540. Cerboni (1889) is quoted by 
Kheil (1896: 3, 123; 1902: 14), referring to the Pacioli, Casanova and Manzoni treatises, by 
Dumarchey (1914: 29) and Murray (1930: 165). Alfieri (1891) is quoted in Kheil (1896: 14), with 
reference to Manzoni’s treatise, and Peragallo (1938: 60, 76). Rigobon (1894) is quoted by Penndorf 
when he dealt with Tagliente’s work (1933: 70).
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In addition, international contributions to the literature examining technical improvements on 
the DEB method of the post-Pacioli era draw on Italian scholars from the late nineteenth century. 
Yamey cites Bonalumi (1880) when he studies the disappearance of the usage of the Partimenti 
account (Yamey, 1981: 3). Cerboni is cited by Chatfield (1968: 417) and by Yamey (1981: 7; 1985: 
820), respectively, on the usage of the Partimenti account and Puglisi’s treatise. Cerboni is cited by 
Zan (1994: 281), Kataoka (1995) and Quattrone (2004: 664) with reference to the work of Ludovico 
Flori. Alfieri (1891) is cited by Van der Helm and Postma (2000: 176), again on Manzoni and 
Pacioli with respect to compounding simple entries.

When considering the third research area – Cotrugli’s work before the Tractatus – Kheil exten-
sively drew from Alfieri’s work (1891), when he focused on Cotrugli’s biography and writing 
(Kheil, 1906: 22). Yamey cites Vianello when the latter had doubt on Cotrugli’s description of DEB 
(Yamey, 1994: 47).

The contributions of Italian accounting historians in the nineteenth century brought to the atten-
tion of the international historical community a series of printed works on bookkeeping not easily 
available in the European libraries of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They also 
opened the debate on an issue – the evolution of the theoretical and applied aspects of DEB over 
the centuries – that, in the early nineteenth century, was virtually unknown. Finally, they influenced 
the studies of the later period on some of these treatises, which were written in ancient Italian and 
sometimes difficult to decipher for printing.

Discussion

After the unification of Italy and until the end of the nineteenth century, the professional and 
scientific communities saw bookkeeping as a primarily “technical” subject, secondary to “scien-
tific” subjects. Bookkeeping was only taught in vocational schools and in state commercial and 
technical institutes. None of these were institutions of higher education (Ferraris Franceschi, 
2012a, 2012b).

This was a pressing issue, particularly for professionals, whose daily job involved interactions 
with colleagues holding a university degree such as lawyers, engineers and architects. Moreover, 
in many cases, those professional figures illegitimately appropriated functions that, in their nature, 
fell within the domain of bookkeepers’ competence (Coronella et al., 2015). Thanks to many pro-
tests carried out by scholars and professionals alike, finally, in 1906, commercial studies were 
recognized as university subjects, and the bookkeeper was given professional status. Accountancy 
in these years entered a period of great development and social success, both from the professional 
point of view and as a research subject (Amaduzzi, 2004: 271–287; Coronella, 2014: 324–344). In 
particular, during the last few years of the nineteenth century, we notice the following:

•• the organization of the first national bookkeeping conferences (the first one was held in 
1879);

•• the creation, on a voluntary basis, of bookkeepers’ associations (the first one was created in 
1879);

•• a request for the inclusion of bookkeeping among university subjects (this was possible 
thanks to the momentum created by the first national congress);

•• the promotion of editorial efforts by creating specialized academic journals (the first one 
dates from 1875), and by publishing complete bookkeeping treatises (the first one dates 
from 1883–1889), commercial lexicons (the first one dates from 1872–1873) and special-
ized encyclopaedias (the first one dates from 1891–1905);

•• the development of the earliest systematic historical studies of bookkeeping.
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It is not surprising that the earliest historical studies of bookkeeping were developed then. In 
effect, the attention given to bookkeeping history is a clear sign of the degree of maturity that the 
discipline had reached at that time. Besides deepening systematic studies, scholars started to inves-
tigate the origin and developments of this subject. They did not do this just out of curiosity. Their 
effort was instrumental in establishing bookkeeping as a legitimate subject. It is not coincidental 
that, around the same time, we see the emergence of “scientific” bookkeeping and Besta’s endorse-
ment of the “historical method” as a foundation for study and research.

To properly understand its relevance, this issue must be seen in light of the discipline’s develop-
ment from a scientific and professional point of view, and its increasing popularity: bookkeeping 
stopped being a subject for the few. Instead it attracted a growing interest, even in terms of enrol-
ment in vocational schools and high schools (Ferraris Franceschi, 2012a, 2012b). Bookkeepers – 
either as professors and professionals, or both – have discussed at length the history of bookkeeping 
in order to show that bookkeeping and the job of the bookkeeper had ancient, thus “noble”, origins. 
This was necessary for the discipline to gain more recognition regarding what pertains to academic 
research and professionalism. Let us now consider the most important works.

The importance of Luchini’s work, dating to 1869, is strongly emphasized in international lit-
erature on accounting history. Luchini’s booklet is considered to be a turning point in the European 
history of accounting, especially with reference to the introduction of Luca Pacioli’s life and writ-
ings. Pacioli was unknown to accountants at that time. It was, therefore, a revelation to them to 
learn that an illustrious predecessor had published before 1500 a book which treated, though not 
under that name, the theory of DEB (Stevelinck, 1986: 3; Beard, 1996: 138; Hernàndez-Esteve, 
2006: 199).

Richardson cites Luchini’s paper as an example of how to create a “myth” in the evolution of 
accounting, making Pacioli a national hero:

Without doubt, the iconic accounting hero is Friar Luca Pacioli, a Franciscan monk, who wrote a book on 
mathematics in 1494 that included a chapter on double-entry bookkeeping as an illustration of practical 
applications of mathematics. The book was “discovered” in 1869 … and reintroduced into academic 
circles, sparking an industry tracing the diffusion of double-entry bookkeeping techniques from Pacioli 
through time and across borders. (Richardson, 2008: 257)

Regarding Cerboni (1889), Napier wrote: “For example, Giuseppe Cerboni … underpinned his 
theoretical expositions (for example, Cerboni 1886) with a chronological survey of Italian writings 
on bookkeeping and accounting, and surviving Italian accounting records (Cerboni 1889)” (Napier, 
2009: 34). Zan highlights the pioneering efforts of Bariola (and Cerboni): “Indeed accounting his-
toriography is rather old, and already in the end of nineteenth century there were work[s] already 
dedicated to build up a history of accounting: cf. for Italy Cerboni, 1889; Bariola, 1897” (Zan, 
2005: 484). At the same time, Zan remarks on the national bias of Bariola’s research:

Bariola concerns himself exclusively with the history of Italian accounting … the contributions of those 
Italian historians who adopt a broad focus on the “modern” and “contemporary” ages … are infused with 
a nationalist – and even chauvinist – rhetoric … But then Bariola, for one, lived in the nationalistic period 
following the unification of the country. (Zan, 1994: 258, 270)

Conclusions

Historiography is concerned with the problems of object and method of accounting history, as it 
is concretely studied in various countries and periods of time. In this respect, the Italian tradition 
of research can be considered of particular interest for the international community of accounting 
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historians for many reasons. This is probably due to a kind of double “competitive advantage” of 
Italian scholars. First, they can tap into the abundance of archival materials about crucial events, 
such as the origins of DEB, the life and work of Luca Pacioli, or the publication of a treatise with-
out significant logistical difficulties. Second, Italian authors are able to understand the linguistic 
nuances present in the archival materials and printed manuals; all, of course, written in ancient 
Italian.

Parts of the literature on Italian accounting history have received focused attention in papers 
published in recent international refereed journals (Sargiacomo et  al., 2012; Antonelli and 
D’Alessio, 2014; Antonelli and Sargiacomo, 2015; Coronella et  al., 2015), but some are still 
unknown to the English-speaking community of scholars. In order to fill this gap in awareness 
of the existence of this material, this article focused on works written on accounting history in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, that is, just after Italian unification. Consistent with 
this aim, we have identified and delimited the universe of accounting history publications to be 
taken into account, by referring to some published bibliographic reviews and other sources. We 
have thus identified and consulted 56 books and pamphlets and 95 articles. The census publica-
tions were then classified by content and date of printing, aided by Google Scholar and other 
sites that make available the text of books and articles (including https://books.google.it/, http://
gallica.bnf.fr/ and https://archive.org/). Also, after visiting some Italian libraries, we were able 
to reconstruct the quotations of Italian publications of the late nineteenth century by the interna-
tional community of accounting historians. These citations were classified on the basis of the 
language spoken by the authors (English, Latin languages, German) and the historical problems 
to which they referred (accounting in the Roman Empire, the origins of DEB, Luca Pacioli, the 
main treatises on bookkeeping). We then analysed in detail the above-mentioned historical 
issues, outlining what were the main concepts and guidelines of international studies, placing 
these concepts and guidelines in parallel with the most quoted (at an international level) Italian 
publications of the late nineteenth century.

The variety of the historical research conducted in Italy in the second half of the nineteenth 
century (and the vast number of individuals involved in this research) emerges clearly, particularly 
if we consider that few systematic historical works were published in Europe before or during the 
same period (Foster, 1852; Jäger, 1874, 1876; Voigt, 1887; Kheil, 1896; Sieveking, 1898). Indeed, 
works by foreign scholars at that time were well known to Italian researchers. Some of those, in 
fact, were regularly cited, at least in more systematic monographic works (Bonalumi, 1880; Alfieri, 
1891; Rossi, 1896; Vianello, 1896; Bariola, 1897).

The contributions coming from Italy appear particularly important for several reasons. First, 
they represent the first body of studies that deals in a systematic way with accounting’s past, in 
Italy and abroad, inventing a literary genre – the narrative of the accounting history – that did not 
exist before. Secondly, these studies involve a wide network of individuals: academics, practition-
ers, office bearers and historians. Third, some monographs on particularly relevant topics emerge 
from the panorama of the Italian works considered here.

When Italian scholars have written about accounting history, they have mainly focused on the 
Roman Empire and the Middle Ages, with particular reference to DEB, Luca Pacioli, and the book-
keeping treatises after Pacioli. They reveal the important role played by Italy in the fundamental 
stages of the development of accounting, interrupted only during the “dark ages” (mid-1600s to the 
late 1800s), by political submission and foreign intervention, being the lowest point of an other-
wise bright history (as stated in Zan, 1994: 270). As a matter of fact, the Italian authors studied laid 
the foundations of later studies, nowadays known as Traditional Accounting History (Miller et al., 
1991; Carnegie and Napier, 1996; Napier, 2006).
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Finally, primary sources were used substantially; indeed, the publications considered stand out 
because of the abundance of documents, records and artefacts usually displayed. This abundance 
gave them a useful function for those who, in successive stages, devoted themselves to the exami-
nation of the same topics.

The contributions of this article to the accounting history literature are many. First, it expands 
knowledge of the histories of accounting that appeared in Italy in the late nineteenth century. In 
particular, it deepens understanding of the contents of the main works of accounting history pub-
lished in that period, which other scholars before us have already referred to, but only by quoting 
(Zan, 1994; Beard, 1996; Mattessich, 2003; Coronella et al., 2015) or by including some other 
aspects in their statistical analysis (Antonelli and D’Alessio, 2011, 2014). Second, the article shows 
that the Italian historical literature of the late nineteenth century focused, set and, in part, solved 
some key problems of accounting history, some of which remain a concern to this day. Finally, we 
point out how the historical literature here examined, although in Italian and intended for a domes-
tic audience, had many citations in books and articles of the community of accounting historians 
around the world. In particular, it has been shown that the wide and prolonged dissemination of 
such historical works is due to a series of specific contributions made by those works, such as the 
reproduction of original documents (made available to all readers, even on an international scale), 
the collection of information hitherto unpublished on the life and works of the main protagonists 
of the Middle Ages, the setting of problems such as “What is DEB in an historical perspective?”, 
“What are the origins of DEB?”, and so on.

This research has some limitations. First, it has offered only a glimpse into the whole Italian 
historical literature of the period considered, without the possibility of going into depth on each 
contribution. Second, it is limited to the late nineteenth century. Finally, it did not examine two 
possible circumstances that may have motivated such great interest in historical studies during this 
time. On one hand, it could be investigated whether the affirmation of the first studies in Italian 
accounting theory conducted at the end of the nineteenth century have found solid support in the 
narratives of accounting’s past (Gomes, 2008). On the other hand, one might investigate how the 
efforts made by practitioners in relation to historical research have been driven by the intention to 
legitimize the accounting profession in the eyes of public opinion, the scientific community, the 
newly born middle class and business people (Previts et al., 1990b).

The article leaves opportunities for further investigations. Large-scale reconstruction of the research 
on pre-1980 accounting history is just starting. Little is known, in fact, about historical research con-
ducted in countries having longstanding traditions of such scholarship, such as Germany, France, 
Britain and the United States. We do not know if a tradition of historical research, dating back to before 
World War II, or even the late nineteenth century, has been present in other countries (for example, 
Spain, Portugal and Belgium). And this is to say nothing of non-European countries such as Japan. In 
addition, historiographical research on the communities of accounting historians of different countries 
and time periods will help to give a more complete vision of the events and can be addressed to under-
stand and explain similarities and differences, according to the scheme of Comparative International 
Accounting History (Carnegie and Napier, 1996, 2002; Carnegie and Rodrigues, 2007).
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Notes

1.	 Among others, these volumes are available: Bariola (1897): https://archive.org/details/storiadellara-
gio01bari; Luchini (1898): https://archive.org/details/storiadellaragi00luchgoog; Saporetti (1898): 
https://archive.org/details/fralucapacioloo00sapogoog; and Vianello (1896): https://archive.org/details/
lucapaciolonell00viangoog.

2.	 We cannot analyse all the literature concerning Pacioli’s life and writings. Thus, we review only the 
works quoting the Italian scholars examined in the paper.
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