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PACIOLI'SDE SCRIPTURISIN THE CONTEXT OF THE SPREAD OF
DOUBLE ENTRY BOOKKEEPING

Basil S. Yamey

RESUMEN

El presente trabajo examina y pone en duda, a la luz de las evidencias presentes, algunas nociones
ampliamente aceptadas en relacién con el uso y expansion de la partida doble durante los primeros siglos de su
existencia. De esta manera, el autor expresa su opinidn de que no cree que los libros impresos y, en particular, la
Summa de Luca Pacioli, gercieran una gran influencia directa en la divulgacion de este sistema, como
generalmente se cree. En relacion con esta Ultima obra, y entre otras razones, porque piensa que muy pocos
mercaderes la adquiririan al no conocer ni siquiera el nombre de Pacioli, que era un gran matemético y
humanista, muy conocido en los circulos intelectuales, pero probablemente desconocido en el mundillo
mercantil. Pocos comerciantes podrian imaginar, por otra parte, que el volumen contenia un capitulo dedicado a
lateneduria de libros. Aparte de €ello, no se estima que dicho capitulo De scripturis ensefie la partida doble de la
forma practica y eficaz que los mercaderes precisaban, sobre todo por la falta de un supuesto practico que
mostrase la disposicion y forma de redactar los asientos en el diario y el mayor. Por afiadidura, €l formato y
dimension del volumen tampoco contribuian a hacerlo tan manejable como requeria una obra de consulta que
debia estar siempre a mano en el despacho del mercader. A la vista de estas consideraciones, €l autor concluye
gue no parece que la Summa pudiera influir grandemente de forma directa en el conocimiento de la partida doble
que pudieran tener los comerciantes. En cambio, cincuenta afios después de su publicacion si influy6
decisivamente en la redaccion de los tres siguientes libros que aparecieron en las década de los 1540, uno
italiano, el de Manzoni, otro belga, el de Ympyn, y € Ultimo inglés, el de Mellis. Descartados, pues, los libros
impresos como principal vehiculo de divulgacion directa de la contabilidad por partida doble entre los
mercaderes, el autor se plantea el interrogante de cuales fueron las vias de difusion del nuevo sistema: piensa que
esta difusion debid de que tener lugar a través de tres distintos cauces: los tratados impresos de contabilidad,
pero como medio indirecto de ensefianza de la partida doble, es decir, no a los propios mercaderes, sino a los
maestros de materia mercantil; la movilidad de mercaderes, tenedores de libros y aprendices, que se desplazaban
de un pais a otro para conocer mejor su oficio; y, finalmente, los maestrosy las escuelas comerciales. A este
respecto, se ofrecen en el articulo diversos gjemplos de estos tres cauces, haciendo especial hincapié en el de la
traslacién de mercaderes y aprendices. Por Ultimo, el autor pone en tela de juicio la exactitud de la creencia
bastante extendida de que la partida doble era ampliamente usada en Europa ya durante €l siglo XVI. El opina
que es posible que fuera bastante conocida, mucho més en el siglo XVII que en el XVI, pero que pocos
mercaderes fuera de Italia la utilizaban, y que buena parte de ellos, o eran italianos o habian hecho ali su
aprendizaje.

ABSTRACT

This paper examines and questions, in the light of the known evidences, some widely accepted ideas
with respect to the use and spread of double entry duringitsfirst centuries of existence. In this regard, the author
says that he does not believe that printed books and, in particular the Summa of Luca Pacioli, had a great direct
effect on the diffusion of knowledge of the system and of its use. With regard to Pacioli’s work, very few
merchants would have known of him, or have heard of the publication of the Summa, or have been aware that it
included a chapter on double entry bookkeeping. Moreover, the De scripturis section is not an effective
exposition of the system. The reader’s task would have been easier had the text included specimen rulings with
specimen entries. The most serious deficiency of all isthat Pacioli did not provide an illustrative set of account
books in which the appropriate entries were entered for each of a series of transactions, and in which the end-

DE COMPUTIS Revista Espafiola de Historia de la Contabilidad
Spanish Journal of Accounting History
No. 1 Diciembre 2004



Basil S. Yamey: Pacioli's De Scripturis in the Context of the Spread of Double Entry 143
Bookkeeping

products of the balancing and closing of the ledger were shown. Apart from that, the Summa is a large book of
more than 600 large pages, of which De scripturisis only asmall part. It would have been cumbersome to use
for quick reference in a counting house. Although the author doubts whether Pacioli’s had any or much direct
effect on the spread of use of the double entry system inside or outside Italy, it certainly had adirect effect on the
contents of three books published in the 1540s by an Italian, Manzoni, a Fleming, Y mpyn, and an Englishman,
Oldcastle. Having ruled out printed books as the main direct way of diffusion of double entry among merchants,
the author wonders which were the main ways of diffusion of the new system. He means there were three ways:
printed books, but in an indirect way, since he suspects that they were used mainly by teachers of the subject,
and rarely used by auto-didactic merchants or bookkeepers who studied on their own; the movement of
merchants, bookkeepers and apprentices from one commercial centre to another; and the activities of teachers of
commercia subjects who gave private tuition. To this respect he offers some examples of these ways, giving
specia attention to the latter. Lastly, the paper also questions the extended belief that the double entry system
was widely used in 16" century Europe. The author believes that it was possible that the new system might have
been well known, but much more in the 17" century than in the 16" , and that only afew merchants outside Italy
used it, most of whom were Italian or had done their apprenticeshipsin Italy.
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1

The spread of the use of double entry bookkeeping outsde Italy is often attributed
largely to printed expostions of the sysem. Thus Fabio Besta the fird mgor writer on the
history of accounting, stated that "outsde Itay, account-books in double entry appeared only
after Itdian publications describing that sysem had been trandated into foreign languages'.
(Besta acknowledges that the account-books of foreign branches of Itaian businesses were
exceptions to his statement.) Moreover, according to Besta, it was the Venetian syle or
verson of double entry, the scrittura veneziana, that crossed the Alps and was disseminated
"in Flanders, in England and among the German peoples™. Besta clearly implied that printed
books played amgor part in spreading the use of the double entry.

More recently, Jean Favier, distinguished French historian, has narrowed the focus,
concentrating it on Luca Pacioli. In his De I'or et des épices (Naissance de I'homme d'affaires
au Moyen Age) he observes that double entry bookkeeping (comptabilité systématique) came
to Europe, outsde Itdy, only in the sxteenth century. It was then tha merchants in al the
countrjes ensured the success [feront la fortune] of the book in which, in 1494, Luca Pecioli
of San Sepolcro explained and darified the systen?. Favier's English trandator expressed the
point more vividly by daing that "merchants from every country rushed to buy this guide to
accountancy”.® The implication is clear: many merchants outside Ity were esger to use the
double entry system, and the Summa enabled them to do so.

! F. Besta: La Ragioneria, 2nd ed., Milan, 1929, vol.3, p. 340.

2 3. Favier: Del'or et desépices, Paris, 1987, p.339.

3 J. Favier: Gold and Spices (translated by Caroline Higgitt), New Y ork, London, 1998, p.276. Favier also writes
that Pacioli’s exposition of bookkeeping was an “instant success and for many years used by the business
world” (ibid, p. 261)
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In my view, which is eaborated below, Besta over-dtated the role of printed
expodtions of accounting in the gxteenth century. It would be wrong, in any case, to gauge
the extent of the use of the double entry system in Europe in different periods on the basis of
number of books published on the subject, in the sixteenth century or in the next two
centuries. What is perhgps even clearer is that Pacidli's expogtion, in particular, is likey to
have had virtually no direct effect on the diffuson of knowledge of the system and of its use.

Very few merchants ingde Itay, and even fewer outsde Itay, in the late fifteenth
century woud have known of Luca Pacioli, or have heard of the publication of his Summa, or
have been aware that it included a short section on double entry bookkeeping, the section
Particularis de computis & scripturis.

Pecioli was a prominent mahematician and known to other mathematicians. More
generdly, Pacioli was wdl known in humanig circles, and his works gppeded to humanidts.
According to Ingrid D. Rowland, “Pacioli's Summa addressed subjects dear to the humanists
tradition: geometry, ..perspective, and proportion. In order to attract a humanigticaly
educated public as wdl as learned merchants, Pecioli outfitted the printed editions of his
works with his own Latin prefaces and Latin rubrics that added a certain classicisng tone to
the vemeacular text".* But few merchants, even ltdian merchants, were educated in the
humanigt tradition. And merchants outside Ity would have provided an even more meagre
market for the Summa, even if they could read Itdian.

There is indeed no evidence as to how many merchants bought copies of the Summa
when it was firg published. The fact that sO many copies have survived to the present day is
best explaned in terms of purchases by mathematicians and other learned individuds rather
than by merchants. Copies entering the libraries of scholars, both professond and amatevr,
and inditutions of learning had a much better chance of surviva than had copies being used in
the counting-houses or bureaux of merchants.

2

A merchant who bought a copy of the Summa in order to learn how to keep his books
according to the double entry system would have been dissppointed and frustrated.®> The De
scripturis section is not an effective expodtion of the sysem, though a merchant or cerk who
sudied it would neverthdess have learned much from it, and much of the teaching was in an
agreeable form. As to content, he would, for example, have been taught the need for
meticulous detail, and shown how to minimise opportunities for the perpetration of fraud. He
would have learned al he needed to know about the arrangement of columns in esch of the
three principal account books, and about the place of each of those books in the bookkeeping
scheme of things. But the reader's task would have been easier had the text included specimen
rulings with specimen entries, snce a good illudtration is better than a sequence of sentences.
The examples of journd and ledger entries in the text do not show the ruled lines, and the
entries are not aways set out clearly. Moreover, the specimen journd ertries in severd of the

4 1.D. Rowland, The culture of the High Renaissance, Cambridge, 1998, p.116.
® For a detailed discussed of De scripturis, see B.S. Yamey (ed.), Luca Pacioli: Exposition of double entry
bookkeeping, Venice 1494, Venice, 1994.
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chapters do not follow the description given in chapter 11, which itself is mideading in that an
ingppropriate dgn (O0) is used ingead of the didinctive sgn used in practice and dmost
cetanly intended by Pacidli, namdy (/). Pacioli seems to have been poorly served by his
printer or proof- reader or proof-corrector -or perhaps he himsdf was cardless, snce he is sad
to have paticipated in the supervison of the printing of the Summa. Further examples of poor
proof-reading or editing are some incompleted sentences.

A more serious deficiency is the expogtion of the baancing and closng of the ledger
in chapter 34. The chepter confuses severd different procedures. Either Pacioli did not
undergand the subject fully, or his expogtory skill deserted him at this critica point. In the
absence of a fully worked-out illudtrative example, the reader would have reached the end of
chapter 34 confused and perhaps worried by his falure to comprehend the text. The further
expagition in the summary chapter 36 would probably have increased his perplexity.

The mogt serious deficiency of al is that Pacioli did not provide an illudrative st of
account-books in which the appropriate entries were entered for each of a series of
transactions, and in which the end-products of the bdancing and closng of the ledger were
shown. Whilst Pacioli lavishly provided worked-out examples in his sections on aithmetic,
agebra and geometry, he was surprisngly unimaginaive in not seeing the need to present a
mode set of written-up account-books in De scripturis. 1t may be that he himsdf did not fed
aufficiently confident to carry out this task; or perhgps the authors of manuscripts he may
have been working from did not provide illugtrative account-books because they intended to
give ord indruction (accompanied by demondrations on the equivdent of present-day flip-
charts) to supplement and fill out their written texts.

Two further points are worth noting. First, the De scripturis does not go into some of
the finer points of double entry bookkeeping as would often have been encountered in
prectice a the time. Thus there is no discusson of such subjects as compound journd entries,
or cdosng and opening baance accounts (with entries reversed) in the ledger. Also, Pacioli
did not discuss the specia accounting practices associated with changes in the rate of
exchange between two currencies, for example between the merchant's domestic currency and
the foreign currency in which his foreign agent recorded the transactions he made on his
behalf. Benedetto Cotrugli, a merchant of Ragusa, whose manuscript of 1458 (in Itaian) on
dell'arte di mercatura pre-dated the Summa, refers briefly to the appropriate procedure in his
chapter Del'ordine di tenere le scripture. In his own ledger the merchant has two sets of
columns on each side of the ledger account opened in the agent's name. When the appropriate
entries are made and baanced in the two sets of columns, the merchant's profit or loss arisng
from exchange fluctuations is reveded in the domestic-currency columns. Cotrugli remarks
that a merchant who does not keep his accounts in this way, does not deserve to be cdled
merchant (... non se' degno d'essere nominato mercante).’

The second point relates to physical aspects of the Summa. It is a large book of more
than 600 large pages, of which De scripturis is only a smdl pat. An unbound copy in the
Library of the Inditute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales, in London, weighs
1.8 kilograms; another copy, in the same collection, bound in wooden boards, weighs 2.5

® U. Tucci (ed.), Benedetto Cotrugli Raguseo: 11 Libro dell'arte di mercatura, Venice, 1990, p.174.
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kilograms.” It would have been cumbersome to use for quick reference in a counting-house
(quite apart from its other deficiencies for such a purpose). Moreover, the printing in the
copies of the first edition | have seen is not clear or easy to read. Altogether, both format and
scae, dictated as they must have been by the encyclopaedic extent of the subject-matter, are
more appropriate for the scholarly library than for the counting-house. What the book lacked
in convenience of handling was compensated by its physica gravitas. Brian Richardson has
remarked that in Renaissance Itay "the underlying perception was that the larger the book
was, the greater its seriousness’. There was “The association between physicad and
metaphorica weight” 8

3

Although | doubt whether Pacioli's Summa had any or much direct effect on the spread
of use of the double entry system ingde or outside Itay, it certainly had a direct effect on the
contents of three books on the subject published in the 1540s. Pacioli's De Scripturis in the
Summa was the pioneering publication; and three books drew on it, ether directly or via an
intermediary, respectivdy by an Itdian, a Heming from the Low Countriess and an
Englishman: Domenico Manzoni, Jan Y mpyn and Hugh Oldcastle”®

Hugh Oldcastle's A profitable treatyce (London, 1543) is very close to De scripturis,
or rather to a sdection of chapters in the earlier work. It is not easy, however, to judge the
pedagogc merits of the Oldcastle book, since no copy has survived, and our knowledge of its
contents comes from its re-working by John Mélis in his A briefe instruction (London, 1588).
But Méliss book is not smply a re-issue of Oldcadtle; it is demongrable that Méllis added,
ineptly, long passages from English books published after 1543, written by James Pede and
John Weddington, both of whom had practica experience of bookkeeping. It seems clear,
however, that Oldcastle's book, like Pacioli's, did not include a set of illudrative account-
books, and Mélis added one, again drawing without acknowledgement on the published
works of others.*°

Manzoni's Quaderno doppio (Venice 1540, and later editions) is dtogether in a
different class. The expogtion is idenifiably "Pecidlian®. But Manzoni was sdective in his
unacknowledged borrowings from Pecioli. Moreover, he added a substantid amount of
materid that is not in Pacioli. Above dl, he compiled a lig of 300 transactions, sub-divided
into broader categories, and these transactions are entered into the moded set of account-
books. This part of the book, itsdf of convenient weight and sze, would undoubtedly have
been very useful to the practisng bookkeeper. As FHavio Rilla has put it, the merchant or his
bookkeeper, when in doubt as to how to record a transaction, could stretch out his hand to get
his Manzoni, turn its pages, find the place, gan enlightenment, and findly transform the

" Information kindly provided by Avril Dennis, Deputy Librarian, The Institute of Chartered Accountants.

8 B. Richardson, Printing, writers and readersin Renaissance Italy, Cambridge, 1999, p.125.

° SeeYamey (ed.), op.cit., passim.

10 0On Oldcastle and Méllis, see B.S. Yamey, “Oldcastle, Peele and Méllis: a case of plagiarism in the sixteenth
century” , Accounting and Business Research, vol.9, 1979; reprinted in Further essays on the history of
accounting, New York & London, 1982.
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details of the transaction into one or more appropriate bookkeeping entries* This would not
have been practicable with the ponderous Summa.

Manzoni dtated that he kept the books of severd important people in Venice. He dso
taught bookkeeping and other subjects. The quaity of his book suggests that he must have
been an effective teacher .

Ympyn's book was published posthumoudy by his widow: the Nieuwe instructie
(Antwerp, 1543) in Dutch; the Nouvelle instructie (Antwerp, 1543) in French; and the A
notable and very excellente woorke (London, 1547) in English. Ympyn spent twelve yearsin
Venice in his early manhood, travelled extensvely, and eventudly settled in Antwerp where
he became a member of the guild of mercers. Ympyn (or his widow) refers to Pecioli's
Summa in the prefaces to his books.

It is clear that Ympyn, ether directly or through an intermediary, followed the De
scripturis closdly in many places. But Ympyn was sdlective, and moreover aso included new
or improved materid in the text. In particular, his trestment of the baancing and closng of
the ledger differs materidly from Pecioli's. It is briefer, and dearer; and Ympyn obvioudy
intended his readers to refer to the illustrative set of account-books included in the book. The
model st of account books is of high quality; and, as Raymond de Roover has suggested,
Ympyn may have dravn examples of transactions from his own business as merchant. It is
perhaps not surprising that the only known copy of the English verson of Ympyn's book, now
in Moscow, does not have the model set of account-books: This part must a one time have
been detached for easy reference, and had been so often consulted that it disntegrated -or was
solen or logt.

It may be noted, in passng, that neither Manzoni nor Ympyn discussed compound
journal entries or the treatment of accounts kept in a foreign currency (as wel as in the
domestic currency) dluded to in Cotrugli's early manuscript.

Traces of the influence of De scripturis can be found in a few books on accounting
after the 1540s;, and his name is referred to in a few cases. But, no book on the double entry
system published after the 1540s can be sad to be in the Paciolian mould to any significant
extent.

4

It is difficult to assess the various ways in which knowledge of the double entry
sysem was disseminated in the first two or three centuries after it firs emerged in practice in
Italy around 1300. When they became available, printed books obvioudy played some part. |
suspect that they were used mainly by teachers of the subject, and rather rardly by auto-
didactic merchants or bookkeepers who studied on their own.

Before printed books gppeared, diffuson of knowledge of the double entry system
within Ity would have been due to the movement of merchants from one commercid centre
to another; to the movement of bookkeepers and apprentices;, and to the activities of teachers
of commercid subjects who gave private tuition. It is not clear, however, whether
bookkeeping was taught in the scuole d'abaco, the schools in which many boys, intended

1 F Pilla, “1l bilancio di esercizio nelle aziende private veneziane”, Studi veneziani, vol.16, 1974, p.261.
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eventudly for employment or a career in business, spent the last few years of their education.
But, generdly, there were teachers willing to teach the subject to those willing to pay for
tuition .

Diffuson, mainly by way of persond commercid contacts and tuition, continued, of
course, dafter printed expodtions became avalable, in increesng numbers, in  vaious
European languages. The economic history literature reveals much movement, across nationd
borders, of merchants, bookkeepers, apprentices and students of commercia subjects,
including bookkeeping, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is not possible to present
a systemdtic picture of these movements and the resulting contacts and trandfer of knowledge.
Some examples may be hepful and indicative. Here, then, are a few cases illudrating the
movements of commercid people, and the contacts between them, of the kinds that would
have contributed towards the internationa diffuson of knowledge of the double entry system.
Many other examples could be added for the period from the fifteenth to the seventeenth
century.

Lukas Rem and Matthaus Schwarz were the sons of German business men who, as
youths, were sent to Italy to study commercia subjects. Rem went on horseback to Venice a
about the time Pacidli's Summa was published in tha city. He was under fourteen years of
age. He lived in successon with saverd merchants, including two who were factors of the
powerful Welser family business. He dso spent time with a man employed in the Fondaco del
Tedeschi, the headquarters of German merchants in Venice (now the centra post office).
There, according to his diary, the young Lukas learned arithmetic in 5 and a haf months.
Then he went to a school "where one learned how to keep books'. Within three months he
was able to write up a journal and ledger. Schwarz, on the other hand, wrote that he had
difficulty finding a competent teacher of bookkeeping in Milan and Genoa; but in Venice he
met a teacher who had a great reputation. This was Antonio Mariafior (a name which appears
in one of the entries in Manzoni' s moddl st of account-books as a teacher of abaco and
guaderno, that is arithmetic and bookkeeping). Schwarz returned to his naive Augsburg,
where he entered the employment of Jakob Fugger, “ der Reiche' in 1516. In die course he
became head bookkeeper of the paliticdly and financidly influentid Fugger busness and
confidant of its head Jakob and of his successor Anton. Schwarz also wrote a manuscript on
bookkeeping.*?

Paulus Beham, a member of a Nuremberg family, served his agpprenticeship in
Cracow and then was employed by the prominent Imhof family to whom he was rdaed. He
was sent to Antwerp where he spent severd years, and while acting on behdf of his
employers, he dso engaged in trading on his own account. Severd of his ledgers have
aurvived, and illugrate his steady increase in wedth, both when employed by the Imhofs and
dso afteewards. When he had returned to Nuremberg, he was required to keep the Imhof's
journd and ledger. The examples of entries he made in his own account-books show,
according to Baduin Penndorf, the influence of Johann Neudorfer, the famous arithmetician
and cdligrapher with whom he had dudied in his youth. A manuscript expostion of

12 On Rem and Schwarz, see B. Penndorf, Geschichte der Buchhaltung in Deutschland, Leipzig, 1913.
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bookkeeping is reliably attributed to Neudorfer. Neudorfer does not appear to have had it
published, but presumably used it for his own teaching purposes.®

Jan Pieterszoon Coen was baptised in 1587 in Hoom. His father became a wdll-to-do
merchant, who in 1600 sent his son to Itdy, where he was apprenticed to the merchant
Giorgio Pescatore in Rome. (Pescatore was born in the Netherlands as “Joris Vissar", which
he ltdianised literdly as Giorgio Pescatore). Coen learned "dl the intricacies of Itdian
bookkeeping”, as wel as other branches of commercid lore. He entered the service of the
Dutch East India Company (the "VOC') and became its firs Bookkeeper Generd. He
subsequently rose to the pogtion of Governor Generd in Batavia, and caried out the
expansionist policy of the mailed fist.**

George Watson, born in Edinburgh in 1645, was the son of a merchant. After serving
an goprenticeship with another merchant in Scotland, he was sent to Holland "for his further
improvement in merchandisng and particularly for his learning book-kesping, which then
was a vey rare accomplishment”. Some of his exercise books in writing, arithmetic and
bookkeeping have survived. He returned to Scotland in 1676. He had a distinguished career in
business and in public life and made large charitable gifts'®

Passchier Goessens, born in Brussds, left his native country because of his religion,
and settled in Germany around 1588. He wrote a servicesble book on accounting in German
Buchhalten fein kurz zusammen gefasst (Hamburg, 1594). He did so, he said, to help
merchants in Hamburg and to enable citizens of his adopted city to let their children study
bookkeeping in their own city ingead of having to send them to other cities or countries “at
great expense and danger”. According to Penndorf, it was teachers from the Low Countries
(such as Goossens) and Portuguese Jews who brought double entry bookkeeping to Hamburg.
Some merchants, such as the van der Meulen, left the Low Countries after the “Spanish Fury”
and settled in German commercia centres*®

5

In the preceding section | have outlined and illudrated the various ways in which
knowledge of the double entry system was transmitted within countries and, particularly,
across nationd or regiond frontie's. There quite clearly was a condderable volume of
deliberate as well as unintentional transmisson or diffuson of knowledge of the sysem. It is
very difficult, however, to atempt to trandate the spread of knowledge of the system into any
redidic assessment of the extent to which merchants and other business men actudly used the
sysem. This difficulty gpplies whether one is conddering its use in one paticular country in a
given period, or changes in its use a different periods within, say, the sxteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

The mgor difficulty is that what we know about the extent of the use of the double
entry sysem in the past depends heavily on two sets of accidents of higtory: fird, the
accidents of survival of account-books in the face of losses due to deliberate destruction, fire

13 On Behaim, see Penndorf, op.cit.

14" G. Messelman, The cradle of colonialism, New Haven & London, 1963, pp.229-37.
15 R. Brown (ed.), A history of accounting and accountants, Edinburgh, pp.156, 183.
18 penndorf, op.cit., p.149.
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and flood, rats and mice, and decay through age; and second, the accidents of sdlection by
scholars of particular collections of account-books for study, and the publication of ther
findings. It is obvious, however, that only a smdl proportion of surviving and (in principd)
accessible materids for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries has been examined, with the
bias probably in favour of account-books of prominent merchants, busness firms and
families. Thus dthough we do know a good ded about the use of the system in Itdy, notably
in Tuscany, by such large business firms as the Medici, Bardi, Peruzzi, Borromei and Datini,
knowledge about smdler firms is far more patchy. Datini, the “merchant of Prato”, himsdf
wrote that many of his felow citizens did not keep account-books a al. However, recently,
Richad K. Mashdl has examined surviving account-books of merchants and tradesmen in
|ate medieval Prato, and found none of them isin double entry .1

The difficulties are aggravated by the fact that scholars who have studied particular
collections of account-books and related materid amost certainly have not adopted a uniform
st of criteria for identifying the presence or absence of the double entry system. Thus some
higorians may have regarded bi-laterd accounts alla veneziana (with the debit Sde of an
account on a left- hand page and the credit Sde on the adjacent right-hand page) as evidence
of the use of the system. Or the presence of both a journd and a ledger may have been taken
as evidence of double entry. The datements even of contemporay merchants, while
interegting, for the same reason have little vaue as evidence. One may dso ask how one
merchant would have known how other merchants kept their books. Though merchants did
not treat the double entry system, and the way they organized their books, as trade secrets,
they were unlikely to show their journds and ledgersto others.

6

Nevertheless, and subject to the cavests entered a the beginning of the preceding
section, it seems to me that the use of the double entry sysem must have been quite limited
outdde Itdy in the sxteenth century, though merchants may have made somewha more
extendgve use of it in the seventeenth century. What | believe is quite clear is that very many
more people had acquired some knowledge of the sysem than actualy used the system in
prectice. Here, | can do no more than ded as examples firs, rather parochidly, with the
gtuation in Sxteenth- and seventeenth-century England, and second, with the gStuation in
Sixteenth-century Antwerp.

According to the late G.D. Ramsay, economic higorian, without the innovation,
double entry bookkeeping, "the emergence of the firm as a busness entity would have been
grievoudy hampered, and so would the unfolding of English foreign trade under Elizabeth
"8 Quite gpat from generd implausiility of this statement, it appears likely that very few
English merchants kept their books by double entry in the sxteenth century. | know of only
one surviving example. This is the journa of Thomas Gresham, commenced in 1546, now in
the possesson of the Mercers Company in London. This famous merchant, diplomat and
public figure (to whom is attributed Gresham ' s Law, about bad money driving good money

" RK. Marshall, The local merchants of Prato, Baltimore & London, 1999.
18 G.D. Ramsay (ed.), John Isham: mercer and Merchant Adventurer, Northampton, 1962, p.liii.
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out of crculation) spent many years in Antwerp, and his journd shows sgns of that city's
influence. It has even been conjectured (by Ernst Stevelinck)!® that he was responsible for the
trandation of Y mpyn's book into English.

More examples have survived -and have been examined -for the seventeenth century. |
have discussed dsewhere the surviving double entry account-books of five seventeenth
century merchants. William Hoskins, Sir John Banks, Sr Robert Clayton, Sir Dudley North
and Sir Charles Peers® To this list can be added three more merchants. Sir John Calley,
Danid Harvey (brother of the more famous William, discoverer of the circulaion of the
blood) and Charles Marescoe?® This is an impressve ligt, induding severd prominent
merchants. And we must not forget the English East India Company and the Bank of England.
However, many other merchants of didtinction did not use the double entry system, including
Sir Arthur Ingram, Sr Thomas Cullum and Sr William Turner .

Thomas Mun, a London merchant and author of economic tracts, wrote in 1664 that a
"perfect” merchant “ought to be a good Penman, a good Arithmetician, and a good
Accomptant, by that noble order of Debtor and Creditor, which is used only amongst
Merchants'.?> On the other hand, Richard Dafforne, sdf-styled I'accountant, and teacher of
the same’, writing in 1635, and who had experience of busness life in both Holland and
England, thought that a "greast pat" of merchants in his native country had only "smdl love"
for the “science" of bookkeeping.?®

7

During the gxteenth century Antwerp became the hub of internationd trade.
Merchants from dl over western Europe had trading reaionships with merchants in Antwerp;
many foreign merchants and factors (agents) visted the city or spent long periods in the city;
and many youths and young men came to study commercia subjects or to gan commercid
experience in the offices of merchants. As Henry de Groote's investigations have shown, there
were a redivey lage number of “school magters’ in Antwerp who taught languages,
bookkeeping and other commercia subjects®* Moreover, severa books on the double entry
sysem were published in Antwerp in the Sxteenth century, beginning with Ympyn's Dutch

19 E. Stevelinck, "Qui peut avoir traduit en Anglais le premier livre de comptabilité paru en Francais?', De
Gulden Passer, vol.70, 1992.

20 B.S. Yamey, "Some seventeenth and eighteenth century double-entry ledgers’, Accounting Review, vol. 34,
1959; and "A seventeenth century double-entry journal”, Accountancy, November 1960; both reprinted in
Essays on the history of accounting, New York, 1978.

21 The Calley ledger isin a private collection. On Marescoe, H. Roseveare (ed.), Markets and merchants in the
late seventeenth century, Oxford, 1987. The Harvey ledger, which recently was brought to light, is now in The
Guildhall Library, London. This ledger is extraordinarily large. It has almost 1700 pages of thick paper, with a
massive vellum binding. The cover measures 35 cms. by 52 cms. (It is much bigger than Pacioli's Summa). On
the Harvey documents, see Bloomsbury Book Auctions, Catalogue of Sale, 22 November 2001.

22T Mun, England's treasure by forraign trade ..., London, 1664.

23 R. Dafforne, The merchants mirrour, London, 1635, in the “epistle dedicatory".

24 H L. V. de Groote, De zestiende-eeuwse Antwer pse schoolmeesters (reprint of articles in Bejdragen tot de
geschiedenisinzonderheid van het oud Hertogdom Brabant), vols. 50 and 51, 1967-68.
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and French texts, and followed by works by Mennher, Savonne, Weddington, Cloot, de
Renterghem and van den Dycke.

It would therefore be surprisng if many foreign merchants and bookkeepers did not
acquire knowledge of, and competence in, the double entry system in Antwerp. But, once
agan, the interedting quesion is whether many foregners, having learned about the
bookkeeping system, then gpplied it in thair businesses.

Some economic higtorians have regarded Antwerp as the commercid centre from
which use of the double entry sysem spread widdy throughout the rest of Europe. Thus
Herman van der Wee wrote that it "was via Antwerp that the use of hills of exchange was
generdized throughout Western and Northern Europe and the same can be sad of the use of
double-entry book-kesping". %

The view expressed by van der Wee suggedts, at leadt, that the use of the double entry
system was widespread among Antwerp merchants themselves. Indeed, according to Oskar de
Smedt, the system was used in Antwerp on an extensve scde?® However, the picture again is
not a al clear . Emile Coornagit, who studied French participation in the internationd trade
in Antwerp in the sixteenth century, observed that double entry bookkeeping was little used in
that city.>” JA. van Houtte concurred: “It would be wrong to suppose, however, that [double-
entry's] use was widespread there". 2

There were, of course, some Antwerp merchants who did use the system. Examples
include the van der Molen and the de Groote businesses. However, the three most prominent
nameswhich | associate with the system in Antwerp are dl rather specia cases.

The Affatad were lage-scde internationd bankers and merchants located in
Antwerp, but came origindly from Cremona in Italy. The surviving baance accounts of some
of their companies a the time of the dramatic bankruptcy of the businesswerein Italian.*®

The surviving account-books of the prominent Antwerp merchant Jan della Faille have
been usad illfully and productively by Wilfrid Brulez in his monographic sudy of the
busness he built. Ddla Falle was born in Wevelgem (in present-day Belgium) in 1515.
Fifteen years later he went to Venice, to work for Maarten de Hane, who was born in
Brussdls, and settled and prospered in Venice. He bought a paace, on the Grand Canal. Ddla
Falle dso did well, and became the de Hane factor in the branch establishment in Antwerp,
which was dso responsble for the branch in London. Dela Falle ganed a magtery of the
double entry sysem in Venice, and goplied it to his busness in Antwerp, which included his
activities on behdf of de Hane as wdl as his trading on his own account. The entries in his
double entry journds, kept in Itdian, are perfect examples of the digtinctive Venetian form of
journd entry (which is incorrectly described and illugtrated in Pacioli's De scripturis). Ddla
Falle defrauded his Hemish/Venetian principd, and a long period of litigation with de Hane's

% H. van der Wee, The growth of the Antwerp market and the European economy (fourteenth-sixteenth
centuries, The Hague, 1963, val. ?, p.433.

260, de Smedt, De Engelse Natie te Antwerpen in de Ibe eeuw (1496- 1582), Antwerp, 1954, vol .2, p.487.

27 E. Coornaert, Le Francais et le commerce international a Anvers: fin du Xve XVle siecle, Paris, 1961, pp.173,
245.

28 3. van Houtte, An economic history of the Low Contries, 800-1800, London, 1977, p.207.

29 3. Denucg, Inventaire des Affaitadi banquiersitaliens a Anvers de I'annee 1568, Antwerp, 1934.
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heirs ensued.*® The third example is that of a surviving set of account books of the celebrated
printer and publisher Christophle Plantin. In 1563 he entered into partnership with four others,
which lasted until 1565. The journal and ledger for that period were kept in Itdian and in
accordance with the double entry system. No doubt one of the partners or a bookkeeper was
responsible for writing-up these account-books. When the partnership ended, Plantin gave up
the system.®!

8

Unless my chosen “samples’ hgppen to have been unrepresentative, my tentative
concluson must be that the double entry system was not widdy used by merchants in Europe
(outside Italy) in the firs century or two after the publication of Pacioli's Summa. However,
the limited use of the sysem in practice canot be atributed to lack of opportunities for
merchants and bookkeepers to study the system and become proficient in its gpplication in
busness. In the process of diffuson of knowledge of the system, printed books, and more
epecidly their use by teachers, played an important part; and in this way Luca Pacioli must
rightly be honoured as a founding father (though the limitations of his pioneering De
scripturis should not be glossed ove).
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