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History and evolution 
In Italy, interest in business archives began to grow in the early 1970s; to be precise, in 1973, 
when the Records Administration organized a round table on industrial archives to discuss 
this important question. Previously, the most active bodies in archives preservation and 
valorization had been the historic banks, which possessed a remarkable documentary heritage. 
That first meeting took place thanks to the initiative of a group of economic historians, as well 
as some entrepreneurs and State archivists; and served to spearhead a new period of inquiry 
into the economic development of Italy. Indeed, the round table was a response to the many 
complaints that primary sources and records produced by the leaders themselves of industrial 
development were too few and too fragmentary. 
 
The activities aimed at preserving such an important part of our national archival heritage had 
been quite rare. Within a few years of the round table, however, some Soprintendenze (bureau 
of cultural assets – archives department) started gathering information, mostly concerning 
private economic archives. It was soon clear that surveys1 were the right tool to start working 
on the existing records, because they could provide a primary essential understanding of the 
material to be preserved. The experience of those years has shown that surveys – by focusing 
either on geographic areas or business sectors – have gradually made a great deal of data 
available and, at the same time, accessible, even as original records. 
 
It is also evident that survey results need regular updating, especially because companies 
frequently merge or incorporate. In several cases, when the results of a survey seemed 
doomed to lose their significance, the archival Administration would issue a declaration of 
great historical interest of the business archive at risk. On the other hand, a survey was 

                                                 
1 Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche − Soprintendenza archivistica per la Toscana, Archivi di imprese industriali 
in Toscana, Firenze, edizioni All’Insegna del Giglio, 1982; Ministero per i beni culturali ed ambientali − 
Soprintendenza archivistica per il Lazio, Guida degli archivi economici a Roma e del Lazio, edited by M. 
Guercio, Roma, 1987; Giunta regionale del Veneto − Soprintendenza archivistica per il Veneto, Archivi delle 
Aziende municipalizzate, edited by G. Bonfiglio Dosio, Venezia, 1987; Regione Lombardia, Gli archivi 
d’impresa nell’area milanese. Censimento descrittivo, edited by D. Bigazzi, Milano, Editrice Bibliografica, 
1990; Archivi d’impresa della Lombardia: censimento descrittivo, edited by Centro per la cultura d’impresa, 
Milan (survey in progress). 
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sometimes the first step towards a broader more detailed finding aid, i.e. the guide, which 
describes records held by a specific body or by a network of similar bodies2. 
 
A few years after the advent of the first pioneering initiatives – for example, the Ansaldo 
Archive was created in 1980 – several companies set up their historical archives, and in 1994 
an entire issue of the magazine “Rassegna degli Archivi di Stato” focused on the question of 
business archives in Italy. 
 
The second half of 1980s and the early 1990s proved to be a fruitful period for business 
archives: in 1998 the first handbook of business archival science3 was published, and saw a 
rapidly increasing number of business archives opened and given public access. At the same 
time, several meetings and training activities were organized4, partially as a result of the 
growing interest of ANAI (Italian Archival Association)5 . Recently, ANAI even created a 
specific national work team, GIAI6, whose aim was to bring together business archives and 
archivists. This project did not fully succeed in its aims, but it was a first step towards a 
systematic approach and towards coordination between institutions and professionals, who 
often share the same problems within realities that are geographically or organizationally far 
apart. 
 
The growing entrepreneurial attention to business culture and documentation is also evident in 
two further initiatives. Firstly, in 2001 the Company Museums and Archives Association was 
founded.7 It was first created as a work team aimed at valorizing the institutional role of the 

                                                 
2 Banca d’Italia, Guida all’Archivio Storico, with introduction by G. Bonelli, C. Pavone and G. Talamo, Roma, 
1993 
Ministero per i beni culturali e ambientali, Ufficio centrale per i beni archivistici – Unione Italiana delle Camere 
di Commercio, Industria, Artigianato e Agricoltura, Guida agli Archivi storici della Camere di commercio 
italiane, edited by E. Bidischini and L. Musci, Roma, 1996; IMI, Guida all’Archivio Storico dell’Istituto 
Mobiliare Italiano S.p.A., Roma, 1998; R. Baglioni, Guida alle fonti storiche delle assicurazioni in Italia, 
presented by A. Desiata, introduction by L. Segreto, Venezia, Marsilio, 2003. 
3 P. Carucci, M. Messina, Manuale di archivistica per l’impresa, Roma, Carocci, 1998 (edited by Centro per la 
cultura d’impresa); G. Bonfiglio-Dosio, Archivi d’impresa. Studi e proposte, Padova, Cleup, 2003. 
4 Archives were established or re-organized especially in banks, insurance companies, and in the manufacturing 
and mechanical industry. For a first attempt at a systematic overview, see F. Del Giudice, Business Archives in 
Italy: an Overview, in Overview of Business Archives in Western Europe, ed. by L. Richmond, ICA/SBL 
(International Council on Archives/Section on Business and Labour Archives), Glasgow University Archives & 
Business Record Centre, Glasgow, 1996, pp. 17-23. Ministero per i beni culturali e ambientali − Ufficio centrale 
per i beni archivistici, Gli archivi degli istituti e delle aziende di credito e le fonti d’archivio per la storia delle 
banche. Tutela, gestione, valorizzazione, Atti del Convegno, Roma, 14-17 dicembre 1989, Roma, 1995. 
Proceedings of national congresses in this field have been published: Associazione Nazionale Archivistica 
Italiana – Sezione Friuli Venezia Giulia, Le carte preziose. Gli archivi delle banche nella realtà nazionale e 
locale: le fonti, la ricerca, la gestione e le nuove tecnologie, edited by G. Tatò, Trieste, 1999; Associazione 
Nazionale Archivistica Italiana – Sezione Friuli Venezia Giulia, Le carte sicure. Gli archivi delle Assicurazioni 
nella realtà nazionale e locale: le fonti, la ricerca, la gestione e le nuove tecnologie, edited by G. Tatò, Trieste, 
2001; Direzione Generale per gli Archivi − Soprintendenza archivistica per la Campania − Associazione 
Nazionale Archivistica Italiana − L’archivio e le banche: ricerca, tutela, gestione, a cura di M. Sessa, Atti delle 
giornate di studio, Napoli, 11-12 maggio 2000, Archivio Storico del Banco di Napoli – Istituto Banco di Napoli, 
Napoli, Luciano Editore, 2001; Associazione Nazionale Archivistica Italiana – Sezione Friuli Venezia Giulia, Le 
carte operose. Gli archivi d’impresa nella realtà nazionale e locale: le fonti, la ricerca, la gestione e le nuove 
tecnologie, Trieste, 2004. 
5 Some Italian archives are internationally considered cases of best practice. 
6 http://www.anai.org/attivita/N_gruppi/gdl_impresa.htm [01/21/2005]. 
7 www.museimpresa.com [01/21/2005]. M. Amari, I musei delle aziende. La cultura della tecnica tra arte e 
storia, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2001. More recently, the first handbook of company museology, edited by Centro 
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first company museums. Recently, the association’s goal has become to preserve and revalue 
historical company heritage. This means that the Association’s activity focuses on a 
company’s products, rather than on its records, which are complementary to the exposition.8 
 
Secondly, the 9th edition of “Business and Culture Prize”9 was awarded in 2004; its increasing 
importance demonstrates the evolution in relationships between business and culture. In the 
last few years, cultural investment has changed from traditional funding and sponsorship to a 
wider concept of a genuine cultural partnership. Business plans, finances, and carries out 
cultural projects, thereby proving that culture too is a flexible value. Company museums and 
archives are a classical example, and the amount of financial resources allocated to the 
preservation and valorization of  historical and documentary heritage continues to grow.  
 
Perspectives 
 
The situation as it has been described up to now certainly isn’t definitive, and continues to 
evolve for many reasons. First of all, the number and variety of people who are involved are 
far greater than in the 1970s. It is taken for granted that business archives and archivists share 
with the rest of the national archival community the same social responsibility of preserving, 
managing and valorizing a significant part of the national archival heritage, although from 
within different institutional contexts. 
 
A significant number of records produced mostly by private economic bodies has been 
preserved and made available to a wide range of users in the last 30 years. Users of business 
archives are no longer just professional researchers: they are increasing in quantity and 
variety. Thus, the archives addresses explanatory publications and other multimedia materials 
to the wider public. 
 
The Internet reflects this growing interest as well. The number of websites dedicated to 
business archives is multiplying, while existing websites are changing from a static to a 
dynamic interface, with online public access inventories and databases.10  
 
In just a few years, new institutions with innovative organizational and management solutions 
have been conceived. Foundations11 are a good example of this: directing a variety of cultural 
activities, including historical archives management and valorization. In many cases, both the 
provenance institution and the local administration participate in these initiatives, so that the 
archives maintain contact with the community and geographic area ; in other words, the 
economic and social “roots” of the business. This kind of solution has turned out to be 
effective in ensuring necessary continuity to a business archives.  
                                                                                                                                                         
per la Cultura d’impresa, was published, its publication showing the relevance of this subject: M. Negri, 
Manuale di museologia per i musei aziendali, Soveria Mannelli, Rubbettino Editore, 2003. 
8 The significance of this is demonstrated by the issue of the first Italian guide to industrial tourism: Turismo 
industriale in Italia. Arte, scienza, industria: musei e archivi d’impresa, introduction by A. Calabrò, Milano, 
Touring club italiano, 2003  
9 http://www.impresacultura.it [01/24/2005] 
10 The Unesco portal on archives at the pages on Business and Labour Archives lists a total of 231 links; 160 
refer to Europe, and 19 refer to Italy 
(http://www.unesco.org/webworld/portal_archives/pages/Archives/Business_and_Labour_Archives/Europe/Italy
/index.shtml) [01/22/2005]. 
11 For bank archives, the best known cases are the foundations managing the archives of Banco di Napoli and 
Istituto Bancario San Paolo di Torino. For companies, the best known are Fondazione Ansaldo in Genoa, 
Fondazione Dalmine and Fondazione Piaggio in Pontedera. 
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The outsourcing12 of archival services is also gaining a greater share of the market. This 
alternative solution works well for semi-active records and paper archives management, but 
also for historical archives, that can hire archives specialists, cooperatives, and free-lance 
professionals for the traditional jobs of arrangement and description. Even those institutions 
of long-standing tradition – both public and private – choose outsourcing, mainly because of  
tight budgets. As a consequence, the classic profile of the company archivist, keeper of the 
company memory, is disappearing, with the risk that the archives becomes a sort of 
museum.13 
 
The dispersion of records and of anything that has little or no immediate use is a natural 
consequence in times of crisis and of resource reduction. One promising solution to the risk of 
records dispersion, based on the German model, appears to be the creation of territorial 
economic archives and collecting archives14. A trial project has just begun to operate in 
Milan, following an agreement between the Centro per la cultura d’impresa, Regione 
Lombardia, Politecnico di Milano and the Ministry of Cultural Heritage. Modern business is 
far more dynamic than in the past; frequent changes in headquarters, company name, size and 
ownership are common.  
 
Because of frequent merging and incorporation, a further solution currently gaining credit in 
large companies is the transformation of archives, originally of a single company, into 
(historical) group archives. It is a considerable change, that implies completely re-thinking the 
function of archives. The most long-standing institutions, where both sensitivity towards 
historical matters and adequate professional skills are available, are experimenting with new 
organization and management solutions. Acquiring archives of defunct or absorbed 
companies means moving the records from their original provenance into a new head office. 
This action goes against the principle of continuous custody, generally held to be a basic rule 
for records authenticity. On the other hand, it reduces the risk of dispersion of at least the 
most important series, if not the whole archives. It should be pointed out, however, that this 
course of action is likely to cause some problems regarding the legal protection of archives in 

                                                 
12 Associazione Nazionale Archivistica Italiana – Sezione Lazio, L’outsourcing nei servizi archivistici, Atti della 
giornata di studio di Roma del 26 marzo 1999, edited by F. Del Giudice, Roma, Tip. L’Economica, 2000; 
Associazione nazionale archivistica italiana – Ministero per i beni e le attività culturali. Direzione generale degli 
archivi, I servizi archivistici e l’outsourcing: linee guida per operare una scelta, with the cooperation of the 
following companies: H Study – Italiana Archivi, Recall – Records Center, paper presented in Rome on May 
16th, 2001. To study materials of the Anai work group, see 
http://archivi.beniculturali.it/forum/argomenti/64.html. In 2003 the Italian Association of Companies of 
Documents Management (Aidoc) was founded in Rome. Its aim is to provide a central connection for all 
companies working in records management, whether paper or electronic. (http://www.aidoc.net) [01/22/ 2005]. 
13 To paraphrase Marina Giannetto in her recent article, no company identity is possible without memory to 
sustain it, and no company memory is possible without an archive to let it settle and consolidate. She states, “it is 
a common opinion that the worst risk for an archive is not so much […] being in disorder, but rather being 
‘passive’, i.e. if it just gathers, stores and preserves materials, it will stress those ‘simply receptive – conserving’ 
features that used to mark” the traditional archival culture of the past. An active institution “should appraise its 
materials and follow a policy of completing them, without, however, accepting indiscriminate transfer, that 
results from the overwhelming quantity of paper produced by public bodies, or from […] private archives, 
(because) such transfer is often incoherent with the Institute’s identity” xcfr. M. GIANNETTO, Per una riflessione 
sulla “questione degli archivi”, in “Le Carte e la Storia”, 2004, 1, pp. 201-206. 
14 See: Fondazione Ansaldo in Genoa,www.fondazioneansaldo.it, 
http://www.culturadimpresa.org/attivita/arch_terr.htm and  
http://www.culturadimpresa.org/attivita/arch_terr_elenco.htm [01/22/ 2005]. 
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the custody of local Departments of Archives;  and has already raised some confusion within 
the community of users. Further reflection on this question will surely prove to be fruitful. 
 
 


