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Review: Wisdom from the podium: a history of the CPA Australia – 

University of Melbourne annual research lecture 

 
Geoff Burrows 
Melbourne University Publishing, Melbourne, Australia 
2008, 269 pages 
 
 

 

Initially endowed by the Commonwealth Institute of Accountants, and then by the various 

successive antecedent bodies of today’s CPA Australia, the CPA Australia-University of 

Melbourne Annual Research Lecture series in accounting provided Geoff Burrows with the 

raw material for constructing his book, aptly titled “Wisdom from the podium”. Burrows, 

currently Principal Fellow and formerly a member of the Professoriate of the Department of 

Accounting and Business Information Systems at The University of Melbourne, identifies 

that this research lecture is “almost certainly the world’s most-enduring annual accounting 

lecture series” (p.1). His objectives in authoring the book, both of which he realises, were 

to “communicate the excellence of [the] source materials, and faithfully present the key 

ideas contained in each lecture” (p.XVIII). 

 

The book describes each of the 68 lectures in the series, from its inception in 1940 through 

to 2007. The first chapter of the book, entitled World Record Holders, includes a 

background to the establishment of the lecture series and furnishes the author’s dissections 

of a range of characteristics of the lectures and lecturers, such as the predominant 

occupations of the lecturers (as academics, partners or principals in accounting firms, 
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executives or managers, public servants or company directors) (p.8), the sub-discipline area 

of accounting with which each lecture was concerned (p.20), and particular demographic 

characteristics of the presenters, including age and gender. This introductory chapter 

effectively sets the scene for the main body of book. 

 

Seven further chapters cover each relevant decade of the annual research lecture series, 

arranged in chronological order. Each chapter commences with a brief (half-page) 

introduction to the decade’s lectures, usually focusing on the array of topics concerned. 

Within the body of the chapter, for each lecture a two to three page summary is given, 

comprising a précis of the lecture topic and its key points, prefaced by a brief biography of 

the presenter. While being heavily focused on financial accounting and external reporting 

concerns, as revealed in Burrows analysis of the series (p.20), collectively the lectures have 

covered a gamut of issues in financial accounting, auditing, taxation, management 

accounting, financial management, information systems, social accounting, and sundry 

other topic areas. The bringing together of the content of the lectures into a book yields an 

insight into the issues of the day in each of the respective eras, as well as providing an 

indicator of some of the perennial issues in accounting - what Burrows terms “a time-

capsule” of coetaneous preoccupations, as well as a “history with a contemporary 

resonance” (p.XVIII). Certain of the descriptions also reveal the seeming prescience of the 

lecturers in prescribing or predicting accounting practices that would come to pass in later 

decades, such as the 1956 lecturer delivered by Mathews, who advocated the use of 

commercial accounting practices for certain types of public sector entities (pp.87-89), and 

Stonier’s 1962 lecture on the influence of electronic data processing (EDP) on accounting 
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in which he foreshadowed, among other things, the challenges for universities in producing 

computer-literate graduates (pp.107-109). According to Burrows’ categorisations (p.26), 

more than 70% of the lectures have been normative, analytical or descriptive works, and 

generally consistently so over the various decades concerned. The inclusion of such ‘think 

pieces’ in this annual research lecture series perhaps reflect the plurality of the target 

audience for the lectures and the observation that a number of the lectures have been 

published in practitioner and professional journals. Nevertheless, access to such 

prescriptive or conceptual discourses, via Burrows’ book, provides a valuable glimpse into 

the concerns and thought processes of noteworthy accounting thinkers of the past and 

present, especially at a time when it is increasingly difficult for such works to find a home 

in many of the scholarly journals which favour empirical research.  

 

 “The lecturers themselves have invariably been exceptional contributors to the 

development of accounting and cognate disciplines in both the Australian and international 

spheres” (p.XVIII), and this who’s who of academics, practitioners and policy makers, 

features names such as Fitzgerald, Chambers, Vatter, Goldberg, Zeff, Barton, Brown, 

Abernethy, and Boymal. The book also includes over two dozen photographic plates, 

principally of selected presenters 

 

Additionally, the work serves to rectify the problems arising from some ‘lost artefacts’ of 

the lecture series; lectures which were never published and which have disappeared from 

relevant archives, such as Wells 1978 lecture (pp.155-156). Examining the variety of 

sources used in writing this book, provides a testament to lengths to which Burrows has 
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gone in delving into archives and making direct contact with past presenters and/or their 

colleagues and universities in order to fill in any potential gaps in the narrative on the 

lectures and to gather relevant biographical information about the presenters.  

 

Because of the structure of the book, it can be enjoyably read on a lecture by lecture and 

chapter by chapter basis, or dipped into at random. Overall, the book provides a history of 

this long-running lecture series, vignettes of the lives and selected work of the presenters, 

and a window into accounting issues from World War II through to the present day. These 

facets of the work establish its utility as a resource for academic and practising accountants, 

as well as for accounting historians. 

 

Jayne Bisman 
Charles Sturt University 
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