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Why record vital events?

• Allows for the appropriate payment of taxes

• Permits the enforcement of conscription

• Provides proof of age and citizenship

• Assures the proper disposition of property

• Serves to shape medical and public policies



Bronze Age Mesopotamia Cuneiform tablet 

Source: The Colligate Journal of Anthropology



Birth Certificate on a 

wax tablet

Latin and Greek

128 AD

Source: University of Michigan

Library - P.Mich.Inv 766



English Domesday book

Source: The National Archives http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/



Beginning of death registration

Italian States – 15th Century

Bad Government and the Effects of Bad Government on the City Life by Ambrogio Lorenzetti (1338-40)



Death registration expands during crises of public health

Quinto Tiberio Angelerio and New Measures for 
Controlling Plague in 16th-Century Alghero, Sardinia Petrarch's Triumph of Death, 16th century

Dance of Death from Hartman Schedel's

Chronicle of the World (1493)



Development of Death Certification

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, by Rembrandt

Doktor Schnabel von Rom 
Engraving by Paul Fürst, 1656



Illustration From Oxford Science / Getty From Wikipedia

English 

Bills of Mortality

16th and 17th

century



John Graunt
April 24,1620 –April 18, 1674 

• One of the first 

demographers

• Used the Bills of 
Mortality and parish 

records to estimate 

population trends 

and list the 

frequencies of 

various causes of 

death



Recording of Births in 16th-Century England

Anglican Parish Register - Ridgmont

Worcestershire Parish Register



Recording of Births in Colonial America

Massachusetts, Springfield Vital Records

Births, marriages, deaths 1638-1728 vol. 1

https://archive.org/details/recordsofcolonyo08newp



Fraktur – Pennsylvania Deitsch or Pennsylvanian German stylized birth records

Source: American Heritage. February, 1989.



19th century record keeping – beginning of civil registration

Birth registration, Town of Burlington, 1896

Founding of AMA at Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia



William Farr 

November 30, 1807 – April 14,1883 

British epidemiologist

• developed the first 

national vital statistics 

system and assured its 

use as a surveillance 

instrument

• facilitated the use of 

surveillance for the 

conduct of 

epidemiologic studies

• crafted a disease 

nosology usable by 

vital statisticians and 

epidemiologists that 

led to the creation of 

the ICD



U.S. Bureau of the Census



Movement from birth registration areas to states



History of Texas Vital Registration



Increased Need For 

Identifying And 

Statistical Info

“Rhodes Mfg. Co., Lincolnton, N.C. Spinner…” Photo by Lewis 

Hine, 1908 Nov. 

Medical ID Card (1st pattern, folded leather-effect) of T/4 

Harold T. Hancock (ASN:32666624) who served with the 96th 

Evacuation Hospital



Problems with Birth and Death Registration



Movement Of Vital Statistics To Public Health Service

family receives inoculations against typhoid fever.

c. 1930

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/phs_history/fighting.html

A Public Health Service nurse teaches a mother how to 

prepare a feeding formula for her infant.

c. 1920



Changes in Statistical Measures of Birth



Changes in Statistical Measures of Death

A sample death certificate and instructional text from the 

federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s 

“Physicians’ Handbook on Medical Certification of Death.” 

(Jonathan Corum/The New York Times)



Current national statistics



Current State Statistics
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