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THE LONDON BILLS OF MORTALITY: STATE OF 
THE ART AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF RESEARCH

Martin Christ

Since the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic at the end of 2019, we 
have been sur round ed by stat istics of death. Count less news out lets 
report when, where, and how many people have died. While these 
stat istics pro vide import ant pointers for the spread and de velop ment 
of the dis ease, they have also led to re newed dis cussions about the 
uses and abuses of stat istics con cern ing the dead. They draw into 
sharp focus the fact that how the dead are re cord ed and count ed is 
import ant for the func tion ing of human soci eties, as it informs large-
scale med ical and polit ical de cisions. What is often over looked in 
these dis cussions is that there is a long his tory of re cord ing the dead 
and using mortal ity stat istics.1 One of the most striking ex amples of 
pre modern stat istics of this sort is the London Bills of Mortality.

While this source is known to experts on early modern London and 
feat ures in a range of schol arly works, the Bills have fur ther poten tial. 
The term ‘bills of mortal ity’ refers to the stat istics that re cord ed burials 
and causes of death from at least the early seven teenth cen tury to the 
middle of the nine teenth. From 1611, the Com pany of Parish Clerks 
was respon sible for col lect ing this infor mation and print ing the Bills. 
Some other Eng lish and Scot tish towns had com para ble publi cations, 
but the lon gevity of the pro duction of the Bills and their import ance 
are unique to London.

I would like to thank Anna Cusack and Nathan Alexander for helpful com-
ments on earlier drafts of this article. I am also grateful to Michael Schaich 
for his useful suggestions. This article was written with the support of the 
Centre for Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences ‘Religion and 
Urbanity: Reciprocal Formations’ (DFG FOR 2779).

1 But there are some exceptions; see e.g. Anirban Banerjee, Manisha Chakra-
barty, and Subhankar Mukherjee, ‘Data as Guide to Policy: Bills of Mortal ity 
of 17th Cen tury and COVID-19 of 21st Century’, in Mousumi Dutta, Zakir 
Husain, and Anup Kumar Sinha (eds.), The Impact of COVID-19 on India and 
the Global Order: A Multi disciplinary Approach (Singapore, 2022), 81–98 for an 
ex plicit com parison between the two cases. 
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This article first sketches the general contours of the Bills of Mortal-
ity: their gen esis, pro duction, use, and de cline. In this part I also draw 
atten tion to the actors in volved in their pro duction. The next part 
summar izes pre vious ana lyses, both early modern ones and those by 
modern histor ians. Then the limits of, and prob lems with, the Bills of 
Mortal ity take centre stage in order to illus trate that we cannot take 
them at face value. Finally, I outline two areas where fur ther examin-
ation of the Bills of Mortality seems especially promising. 

Early Modern London and the Bills of Mortality

Although it is difficult to estimate how many people lived in London in 
the early modern period, it is clear that it was one of the most signifi cant 
cities in Europe and that its popu lation in creased stead ily be tween 1600 
and 1850.2 In 1600 London housed around 20,000 people; fifty years later 
that figure had doubled. Al though the number of Lon doners de clined 
during the 1665 plague epi demic, by 1700 esti mates put the popu lation 
at around 600,000. Over the follow ing fifty years growth slowed, and in 
1750, 650,000 people called London home. Around 1800 London broke 
the 1 mil lion mark for the first time, and by 1850 it al ready had more 
than 2 mil lion in habit ants.3 With this popu lation growth came con stant 
dis cussions about London’s spread. New bound aries were drawn, and 
the city was divided into different parts.

London had a complex administrative structure, including over lap-
ping and contested jurisdictions.4 It was part of the county of Middle sex, 
which was largely urban ized by the early modern period and domin-
ated by the grow ing metrop olis of London. At its core was the City 
2 For a recent in-depth study of a single part of London during this period, see 
Adam Crymble, ‘The Decline and Fall of an Early Modern Slum: London’s St 
Giles “Rookery”, c.1550–1850’, Urban History, 49/2 (2022), 310–34.
3 Paul N. Balchin, The Shaping of London: A Political and Economic Per spective 
1066–1870 (London, 2020; 1st edn 2014); Louis Wirth, ‘Urbanism as a Way of 
Life’, American Journal of Sociology, 44/1 (1938), 1–24.
4 There is a large body of general literature on London and its adminis tration. 
See e.g. Paul Griffiths and Mark S. R. Jenner (eds.), Londinopolis: Essays in the 
Cul tural and Social History of Early Modern London (Manchester, 2000); Karen 
New man, Cultural Capitals: Early Modern London and Paris (Princeton, 2007).
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of London plus the City of West minster and, later, South wark to the 
south.5 Each of these entities had their own adminis trative bodies and 
they were fre quently listed as separ ate units in early modern sources. A 
further div ision of what is today con sidered London was into lib erties 
and wards—units of juris diction with mostly medi eval origins. The City 
of London con sist ed of twenty-six wards, which were sub divided into 
242 pre cincts.6 Lib erties and wards varied greatly in size and signifi-
cance, and some had spe cial priv ileges or responsi bilities. For ex ample, 
the liberty of Tower Div ision had unique mili tary obli gations. For the 
Bills, the most import ant div ision was into par ishes, London’s pri mary 
ecclesi astical and adminis trative units, which num bered more than 
150.7 The Bills of Mortal ity fur ther div ided par ishes into those within, 
strad dling, and ad join ing the city walls. London’s dead were buried in 
the church yards of indi vidual par ishes, and parish clerks—lay men and 
women respon sible for record-keeping—kept the lists of the dead. It 
was not until the middle of the nine teenth cen tury that ceme teries were 
estab lished on the out skirts of the city. Many of the mi grants that came 
to London had con fessions and re ligions that de viated from the teach-
ings of the Church of Eng land, re sult ing in adapt ations to burial rituals 
and recording systems.8

The administration of such a complex metropolis was a con stant 
chal lenge. Record-keeping was one of the main means by which urban 
adminis trators sought to regu late the living and the dead. How ever, 
5 On Westminster, see Patricia Croot, ‘A Place in Town in Medieval and Early 
Modern West minster: The Origins and History of the Palaces in the Strand’, 
London Jour nal, 39/2 (2014), 85–101. 
6 See M. S. R. Jenner and P. Griffiths, ‘Introduction’, in eid. (eds.), Londin opolis, 
1–23. 
7 On parishes, see Gary G. Gibbs, Five Parishes in Late Medieval and Tudor 
London: Com munities and Reforms (London, 2019); Keith Wright son, ‘The Pol-
itics of the Parish in Early Modern Eng land’, in Paul Grif fiths, Adam Fox, 
and Steve Hindle (eds.), The Experience of Authority in Early Modern Eng land 
(London, 1996), 10–46. 
8 Catharine Arnold, Necropolis: London and Its Dead (London, 2006); Vanessa 
Hard ing, The Dead and the Living in Paris and London, 1500–1670 (Cam bridge, 
2002); ead., ‘Burial of the Plague Dead in Early Modern London’, in J. A. I. Cham-
pion (ed.), Epidemic Disease in London (London, 1993), 53–64, avail able online at 
[https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/17936/1/Epidemic-Disease-Harding.pdf], 
accessed 9 Feb. 2022.
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the first initia tives for recording demo graphic data were under taken 
by the church. In 1518 Henry VIII issued orders charging priests to 
record plague deaths.9 In 1538 Thomas Crom well ex tend ed these in-
structions by giving stand ing orders to keep parish regis ters, which 
re cord ed wed dings, christen ings, and burials.10 London was one of 
the first towns to intro duce death stat istics.11 Parish regis ters listed 
names, dates, some times cause of death, age, and where a person 
lived or was buried. For most of the six teenth cen tury, mortal ity stat-
istics were not pub lished and were only avail able to the muni cipal 
adminis tration and the Crown. This changed in the seven teenth cen-
tury when the Bills began to be printed.

The origins of the Bills of Mortality lie in plague pre vention. While 
hand written Bills of Mortal ity were given to the alder men of the City of 
London in the early six teenth cen tury, plague stat istics were print ed 
and dis played pub licly for the first time during the 1590s.12 In these 
early Bills, other causes of death were not nor mally record ed. The 
precise date of the first print ed Bills of Mortal ity is dis puted because so 
few were pre served.13 Some schol ars argue that the Bills were issued 
9 Kristin Heitman, ‘Authority, Autonomy and the First London Bills of Mortal-
ity’, Centaurus: An International Journal of the History of Science and its Cultural 
Aspects, 62/2 (2020), 275–84.
10 Ibid. On parish clerks, see Oswald Clark, ‘The Ancient Office of Parish Clerk 
and the Parish Clerks Com pany of London’, Ecclesi astical Law Jour nal, 8/38 
(2006), 307–22. On parish regis ters, see R. A. P. Finlay, ‘The Accur acy of the 
London Parish Registers, 1580–1653’, Popu lation Studies, 32/1 (1978), 95–112. 
11 Major Greenwood, ‘Medical Statistics from Graunt to Farr’, Bio metrika, 
32/3–4 (1942), 203–25.
12 The precise date of the first hand-written Bill is disputed. See William Ogle, 
‘An In quiry into the Trust worthi ness of the Old Bills of Mortal ity’, Jour nal 
of the Royal Stat istical Soci ety, 55/3 (1892), 437–60, at 438, 452–3 for a hand-
written Bill dated to 1512 (but with out a date in the original sources); William 
A. Brend, Bills of Mortal ity (London, 1908), 2 for a dating to 1532; Cor nelius 
Wal ford, ‘Early Bills of Mortal ity’, Trans actions of the Royal Histor ical Soci ety, 7 
(1878), 212–48, at 214 for a dating to 1562.
13 See Heitman, ‘Authority’, 276; ead., ‘Of Counts and Causes: The Emer-
gence of the London Bills of Mortality’, The Collation, 13 Mar. 2018, at [https:// 
collation.folger.edu/2018/03/counts-causes-london-bills-mortality/], 
accessed 25 Jan. 2023, for the dating to 1592; Walford, ‘Early Bills’, 216 for a 
dating to 1594; and Stephen Green berg, ‘Plague, the Print ing Press, and Public 
Health in Seventeenth-Century London’, Hunting ton Library Quarterly, 67/4 
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in the 1590s; in any case, they were dis continued in 1595, when the 
plague in London abated, and re intro duced in 1603. In the words of 
Thomas Laqueur, the Bills of Mortal ity provided the ‘first system atic-
ally collected’ mortal ity statistics.14

Fig. 1: City of London, handwritten summary of the Bills of Mortality, 1 Jan . 
1563–1 Jan. 1564. Call #: X.d.264, fo. 59v–60r, 15188. Used by permission of the 
Folger Shakespeare Library.

The existence of multiple recording systems demon strates the con-
tinued develop ment of stat istics of the dead and the trial and error 
pro cess used to deter mine which system was best suited to the needs of 
early modern Lon doners. The Bills pro vided more quantita tive ana lysis 
than parish records, de personal izing indi vidual deaths into a gen eral 
data set for London.15 Parish records likely drew on the same sources of 
infor mation and served as a basis for the Bills. How ever, they focused 

(2004), 508–27, at 512–13 for the 1603 dating. Earlier scholar ship has other dates 
still. See e.g. Ogle, ‘An Inquiry’, 439, who dates the first printed Bill to 1625.
14 Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Re-
mains (Princeton, 2015), 289. 
15 On the use of the term ‘data’ in premodern contexts, see Cristina Sasse, 
Die Stadt lesen: Englische ‘Dir ectories’ als Wissens- und Orientierungs medien, 
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on the pay ments which family members of the new born or the de ceased 
owed the parish, where as other re cord ing systems, such as the Bills, 
were more con cerned with the spread and pre vention of plague and 
other dis eases. A 1609 snip pet bill retains the earlier focus on the plague 
but does not in clude other causes of death, illus trating the pres ence of 
mul tiple re cord ing systems. It is now held in the Folger Shake speare 
Li brary. Filled in by hand and prob ably cut from a larger sheet, it indi-
cates one of the first attempts to unify record ing sys tems, al though it 
does not yet con tain the feat ures typ ical of a Bill of Mortal ity (Fig. 2). 
The adapt abil ity of these records indi cates a nu anced under standing of 
needs spe cific to early modern com munities.

Fig. 2: Pre-printed plague bill with handwritten data inserted. Call #: STC 
16743.8, recto, 3047. Used by permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library. 

Sources from the seventeenth century give a clear indi cation of 
how data for the Bills was collect ed. Women called ‘searchers’, who 
had some ex peri ence around sick ness and death, identi fied the cause 
of death after being called by a family member or alert ed by the toll-
ing of a bell. On Tues days, they dropped off the infor mation in a box 
in the parish clerk’s office; on Wednes days, the data was com piled, 
and then the Bills were print ed on Thurs days.16 They were first sent to 
1760–1830 (Berlin, 2021), especially the discussion of its use as a ‘con trolled 
anachron ism’ on p. 123. 
16 K. J. Rothman, ‘Lessons from John Graunt’, Lancet, 347/8993 (1996), 37–9.
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the king or queen and the lord mayor and alder men. The com bined 
expert ise of the parish clerks, searchers, and alder men en abled the 
Crown and city adminis tration to obtain a reason ably accur ate pic-
ture of London’s health, and this helped them to decide on quaran tine 
rules and whether the court should move to Oxford during out breaks 
of plague.17 Eliza beth I’s chief ad viser Wil liam Cecil (1520–98) was one 
of the offi cials who asked to see the Bills of Mortal ity, sug gest ing that 
they were read at the high est levels of govern ment before being made 
avail able for gen eral sale from the early seven teenth cen tury on wards.

In 1603 the format of the Bills was standardized. They now con sist-
ed of parish-by-parish death counts and burials, in clud ing the cause of 
death.18 At first, Bills were pro duced and sold as one-sided hand bills. 
From 1627, the Com pany of Parish Clerks had its own print ing press 
and pro duced two-sided quar ter sheets which in cluded the cause of 
death on the verso.19 In some cases, the London Bills of Mortal ity also 
feat ured illus trations or elabor ate frontis pieces.20 In other in stances, 
they might con tain a pref ace or writ ten ex plan ation of the stat istics 
them selves. Until the nine teenth cen tury, when the first Brit ish census 
was success fully con duct ed, parish clerks sold weekly Bills of Mortal-
ity and a sum mary on the Thurs day before Christ mas. While the Bills 
were in creas ingly standard ized over this period, they were some times 
also adapt ed, for in stance, in an nual summar ies of the weekly Bills. 
Com pilations of the Bills of Mortal ity and the use of ex tracts illus trate 
that sys tems of re cord ing con tinued to de velop. Fur ther cate gories 
and de tails were added in the course of the seven teenth cen tury, in-
cluding head ings for male and female, bapt isms, and the price of salt 
and bread.

17 E.g. Charles II and his court moved to Oxford during the 1665 plague in 
London. See ‘The Second Parliament of Charles II: Sixth Session (Oxford)—
Begins 9/10/1665’, in The His tory and Pro ceed ings of the House of Com mons, vol. i, 
1660–1680 (London, 1742), 85–92, avail able through Brit ish His tory Online at 
[http://www.british-history.ac.uk/commons-hist-proceedings/vol1/pp85-
92], accessed 2 Jan. 2023.
18 J. C. Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London: Interpreting the Bills of Mortal ity 
before John Graunt’, Urban History, 23/3 (1996), 325–50, at 330.
19 Greenberg, ‘Plague, the Printing Press, and Public Health’, 525. 
20 Jacob Murel, ‘Print, Authority, and the Bills of Mortality in Seventeenth-
Century London’, Seventeenth Century, 36/6 (2021), 935–59.
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Figs. 3 and 4: Worshipful Company of Parish Clerks, typical two-sided, printed 
London Bill of Mortality (22–29 July 1679). Call #: 265428, recto and verso, 4179. 
Used by permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library.
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The Bills of Mortality became a source of information about the 
spread of disease for the inhabitants of London. They were avail able 
to the public both for an annual sub scrip tion of four shill ings and 
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for indi vidual sale.21 In the seven teenth cen tury, John Graunt com-
plained that his fellow Lon doners only used the Bills to watch for 
short-term pat terns in mortal ity, sug gest ing that most readers used 
them to inform spe cific de cisions on a day-to-day basis.22 The reports 
of acci dental deaths pro vided a topic of con versation; during epi-
demics the weekly Bill com muni cated vital infor mation on which to 
base de cisions about personal safety and business strategies.

Three groups of people were especially important in the pro duction 
of the Bills of Mortal ity. First came the afore mentioned search ers, who 
were the ini tial point of call for the fam ilies and friends of the de-
ceased.23 Their ori ginal pur pose was to record plague deaths. Two 
search ers were em ployed in every Lon don parish, so that the parish 
did not have to spend large sums of money to gather infor mation on 
the dead, as the searchers were only semi-professional. These women, 
nor mally widows, un employed, or poor, per formed the cru cial func-
tion of deter mining the cause of death, in clud ing during plague 
epi demics. Their assess ment could result in whole house holds being 
quaran tined. They were recog nizable be cause they carried red staffs 
and were nor mally known in their com munities. The import ant work 
of Richelle Munk hoff has par ticu larly de veloped the scholar ship on 
searchers. She argues that these women were marginal ized, yet had 
signifi cant power over Lon doners.24

Searchers played an important role in record ing the dead well 
into the nine teenth cen tury.25 As part of the gener ation of know ledge 

21 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 332–3.
22 John Graunt, Natural and Political Observations Mentioned in a Follow ing 
Index, and Made Upon the Bills of Mortal ity by John Graunt . . . with Refer ence to 
the Govern ment, Re ligion, Trade, Growth, Ayre, Dis eases, and the Sev eral Changes 
of the Said City (London, 1662); Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’.
23 Thomas Rogers Forbes, ‘The Searchers’, Bulletin of the New York Academy of 
Medicine, 50/9 (1974), 1031–8. 
24 Richelle Munkhoff, ‘Searchers of the Dead: Authority, Marginality, and 
the Inter pret ation of Plague in England, 1574–1665’, Gender and History, 11/1 
(1999), 1–29.
25 Wanda S. Henry, ‘Women Searchers of the Dead in Eighteenth- and Nine-
teenth-Century London’, Social History of Medicine, 29/3 (2016), 445–66; 
Richelle Munk hoff, ‘Poor Women and Parish Public Health in Sixteenth-
Century London’, Re naissance Stud ies, 28/4 (2014), 579–96; ead., ‘Searchers 
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around dead bodies, these women, who had no formal med ical train-
ing, were able to partici pate in the col lection of infor mation. The fact 
that they were not pro fessional ized shows that record ing the dead 
in the early modern period was a multi faceted pro cess, one that in-
volved semi-professional aspects.26 The searchers had to swear an 
oath that they would report numbers and causes of death truth fully 
to the parish clerks. In the 1625 orders published by the Corpor ation 
of London, the searchers were instructed to

by vertue of their oath, make true report to the Constable of 
that pre cinct . . . to the intent that true notice may bee given . . . 
to the Clarke of the Parish, and from him to the Clarke of the 
Parish Clarkes, that true certificate may be made.27 

If they broke their oath, they were liable to corporal punishment. 
Contemporaries also recognized the searchers as a distinct ive group 

with their own agency in the city, as we know from an entry in Samuel 
Pepys’s (1633–1703) diary. On 31 October 1665, he recorded:

I to the office, where Sir W. Batten met me and did tell me that 
Captain Cocke’s black was dead of the plague—which I had 
heard of before but took no notice. By and by Captain Cocke 
came to the office, and Sir W. Batten and I did send to him that 
he would either forbear the office, or forbear going to his own 
office. However, meeting yesterday the Searchers with their 
rods in their hands coming from his house, I did overhear them 
say that the fellow did not die of the plague[.]28

of the Dead’; ead., ‘Reckon ing Death: Women Searchers and the Bills of 
Mortal ity in Early Modern London’, in Jennifer C. Vaught (ed.), Rhetorics 
of Bodily Dis ease and Health in Medieval and Early Modern England (London, 
2010), 119–34.
26 Julian Litten, The English Way of Death: The Common Funeral since 1450 
(London, 2002).
27 Quoted in Niall Boyce, ‘Bills of Mortality: Tracking Disease in Early Modern 
London’, Lancet, 395 (2020), 1186–7, at 1186. 
28 I use the online version of Pepys’s diary, The Diary of Samuel Pepys: Daily 
Entries from the 17th Century London Diary, ed. Phil Gyford, at [https://www.
pepysdiary.com/], accessed 2 Jan. 2023, entry of 31 Oct. 1665. The entries are 
search able by date, which is how they are cited in the following. 
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This entry illustrates how the information provided by the searchers 
could fuel rumours, and the importance of these women’s role during 
times of plague.

Indeed, the figure of the searcher was so well known to early 
modern English readers that one of the most famous iter ations of 
this figure is fic tional. In Act V, scene ii of Shake speare’s Romeo and 
Juliet (1592), a searcher delays a mes senger on his way to find Romeo, 
result ing in the tragic turn in the finale of the play. In Italy, where 
Romeo and Juliet is set, there were no searchers; in other words, Shake-
speare trans lated this London inno vation to Italy. Shake speare did 
not ex plain the refer ence, indi cating that searchers were well known 
to London audi ences, who would have watched the play in one of the 
city’s theatres.

After collecting the information, the searchers handed it over to 
the parish clerks, a second group of people crucial in the pro duction 
of the Bills. They were members of the Worship ful Com pany of 
Parish Clerks, one of the oldest guilds of the City of London. In 1555, 
London’s lord mayor and alder men grant ed the Worship ful Com pany 
of Parish Clerks com pen sation for weekly mortal ity stat istics. As a 
result, searchers were em ployed for the first time. Par ishes and their 
clerks thus played the cen tral role in col lect ing data on deaths, as well 
as on chris ten ings and wed dings, from when records first began to be 
kept in London.29 The clerks com piled lists for their indi vidual par-
ishes and then sent this in for mation on to the Worship ful Com pany 
of Parish Clerks. In some cases, weekly stat istics were col lated with 
annual ones, pos sibly to allow the total number of deaths to be com-
pared with those of other years or in other cities.

A third group—printers—played an important role in pro ducing 
and dis semin ating the Bills. The change from single-sided hand bills to 
the more com prehen sive double-sided sheets was closely con nect ed 
to the avail ability of print ing in early modern London.30 The print ing 
indus try was con centrated in cities, which ex plains why com para ble 
develop ments can nor mally only be found in other Euro pean cities 

29 Clark, ‘Ancient Office of Parish Clerk’; Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’.
30 Joseph Monteyne, The Printed Image in Early Modern London: Urban Space, 
Visual Repre sen tation, and Social Exchange (London, 2007); Murel, ‘Print, Author-
ity, and the Bills of Mortality’.
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with a func tion ing print indus try.31 In some publi cations, the print-
ers proudly added their im print: Print er to the Station ers’ Com pany.32 
The Bills of Mortal ity were sold to the gen eral public by the numer-
ous pamph let sellers in the city. From paying the searchers to sell ing 
the death stat istics, money was an import ant factor in the pro duction 
of the Bills, long before the sup posed ‘econo miza tion’ of death in the 
nine teenth century.33

Recent research has shown how fruitful it is to focus on the actors 
behind the Bills of Mortal ity, namely, the searchers, parish clerks, 
print ers, con sumers, and the de ceased them selves.34 A way to fur ther 
under stand the import ance of these groups and spe cific indi viduals 
is to con sider their inter actions with each other. Some older scholar-
ship has em phasized com plaints made by parish clerks about the 
work done by searchers, and these war rant fur ther investi gation as 
a way of under stand ing the dy namics between semi-professional 
health workers and represen tatives of the church. Investi gating the 
inter actions be tween differ ent groups in volved in the pro duction of 
the Bills can also com pensate for the lack of docu ments left behind by 
indi vidual searchers. By focus ing more ex plicitly on indi vidual actors 
and their agency, it is pos sible to gain new in sights into the read ing 
and use of the Bills of Mortality. 

Finding definitive numbers for their circulation is dif ficult, and 
they follow the same pat tern as other early modern prints in this 
re spect. The Hall of Parish Clerks used to house most of the Bills. 
Sev eral fires, the last in 1940, de stroyed large num bers, making an 
assess ment based on sur vival rates even more dif ficult. Some of the 

31 On the role of print in the dissemination of information about plague, see S. 
J. Green berg, ‘The “Dread ful Visit ation”: Public Health and Public Aware ness 
in Seventeenth-Century London’, Bulletin of the Medical Library Association, 
85/4 (1997), 391–401. 
32 John Bell, London’s Remembrancer: Or, a True Accompt of Every Particular Weeks 
Christnings and Mortality in All the Years of Pestilence Within the Cognizance of the 
Bills of Mortality, Being XVIII Years (London, 1665).
33 Matthias Bähr and Thomas Hajduk, ‘Tod ist ihr Geschäft: Die Öko no mi sie-
rung der Be erdi gungs praxis im viktorianischen London’, Viertel jahr schrift für 
Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 102/4 (2015), 421–36. 
34 Henry, ‘Women Searchers of the Dead’; Munkhoff, ‘Poor Women and Parish 
Public Health’; ead., ‘Searchers of the Dead’; ead., ‘Reckoning Death’.
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Bills of Mortal ity are kept there; others are held by the Brit ish Li brary, 
the Folger Shake speare Li brary, the Well come Col lection, and vari ous 
smaller ar chives. For many weeks, no Bill at all sur vives. How ever, 
there are indi cations both in those that have sur vived and in other 
sources that they had a wide reader ship, in London and beyond. Some 
of the copies we have are folded, sug gest ing they were tucked into 
books or pockets; others con tain anno tations, show ing that the Bills 
were read; and others still were en closed in corres pond ence.35 J. C. 
Robertson has identi fied three letters citing the Bills of Mortal ity as a 
source of in for mation: one from a Ven etian mer chant re port ing on 
London, one to the East India Com pany, and one on the ques tion of 
whether a family should leave London during an out break of plague. 
All of them date from the 1603–4 epi demic and illus trate that even 
the early Bills were used to inform de cisions.36 In Essex, Ralph Jos-
selin tran scribed ex tracts from the Bills in 1665–6, tracing the spread 
of the dis ease.37 And the Angli can preacher Wil liam Allin sim ilarly 
noted that the plague was spread ing and ex plicitly re ferred to the 
Bills of Mortal ity. Refer ences in diar ies and other ego-documents like-
wise point to the Bills of Mortal ity as a very popu lar genre. Be sides 
Pepys’s diary, there are fur ther ex amples of their re ception in a var iety 
of other sources.38

After 1819, parishes provided fewer records and the Bills of 
Mortal ity gradu ally de creased in import ance. By the 1850s, the Bills 
were rare and the last known one dates from 1858. Other systems 
for record ing deaths were put in place in stead. After the pass ing of 
the Births and Deaths Regis tration Act (1836), the regis trar gen eral’s 
weekly returns took the place of the Bills. In 1855, the Metro politan 
Board of Works became the body over see ing these activ ities. 
Unlike the Bills of Mortal ity, these new ways of count ing the dead 
35 Heitman, ‘Of Counts and Causes’; Spencer J. Weinreich, ‘Sums Theo logical: 
Doing Theol ogy with the London Bills of Mortal ity, 1603–1666’, Church His tory: 
Stud ies in Christianity and Culture, 90/4 (2022), 799–823, at 803. 
36 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 325–7.
37 Munkhoff, ‘Searchers of the Dead’, 20.
38 The Bills of Mortality are mentioned explicitly in Pepys’s Diary on 24 Mar. 
1661/2, 24 Dec. 1662, 29 June 1665, 25 July 1665, 27 Sept. 1665, 9 Nov. 1665, and 
20 Nov. 1666. See also Wein reich, ‘Sums Theological’, 802, who traces refer-
ences to the Bills in sermons, homilies, tracts, poems, and pamphlets. 
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were based on death certifi cates rather than burials, making them 
more reli able.39 The first census in 1801 also made the over view of 
London’s popu lation develop ment con tained in the Bills of Mortality 
redundant.

Approaching the Bills of Mortality

Health Statistics

One of the most common ways of analysing London’s Bills of Mortal-
ity is for health stat istics. Par ticu larly when taken to gether with other 
sources, they can be a reveal ing indi cation of London’s health, point-
ing to mal adies ranging from small pox to air pol lution.40 In the early 
modern period, authors already recog nized this kind of ana lysis as 
par ticu larly fruit ful. For in stance, the anon ymous Four Great Years of 
the Plague col lated mortal ity stat istics for the years 1593, 1603, 1625, 
and 1636 with the aim of com paring death rates.41 Gaps were left 
for readers to com plete the stat istics for coming years. Or, to name 
an other ex ample, John Bell’s London’s Remem brancer (1665) drew on 
the Bills to provide a ‘just Accompt of every Weeks Christnings and 
Burials in all the Years of PESTILENCE’.42

But the most famous statistical analysis of the Bills dates from 
the later seven teenth cen tury: John Graunt’s (1620–74) Nat ural and 

39 On the decline of the Bills, see Paul Slack, ‘Counting People in Early Modern 
Eng land: Registers, Registrars, and Political Arithmetic’, English Histor ical Re-
view, 137/587 (2022), 1118–43. 
40 Olga Krylova and David J. D. Earn, ‘Patterns of Smallpox Mortality in 
London, Eng land, over Three Cen turies’, PLOS Biol ogy, 18/12 (2020), 1–27; 
J. Landers, ‘Mortal ity and Metrop olis: the Case of London 1675–1825’, Popu-
lation Stud ies, 41/1 (1987), 59–76; Peter Brimble combe, ‘Inter est in Air Pol lution 
among Early Fellows of the Royal Soci ety’, Notes and Records: The Royal Society 
Jour nal of the History of Science, 32/2 (1978), 123–9, esp. 126–7. 
41 Anon., The Four Great Years of the Plague, Viz. 1593, 1603, 1625, and 1636 Com-
pared by the Weekly Bills of Mortality Printed Every Thursday in the Said Years, by 
Which its Increase and Decrease is Plainly Discerned in All Those Years (London, 
1665).
42 Bell, London’s Remembrancer, preface [no page numbers]. 
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Polit ical Obser vations Made Upon the Bills of Mortal ity.43 Graunt is con-
sidered to be one of the first dem ographers and epidemi ologists.44 
He was born in London and worked as a haber dasher, but also held 
polit ical of fices such as council man and warden of the Drapers’ 
Com pany. Graunt pro duced a table list ing the prob ability of sur-
vival to differ ent ages based on in for mation gathered from the Bills 
of Mortal ity, seek ing thus to ex plain London’s high mortal ity rate.45 
Nat ural and Polit ical Obser vations led to his elec tion as a fellow of the 
Royal Soci ety of London, a de cision en dorsed by King Charles II.46 
In this work, Graunt esti mated the popu lation size of London and 
Eng land, their birth and death rates, and the spread of dis eases.47 It 
en joyed some suc cess, run ning to five edi tions, with the final ver sion 
43 On the authorship of the Natural and Political Observations Made upon the 
Bills of Mortal ity, see Charles H. Hull, ‘Graunt or Petty?’, Political Science Quar-
terly, 11/1 (1896), 105–32; M. Green wood, ‘Graunt and Petty’, Jour nal of the 
Royal Stat istical Soci ety, 91/1 (1928), 79–85. I follow the common inter pret ation 
of Graunt as the pri mary author. 
44 Henry Connor, ‘John Graunt F.R.S. (1620–74): The Founding Father of 
Human Demog raphy, Epidemi ology and Vital Stat istics’, Jour nal of Med ical 
Biog raphy: OnlineFirst, 15 Feb. 2022, 1–13; Andrew C. A. Elliott, ‘Danger of 
Death’, in id., What Are the Chances of That? How to Think About Un certainty 
(Oxford, 2021), 143–58; ‘John Graunt on Causes of Death in the City of 
London’, Popu lation and Develop ment Review, 35/2 (2009), 417–22; D. V. Glass, 
M. E. Ogborn, and I. Suther land, ‘John Graunt and His Nat ural and Polit ical 
Obser vations [and Dis cussion]’, Pro ceed ings of the Royal Society of London: Series 
B, Bio logical Sciences, 159/974 (1963), 2–37.
45 Chris Galley, ‘A Model of Early Modern Urban Demography’, Eco nomic His-
tory Review, 48/3 (1995), 448–69, at 448–9. On Graunt’s scien tific method, see 
Philip Kreager, ‘New Light on Graunt’, Popu lation Stud ies, 42/1 (1988), 129–40; 
Robert Kargon, ‘John Graunt, Francis Bacon, and the Royal Soci ety: The Re-
ception of Stat istics’, Jour nal of the His tory of Medicine and Allied Sciences, 18/4 
(1963), 337–48. 
46 Graunt, Natural and Political Observations; id., Natural and Political Obser-
vations Made Upon the Bills of Mortality, 5th edn (London, 1676).
47 Margaret Pelling, ‘Far Too Many Women? John Graunt, the Sex Ratio, and 
the Cul tural Determin ation of Number in Seventeenth-Century England’, 
Histor ical Jour nal, 59/3 (2016), 695–719; ead., ‘John Graunt, the Hart lib Circle 
and Child Mortal ity in Mid-Seventeenth-Century London’, Con tinu ity and 
Change, 31/3 (2016), 335–59; Roth man, ‘Lessons from John Graunt’; Paul Slack, 
‘Wil liam Petty, the Multi pli cation of Man kind, and Demo graphic Dis course in 
Seventeenth-Century England’, Historical Journal, 61/2 (2018), 301–25.
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print ed after Graunt’s death, in 1676. Some schol ars see this work as 
‘the birth of epidemi ology’.48

Although Graunt used the information provided in the Bills, he 
was crit ical of the searchers and their abil ity to deter mine the cause 
of death, argu ing that they were not suf ficiently quali fied to iden tify 
many dis eases. Regard ing plague, he thought that the num bers were 
too high, a criti cism partly based on Graunt’s own polit ical agenda 
as he was trying to counter ru mours that the plague had start ed with 
the ac ces sion to the throne of Charles I.49 Graunt’s work initi ated fur-
ther dis cussions of the Bills of Mortal ity, their inter pret ation, and their 
uses.50 Schol ars of the his tory of medi cine and epi demics found the 
Bills a par ticu larly useful source in the later nine teenth and early 
twen tieth cen turies, in cluding for dis cussions on what the causes of 
death men tioned in the Bills meant.51 This broader inter est is also dis-
played in more recent re search, for in stance, in a sym posium held at 
the Folger Re search Li brary in 2018, and in press cover age re lating to 
the Bills of Mortal ity.52 
48 Alfredo Morabia, ‘Epidemiology’s 350th Anniversary: 1662–2012’, Epidemi-
ology, 24/2 (2013), 179–83, at 179. 
49 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 346.
50 James Harvey, Scelera Aquarum, or, A Supplement to Mr. Graunt on the Bills 
of Mortal ity: Shew ing as Well the Causes, as Encrease, of the London, Paris ian, and 
Amster dam Scor bute with All Its Attend ants. Demon strating the Local ity of the Said 
Causes and How They Result from Morbifick Salts Which Abound in the Strata of the 
Earth and Stag nate Waters Round Those Three Cities (London, 1701); Ian Suther-
land, ‘John Graunt: A Ter centenary Tribute’, Jour nal of the Royal Stat istical 
Soci ety: Series A (General), 126/4 (1963), 537–56.
51 E.g. Cornelius Walford, ‘On the Number of Deaths from Accident, Neg-
ligence, Vio lence, and Mis adventure in the United King dom and Some Other 
Coun tries’, Jour nal of the Stat istical Soci ety of London, 44/3 (1881), 444–527, at 
444–9; Edward A. Holy oke, ‘On Meteor ological Obser vations and Bills of 
Mortal ity’, Mem oirs of the Ameri can Aca demy of Arts and Sci ences, 2/2 (1804), 
58–61. See also the brief dis cussion of the cause of death ‘burst’ in F. Wil liam 
Cock, ‘Bills of Mortal ity’, British Medical Journal, 2/3433 (1926), 760.
52 London Bills of Mortality (Symposium), at [https://folgerpedia.folger.edu/
London_Bills_of_Mortality_(symposium)], accessed 25 Jan, 2023; Katy Stod-
dard, Chris Fenn, Apple Chan-Fardel, and Paul Torpey, ‘Map ping London’s 
Great Plague of 1665’, Guardian, 12 Aug. 2015, at [https://www.theguardian.
com/society/ng-interactive/2015/aug/12/london-great-plague-1665-bills-of-
mortality], accessed 25 Jan. 2023.
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Fig. 5: Worshipful Company of Parish Clerks, London’s Dreadful Visit ation 
(London, 1665). Summary of the London Bills of Mortality during the 
‘plague year’ 1664/65 (27 Dec. 1664–19 Dec. 1665). Call #: L2926.2, title page, 
3222. Used by permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library.
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The Bills have proven especially valuable for assessing the 
impact of out breaks of epi demic dis eases in London. Fore most 
among these is the plague epi demic of 1665–6 (see Fig. 5) which, 
over almost eight een months, killed an esti mated 100,000 people, 
amount ing to almost a quar ter of London’s popu lation.53 Although 
ap proaches which take the Bills at face value have been rightly criti-
cized, they none the less pro vide an indi cation of the scale of plague 
deaths in the metrop olis. Cer tain other kinds of dis ease can also 
be ana lysed, as can their impact on spe cific popu lation groups.54 
In some cases, modern schol ars con tinue to use the ill nesses men-
tioned in the Bills to trace the develop ment of a spe cific sick ness 
over a long period of time.55 The project ‘Death by Num bers’ uses 
data from the Bills to quantita tively assess the impact of major dis-
eases through compu tational ana lysis in order to trace long-term 
patterns of change.56

Population Growth and Urban Development

A second common focus of research on the Bills has been as a source 
for popu lation stat istics.57 The Bills were used not only by the alder-
men and the Crown to cal culate Lon don’s size, but also in other early 
modern publi cations com ment ing on Eng land’s econ omy and soci-
ety.58 They were espe cially import ant be cause there was no logis tical 
infra structure for a census and some com munities tried to avoid 

53 Greenberg, ‘Plague, the Printing Press, and Public Health’, 508–27.
54 Gill Newton, ‘Infant Mortality Variations, Feeding Practices and Social 
Status in London between 1550 and 1750’, Social History of Medicine, 24/2 
(2011), 260–80.
55 Krylova and Earn, ‘Patterns of Smallpox Mortality’.
56 ‘Death by Numbers: Quantitatively Analyzing the London Bills of Mortal-
ity’, at [https://deathbynumbers.org/], accessed 20 Jan. 2023. 
57 John Landers, Death and the Metropolis: Studies in the Demographic History of 
London, 1670–1830 (Cambridge, 1993). 
58 Peter Pett, A Discourse of the Growth of England in Populousness and Trade 
Since the Refor mation (London, 1689); see also nineteenth-century inter pret-
ations, e.g. John Angus, ‘Old and New Bills of Mortality; Move ment of the 
Popu lation; Deaths and Fatal Dis eases in London During the Last Fourteen 
Years’, Jour nal of the Stat istical Soci ety of London, 17/2 (1854), 117–42.
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attempts to count them.59 Much as they do for histor ians today, the 
Bills of Mortal ity pro vided early modern Lon doners with one of the 
few indi cations of Lon don’s popu lation size, making it pos sible to at-
tempt to con trol it.60 The fact that early modern schol ars such as John 
Graunt showed an inter est in these stat istics re sult ed in the sur vival 
of paral lel sources, partly com pen sating for losses during the Great 
Fire of 1666 and other disasters.61

Besides Graunt, other early modern scholars were also inter ested 
in using the Bills to esti mate popu lation size—fore most among them 
William Petty (1623–87).62 A sur veyor and econ omist, he used the Bills 
to esti mate the size of Lon don’s popu lation,63 and his calcu lations 
sug gest ed that London was bigger than Paris. He also drew com pari-
sons with Dublin.64 More over, he esti mated the gen eral popu lation 
of Eng land at more than seven mil lion in 1686, pro viding an early 
at tempt at a census.65 The quantifi cation of polit ical de bates, known 
as ‘polit ical arith metic’, has formed one focus of these dis cussions.66 
In a recent art icle, Paul Slack has shown that parish regis ters and Bills 
of Mortal ity formed the basis for early at tempts to esti mate Eng land’s 

59 On the British census, see Kerstin Brückweh, Menschen zählen: Wissens-
produktion durch britische Volkszählungen und Umfragen vom 19. Jahrhundert bis 
ins digitale Zeitalter (Berlin, 2015), esp. 23–5. 
60 This has been linked to Foucauldian notions of biopolitics. See Ted Mc-
Cormick, ‘Polit ical Arith metic’s 18th Cen tury His tories: Quantifi cation in 
Pol itics, Re ligion, and the Public Sphere’, His tory Com pass, 12/3 (2014), 239–51, 
at 242–4.
61 Harvey Gideon, The City Remembrancer: Being Historical Narratives of the 
Great Plague at London, 1665; Great Fire, 1666; and Great Storm, 1703 . . . Collected 
from Curious and Authentic Papers, Originally Compiled by the Late Learned Dr. 
Harvey . . . , 2 vols. (London, 1769).
62 On Petty, see Ted McCormick, William Petty and the Ambitions of Polit ical 
Arithmetic (Oxford, 2009). 
63 Ibid.; Slack, ‘William Petty’.
64 Galley, ‘A Model of Early Modern Urban Demography’, 448. 
65 Brückweh, Menschen zählen, 60. 
66 The term was coined by William Petty around 1670. For an excel lent recent 
over view and crit ique of polit ical arith metic, see McCormick, ‘Polit ical Arith-
metic’s 18th Cen tury His tories’. See also id., ‘Polit ical Arith metic and Sacred 
His tory: Popu lation Thought in the Eng lish En lighten ment, 1660–1750’, Jour-
nal of British Studies, 52/4 (2013), 829–57.
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popu lation size.67 He argued that ‘the ma chinery of regis tration had 
become a monop oly in the hands of an ecclesi astical establish ment 
deter mined to pre serve its prac tices and priv ileges’, which pre vent ed 
major changes for more than three hundred years.68

In addition to the general population trends made visible in the 
Bills of Mortal ity, their struc ture also per mits other kinds of re search 
on urban develop ments. As they are div ided by indi vidual par ishes, 
it is pos sible to see how popu lation pat terns changed in spe cific 
parts of London and how par ishes evolved over more than 300 
years. This pro vides in sights into the develop ment and growth of 
the city more gen erally. The Bills of Mortal ity have also helped schol-
ars to under stand the demands of urban den sity during times of 
dis ease.69 The more popu lous par ishes suf fered espe cially bad out-
breaks of plague, as the squalor result ed in the pres ence of ro dents 
that carried fleas. Along side other sources, the Bills of Mortal ity can 
be used to under stand more about early modern living stand ards 
and social develop ments within the city and individual parishes.70 
For example, Craig Spence has discussed the prevalence of violent 
and accidental deaths in early modern London, based on the Bills 
and other sources.71

Culture and Literature

More recently, scholars have moved away from a purely stat istical use 
of the Bills to em phasize their narra tive as pects and the rhet orical feat-
ures of texts that inter pret them.72 These ap proaches place them more 

67 Slack, ‘Counting People’. See also Peter Buck, ‘Seventeenth-Century Pol-
it ical Arithmetic: Civil Strife and Vital Statistics’, Isis, 68/1 (1977), 67–84; 
Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 346–7. 
68 Slack, ‘Counting People’, 1143. 69 Gibbs, Five Parishes.
70 Neil Cummins, Morgan Kelly, and Cormac Ó Gráda, ‘Living Standards 
and Plague in London, 1560–1665’, Economic History Review, 69/1 (2016), 3–34; 
Gibbs, Five Parishes.
71 Craig Spence, Accidents and Violent Death in Early Modern London: 1650–1750 
(Woodbridge, 2016).
72 Erin Sullivan, ‘Physical and Spiritual Illness: Narrative Appropri ations of 
the Bills of Mortal ity’, in Rebecca Totaro and Ernest B. Gilman (eds.), Repre-
sent ing the Plague in Early Modern Eng land (New York, 2010), 76–94; Green berg, 

london Bills of Mortality



60

firmly in the realm of cul tural and lit erary ana lysis that accom panied 
the inte gration of the Bills into other early modern Eng lish sources, 
in cluding visual ones.73 The re ception of the Bills in other texts shows 
how import ant they were in a range of set tings, for in stance, letters, 
poems, and ego-documents.74 Pepys used the Bills of Mortal ity as a 
source of in for mation, as we know from his 1665 entries. On Thurs-
day 7 September he wrote: 

Up by 5 of the clock, mighty full of fear of an ague, but was 
obliged to go, and so by water, wrapping myself up warm, to 
the Tower, and there sent for the Weekely Bill, and find 8,252 
dead in all, and of them 6,878 of the plague; which is a most 
dread full number, and shows reason to fear that the plague 
hath got that hold that it will yet continue among us. 

And on 12 October of the same year, he reported: ‘Good newes this 
week that there are about 600 less dead of the plague than the last. So 
home to bed.’75 Although he did not mention the Bills explicitly in this 
second entry, they are his most likely source of information.

This focus on the use and reception of the Bills has ex pand ed schol-
ars’ under stand ing of them beyond their role as some of the earli est 
health stat istics. For in stance, Erin Sulli van has drawn atten tion to 
how the Bills were em ployed in narra tive and cleri cal sources, re-
inforcing broader dis courses on divine punish ment and the urban 
com munity.76 In this way, schol ars have shown that the Bills were not 
only mined for in for mation, but actu ally shaped how early modern 
Lon doners be haved and thought about them selves and their city. 

‘Plague, the Print ing Press, and Public Health’; Philip Kreager, ‘Death and 
Method: The Rhet orical Space of Seven teenth Cen tury Vital Measure ment’, in 
Eileen Mag nello and Anne Hardy (eds.), The Road to Medical Statistics (Leiden, 
2002), 1–35, esp. 2 on Graunt. 
73 Mark S. R. Jenner, ‘Plague on a Page: Lord Have Mercy Upon Us in Early 
Modern London’, Seventeenth Century, 27/3 (2012), 255–86.
74 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 325–7. See also Kathleen Hines, ‘Con-
tagious Metaphors: Liturgies of Early Modern Plague’, The Comparatist, 42 
(2018), 318–30. 
75 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, at [https://www.pepysdiary.com/], accessed 24 
Jan. 2023, entry for 12 Oct. 1665.
76 Sullivan, ‘Physical and Spiritual Illness’.
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Other schol ars have ex plored the Bills more ex plicitly in con nection 
to Eng land’s com plex con fessional land scape. Spencer J. Wein reich 
traces the impact of the Bills in a range of lit erary genres, illus trating 
that Angli cans, Puri tans, and Dis senters used them to jus tify their the-
ology and show that God pun ished or favoured cer tain con fessional 
groups.77 Ted McCormick’s work shows that the Pur itans in par ticu lar 
used death stat istics to further their theological causes.78

The Bills could calm or heighten fears of disease, and they in flu enced 
prac tical de cisions about the intro duction of quaran tine meas ures and 
whether to flee from plague.79 They coun tered ru mours and pro vided 
more re liable in for mation for alder men as well as ordin ary citi zens.80 
More over, they en abled indi viduals to assess the ebb and flow of dis-
eases in the city, in cluding the city adminis trators who de cided on 
quaran tine rules and theatre clo sures. The weekly Bills shaped the 
short-term de cisions of citi zens, while for alder men and the Crown 
they could pro vide pointers for long-term pol icies.81 In the words of 
Erin Sulli van, the Bills ‘helped Lon doners men tally track, con tain, and 
make sense of the threat they were facing, thus allevi ating some of the 
psycho logical strain that in evitably arose in these times of crisis’.82

Challenges in Using the Bills 

Reliability

Any analysis of the reliability of the Bills of Mortality has to take into 
con sider ation that they primar ily re cord ed burials, and not deaths. 
This meant that any move ment of the dead be tween par ishes or 
burials in the country side could ob scure the real number of deaths in 

77 Weinreich, ‘Sums Theological’.
78 Ted McCormick, ‘Statistics in the Hands of an Angry God? John Graunt’s 
Obser vations in Cotton Mather’s New Eng land’, Wil liam and Mary Quar terly, 
72/4 (2015), 563–86; id., ‘Political Arithmetic and Sacred History’.
79 Kira L. S. Newman, ‘Shutt Up: Bubonic Plague and Quarantine in Early 
Modern England’, Journal of Social History, 45/3 (2012), 809–34, at 819. 
80 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 330.
81 Ibid. 345. 82 Sullivan, ‘Physical and Spiritual Illness’, 76.
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a spe cific parish.83 During plague years, there could be espe cially large 
dis crep ancies be tween the num bers re cord ed for indi vidual par ishes 
and the actual num bers of deaths. More over, com pari sons be tween 
other sources and the Bills indi cate that not all burials were re cord ed 
and that causes of death prob ably were not always identi fied cor-
rectly.84 In the nine teenth cen tury, as the Bills de creased in import ance 
and less care was taken in com piling them, some of these prob lems 
became worse des pite ad vances in record-keeping.85

While the searchers provided important information on causes of 
death, con temporaries recog nized that due to their lack of train ing, 
they were not always well quali fied to pro vide accur ate stat istics. John 
Graunt claimed that ‘after the mist of a Cup of Ale, and the bribe of a 
Two-groat fee, in stead of one given them’, searchers could be per suaded 
to de clare a house plague-free, thus ending a quaran tine.86 And the 
seventeenth-century phys ician Nathan iel Hodges (1629–88) went even 
fur ther, writing that plague nurses, likely refer ring to searchers, were 
‘wretches [who] out of greedi ness to plun der the dead, would stran gle 
their patients and charge it to dis temper in their throats’.87 Com plaints 
about the searchers con tinued until the nine teenth cen tury.88 The power 
they wield ed—espe cially during times of plague—made others sus-
picious of them. Even if these criti cisms were likely ex agger ated, the 
searchers based their assess ments on ex peri ence and a list of symp toms 
that left room for inter pret ation. In the words of Richelle Munk hoff: ‘at 

83 Jeremy Boulton and Leonard Schwarz, ‘Yet Another Inquiry into the Trust-
worthiness of Eighteenth-Century London’s Bills of Mortality’, Local Population 
Studies, 85 (2010), 28–45. 
84 Ogle, ‘An Inquiry’, 444–6; Boulton and Schwarz, ‘Yet Another Inquiry’.
85 Ogle, ‘An Inquiry’, 451. 
86 William Petty, The Economic Writings of Sir William Petty: Together with the 
Obser vations on the Bills of Mortality More Probably by Captain John Graunt, ed. 
Charles Henry Hull, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1899), ii. 356.
87 See Graunt, Natural and Political Observations; Nathaniel Hodges, Loimologia: 
Or, an Historical Account of the Plague in London in 1655. With Precautionary Dir-
ections against the Like Contagion . . . To which is Added an Essay on the Different 
Causes of Pestilential Diseases, and How They Become Contagious. With Remarks on 
the Infection Now in France and the Most Probable Means to Prevent it Spreading 
Here. By John Quincy, 2nd edn (London, 1720), 8.
88 Ogle, ‘An Inquiry’, 442. 
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the heart of the sup posedly object ive bills of mortal ity lies the searcher’s 
inter pret ative func tion, a func tion that calcu lates ambigu ous signs—
tokens, b[l]otches, car buncles—into lit eral fig ures.’89 Al though the Bills 
there fore do not pro vide re liable health stat istics in a modern sense, 
they none the less help us under stand per ceptions of medi cine and the 
cre ation of medical knowledge over a long period.

Some scholars have stressed the biases and political agendas of others, 
apart from the searchers, in volved in the pro duction and inter pret ation 
of the Bills of Mortal ity.90 In a recent art icle, Jacob Murel argues that both 
the records of the early Royal Histor ical Soci ety and the parish clerks’ 
compil ation of the Bills indi cate that the latter were used for polit ical 
pur poses, to ques tion author ity and health meas ures.91 One could add 
here the in centive for print ers and pamph let sellers to earn money from 
the sale of the Bills. Such issues, while not unique to the Bills of Mortal ity, 
must be taken into ac count when using them as a histor ical source.

One particularly striking critique of the Bills can be found in Daniel 
Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, written in 1722 about the 1665 plague 
epi demic. In an in cisive article, Nicholas Seager argues that Defoe 
criti cized the Bills as un reliable in this semi-fictional work, under-
mining their credi bility and in the pro cess ques tion ing the use of such 
stat istics in gen eral and deconstructing claims to absolute truth.92

Exclusion from the Bills

The Bills of Mortality recorded burials—but only those in Angli can 
church yards. Most of the inter ments in major ceme teries such as Bun-
hill Fields and New Bun hill Fields, where the burials of dis sent ing 
re ligious groups took place, were not re cord ed.93 Much pre vious re-
search has em phasized this ex clusion from the Bills and the searchers’ 
89 Munkhoff, ‘Searchers of the Dead’, 12.
90 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’.
91 Murel, ‘Print, Authority, and the Bills of Mortality’.
92 Nicholas Seager, ‘Lies, Damned Lies, and Statistics: Epistemology and Fic-
tion in Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year’, Modern Language Review, 103/3 
(2008), 639–53. 
93 On dissenting groups, see John Coffey (ed.), The Oxford History of Prot est ant 
Dis sent ing Trad itions, vol. i: The Post-Reformation Era, 1559–1689 (Oxford, 2020); 
Ariel Hessayon, ‘Early Quaker ism and Its Ori gins’, ibid. 139–60; Richard T. 
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focus on the Angli can dead.94 How ever, recent work has paint-
ed a more com plex pic ture. Anna Cusack shows that searchers did 
record Quaker burials, which were then also en tered in Quaker burial 
regis ters95—in cluding records of the 1665 plague epi demic, which ex-
plicitly men tion the work of the searchers. What, exactly, this means 
for Quakers in the Bills of Mortal ity is still not en tirely clear. In some 
par ishes, such as St Giles Cripple gate, Quakers were in cluded in the 
regu lar parish regis ters as well as in Quaker regis ters, making it likely 
that they also feat ured among the anon ymous dead in the Bills of 
Mortality.96

Doubts about the recording system behind the Bills of Mortal ity 
were al ready raised by early modern authors. On 31 August 1665, 
Samuel Pepys wrote: 

In the City died this week 7,496 and of them 6,102 of the plague. 
But it is feared that the true number of the dead, this week is 
near 10,000; partly from the poor that cannot be taken notice 
of, through the greatness of the number, and partly from the 
Quakers and others that will not have any bell ring for them.97 

As the entry indicates, liturgical and logistical choices by some con-
fessional groups compli cated the re cord ing of their deaths. Quakers 
did not usually ring bells when they died, and they used their own 
carts to trans port dead bodies. So it is likely that searchers did not 
always go to their houses. More over, it is pos sible that some re ligious 
groups pre ferred to remain hidden in cer tain circum stances, making 
them un likely to partici pate in any kind of central ized re cord ing of 

Vann and David Eversley, Friends in Life and Death: The British and Irish Quakers 
in the Demographic Transition, 1650–1900 (Cambridge, 2002).
94 Ogle, ‘An Inquiry’, 450; Boulton and Schwarz, ‘Yet Another Inquiry’.
95 Anna Cusack, ‘The Marginal Dead of London, c.1600–1800’ (Ph.D. thesis, 
Birk beck, University of London, 2021), 25, 194. For the recording of Quakers 
in multiple registers, see 194–5.
96 On Quaker records of their dead, see also John Landers, ‘London’s Mortal-
ity in the “Long Eighteenth Century”: A Family Reconstitution Study’, Medical 
History, 35/S11 (1991), 1–28.
97 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, at [https://www.pepysdiary.com/], accessed 24 
Jan. 2023, entry for 31 Aug. 1665.
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their dead. Within the adminis trative struc tures, differ ent re ligious or 
de nomin ational groups could de velop their own systems and adapt 
them to changing circum stances, and these were often in depend ent of 
the Bills of Mortal ity. While at least some Quakers feat ured in the Bills, 
Pepys’s entry indi cates that a fur ther factor was the ex clusion of the 
poor, who did not receive a proper burial.

Other confessional groups, such as Methodists, and members of 
Lon don’s stran ger chur ches, such as German Luther ans, French Hugue-
nots, and Dutch Calvin ists, may also not have been fully re cord ed in the 
Bills. Members of the stran ger chur ches were nor mally only re cord ed in 
their own church books. If they were buried in a parish ceme tery, they 
also feat ured in the Bills, but if they were buried else where, the Bills of 
Mortality remain silent about these individuals.

In the diverse metropolis of London, the Anglican focus of the Bills 
of Mortal ity meant that non-Christian re ligious groups were not in-
cluded. For ex ample, Jewish burials were not re cord ed in the Bills.98 
There were numer ous Jewish ceme teries on the out skirts of London 
re served ex clusively for Seph ardi and Ashken azi Jews. The first of 
these—known as the Velho—was estab lished in 1657 at Mile End, a 
mile from London. Other Jewish ceme teries were cre ated in the early 
modern period. They dif fered in size and position ing, but were all 
toler ated by the muni cipal author ities and adminis tered in depend-
ently by the Jewish com munity. As in other areas of Europe, London’s 
Jews suf fered re prisals and their situ ation was gen erally pre carious. 
How ever, there were no signifi cant ex pulsions or pog roms in London 
during the early modern period. In the case of the Jews, much re search 
re mains to be done. Like the situ ation with the Quakers, it seems that 
at least in some par ishes, Jews feat ured in both Jewish and parish 
regis ters, mean ing they were likely re cord ed in the Bills of Mortal ity. In 
the eight eenth cen tury, fewer Jews and Quakers appear in the parish 
regis ters, indi cating a greater div ision be tween the differ ent groups, 
at least on the page.99

98 Neville Laski, The Laws and Charities of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews’ Con-
gre gation of London (London, 1952), p. xvii.
99 On Jewish burials in London, see Cusack, ‘The Marginal Dead of London’, 
246–310. 
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Geographical Division and Reach

Depending on how London was defined, the Bills of Mortality did 
not cover the whole city. Most of them include what was later con-
sidered the City of London and par ishes in Middle sex. The maxi mum 
geo graphical extent covered by the Bills was reached in 1636, yet the 
city con tinued to grow. The Bills of Mortal ity were div ided by par-
ishes, so when a parish was split into two, this added a new cate gory. 
These in clude, for ex ample, the parish of St John, cre ated in 1723 and 
pre viously a part of St James’s, and the par ishes of St Giles and St 
George, which were merged in 1774. These changes in the parish map 
of London add a further layer of compli cation to an ana lysis of the 
Bills. An other ex ample which illus trates these complex ities well is 
the parish of St Andrew Hol born above the Bars with St George the 
Martyr, which was formed in 1767 from the Middle sex por tion of St 
Andrew Hol born and part of the parish of St George the Martyr.

The limited geographical reach was an indi cation of London’s ex-
pan sion rather than a short coming of the Bills as such. They pointed 
to the urban sprawl of the city and the dif ficulty of de fining what be-
longed to London and what was out side it. Suburbs were also dif ficult 
to inte grate.100 The London lib erties and areas immedi ately out side the 
city walls were re port ed in the Bills, illus trating the com plex adminis-
trative patch work that was early modern London.

A map that divided up London according to the weekly Bills in 
the early modern period illus trates that this was a long-standing con-
cern.101 The area marked in black (or green according to the legend) 
is the part of London that was covered by the Bills of Mortal ity. The 
map is div ided into par ishes, and the legend de scribes the dis tricts 
inside and out side the an cient city walls. This visual ization of the area 
covered by the Bills indicates their importance, but also illus trates the 
level of know ledge behind their compil ation and, at the same time, the 
limitations of the genre.

100 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 349.
101 The map can be consulted on Histpop: The Online Historical Popu lation 
Reports Website, at [http://www.histpop.org/resources/pngs/0011/00150/ 
00001_24bit_50.png], accessed 20 Feb. 2022.
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Possible Directions of Future Research

Comparative Approaches

In the seventeenth century, the Bills of Mortality were already being used 
as a basis for com pari son. This was the case in a 1637 text by Hum phrey 
Crouch in which he com pared London’s and New castle’s health stat istics, 
based on the Bills.102 Modern histor ians could cast their net even wider. 
Under stand ing them as part of a Europe-wide at tempt to create health 
stat istics can open up new areas of re search. The time span covered by 
the Bills of Mortal ity allows for (par tial) com pari sons with other urban 
systems for re cord ing the dead during years when they over lap. This 
kind of com para tive re search is still in its in fancy, and is often chal-
lenging when it in volves London, which is con sidered a unique city in 
the early modern period. Yet com pari sons be tween London and other 
settle ments, even smaller or less signifi cant ones, can place the metrop-
olis into a broader con text and enable schol ars to see where London was 
unique and where it re sembled other cities. An ana lysis of other Bills of 
Mortal ity would show how far London’s Bills pro vided a tem plate in-
flu encing the re cord ing of the dead in Eng land, Europe, and beyond.103

Other Eng lish cities re cord ed their dead in sim ilar ways and in some 
cases made ex plicit refer ence to London. One ex ample sur vives from 
an un named town, likely Man chester, for the period 30 June to 7 July 
1625.104 There were Bills in Cam bridge, at least during the plague epi-

102 Humphrey Crouch, Londons Vacation, and the Countries Tearme: Or, a Lament-
able Re lation of Sev erall Remark able Pas sages Which it Hath Pleased the Lord to Shew 
on Sev erall Per sons Both in London, and the Coun try in This Pres ent Visit ation, 1636. 
With the Number of Those That Dyed at London and Newcastle, This Present Yeare. 
With New Additions. By H.C. (London, 1637).
103 There were Bills of Mortality in Barbados and North America. See John 
Clark, ‘An Abstract of the Bills of Mortal ity in Bridge-Town in Bar bados for 
the Years 1737–1744. Com muni cated by the Rev. Mr. John Clark’, Philo sophical 
Trans actions of the Royal Soci ety of London, 45/487 (1748), 345; Susan E. Klepp, 
‘The Demo graphic Char acter istics of Phila delphia, 1788–1801: Zachar ias 
Poul son’s Bills of Mortal ity’, Penn sylvania His tory: A Jour nal of Mid-Atlantic 
Stud ies, 53/3 (1986), 201–21. 
104 ‘Table of Mortality [for Unnamed Town, Possibly Manchester, 30 June–7 
July 1625]’, in Historical Manuscripts Commission (ed.), 14th Report, Appendix, 
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demic in the 1660s, and a very basic Bill tallied the deaths in Oxford 
be tween 18 and 24 Octo ber 1644.105 Nine teen out of forty-one deaths 
in Oxford were caused by plague. One par ticu larly striking but under-
explored ex ample comes from Nor wich, where a set of Bills of Mortal ity 
from 1579 to 1646 sur vives that has re ceived little schol arly atten tion.106 
Pre limin ary work only has been done on Bills of Mortal ity from New-
castle and Gates head.107 A com pari son be tween these Bills and those in 
London could point to tell ing similar ities across re gions.108 In the early 
seven teenth cen tury, compil ations al ready in cluded stat istics from both 
London and Nor wich.109 In some other Eng lish cities, less sophisti cated 
sys tems of re cord ing were put in place. In Bris tol, print ed plague tickets 
gave an idea of the spread of the dis ease.110 These were usually given 
to town adminis trators and had spaces where the num bers of plague 
dead could be filled in. They also exist ed in London and show that mul-
tiple re cord ing systems were in use.111 Paul Slack has identi fied fur ther 
Bills of Mortal ity, some of them only in manu script form, in Chester and 

Part IV (1894): The Manuscripts of Lord Kenyon (London, 1894), 31–2.
105 A Bill of All That Deceased with the Several Diseases they Died of from the 18 
of Octo ber to the 25, 1644 (Oxford, 1644), Oxford Text Archive, at [http://hdl.
handle.net/20.500.12024/A28145], accessed 26 Jan. 2023; O. J. Benedictow, 
‘Morbid ity in Historical Plague Epidemics’, Population Studies, 41/3 (1987), 
401–31. 
106 Slack, ‘Counting People’, 1126. See also his The Impact of Plague in Tudor and 
Stuart England (London, 1985) for a discussion of these statistics regarding 
plague, esp. p. 133 on the Norwich Bills.  
107 Graham Butler, ‘Yet Another Inquiry into the Trustworthiness of Eighteenth-
Century Bills of Mortality: The Newcastle and Gateshead Bills, 1736–1840’, Local 
Population Studies, 92/1 (2014), 58–72. 
108 See also the Bills from other provincial towns: Joseph McKean, ‘Synopsis of 
Several Bills of Mortality’, Memoirs of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 
2/2 (1804), 62–6; id., ‘Deductions from Select Bills of Mortality’, Memoirs of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2/2 (1804), 66–70. 
109 Henry Chettle, A True Bill of the Whole Number That Hath Died in the Cittie 
of London, the Citty of Westminster, the Citty of Norwich, and Diuers Other Places, 
Since the Time This Last Sicknes of the Plague Began in Either of Them, to this Present 
Month of October the Sixt Day, 1603 . . . (London, 1603), Oxford Text Archive, at 
[http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12024/A06259] accessed 26 Jan. 2023.
110 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 345.
111 Will Slauter, ‘Write up Your Dead: The Bills of Mortality and the London 
Plague of 1665’, Media History, 17/1 (2011), 1–15.
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York, be sides the cities al ready men tioned.112 More over, the Well come 
Col lection has Bills from North ampton from the second half of the eight-
eenth cen tury and Bills from Car lisle dating to the 1780s.113 The impact 
London had on pro vincial towns is con firmed by early modern de scrip-
tions, which em phasize the import ance of the cap ital for the whole of 
Eng land. For in stance, the author of an art icle in the Annual Ob server 
in 1776 com ment ed that pro vincial cap itals were ‘uni versally in spired 
with the am bition of be coming little Londons’.114 Bear ing this in mind, 
it is not sur prising that sim ilar sys tems of re cord ing gradu ally emerged 
in other Eng lish cities. Yet there are few schol arly com pari sons be tween 
these records and their underlying assumptions in different places.

The London Bills of Mortality can also indicate broader Euro pean 
pat terns of change. Unlike their modern counter parts, early modern 
writers recog nized the poten tial of the Bills of Mortal ity for making 
com pari sons. One author com pared death stat istics in London and 
Amster dam, for in stance.115 An other ex ample is James Harvey’s assess-
ment of London, Amster dam, and Paris, and their respect ive out breaks 
of scurvy in 1701.116 In Dublin, sim ilar sources show that re cord ing 
the dead had also spread to Ire land, while the Glas gow Bills of Mortal-
ity indi cate the same for Scot land.117 In the former case, Wil liam Petty 
stresses in the title of his obser vations on the Dublin Bills that he is view-
ing the city in re lation to the London Bills of Mortal ity, sug gest ing the 

112 Slack, The Impact of Plague, 239. 
113 See e.g. Alexander Phillips, To the Right Worshipful John Gibson, Esq; 
Mayor . . . of Northampton; This Bill of Mortality is Presented by . . . Alexander Phil-
lips (Northampton, 1745); John Heysham, Observations on the Bills of Mortal ity, 
in Carlisle (Carlisle, 1780?–88). 
114 Quoted from Geoffrey Tyack, The Making of Our Urban Landscape (Oxford, 
2022), 119. 
115 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 338.
116 Harvey, Scelera Aquarum.
117 William Petty, Observations Upon the Dublin-Bills of Mortality, MDCLXXXI, 
and the State of That City by the Observator on the London Bills of Mortality 
(London, 1683); on Glasgow, see also Walford, ‘Early Bills’, 234–45; Robert 
Cowan, ‘Re marks Sug gest ed by the Glas gow Bills of Mortality: On the Mortal-
ity of Chil dren in Glas gow’, Glas gow Med ical Jour nal, 5/20 (1832), 353–62. On 
Dublin, see also Patrick Fagan, ‘The Popu lation of Dublin in the Eight eenth 
Cen tury with Par ticu lar Refer ence to the Pro portions of Prot est ants and Cath-
olics’, Eight eenth-Century Ireland / Iris an Dá Chultúr, 6 (1991), 121–56. 
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import ance of the London ver sion of the Bills for develop ments in other 
cities. A par ticu larly prom ising ex ample that has re ceived little schol-
arly atten tion so far are the Bills of Mortal ity of Bres lau (today Wroc ław) 
in Silesia. These were not only dis cussed in Eng land, but also led to con-
sider ations about poten tial improve ments in London’s Bills.118 In Paris, 
the État des baptêmes only began in 1670—later than in London—but 
also re corded the burials of the dead.119 Vanessa Hard ing has ex plored 
some of the pos sibil ities of com paring the London and Paris Bills, show-
ing that while in Paris around a quar ter of burials were attrib uted to 
hos pitals and in sti tutions, in London it was less than 5 per cent.120

Differences are just as important as similarities for this ana lysis. In 
Bar celona, stat istics were col lected and col lated in a sim ilar fash ion to 
the London Bills, but were not print ed.121 In Ital ian cities, plague rolls 
re cord ed the number of vic tims.122 How ever, in some cases, names, 
trades, and social statuses were re cord ed. In London, these did not 
feat ure, suggesting a differ ent kind of pur pose.123 These differ ences 
indi cate that care ful con sider ation is import ant for this com para tive 
ap proach, as some of the docu ments in other cities more closely re-
semble plague rolls or parish registers than Bills of Mortality.124

An analysis of similar recording systems can also produce tell ing 
re sults if we con sider those cities in early modern Europe which had 
no com para ble records. As far as I am aware, no thing like the Bills of 
Mortal ity sur vives from the German-speaking lands, with the notable 
118 See e.g. Edmond Halley, ‘Some Further Considerations on the Bres law 
Bills of Mortal ity: By the Same Hand, etc.’, Philo sophical Trans actions, 17 (1693), 
654–6; James Dodson, ‘A Letter from Mr. James Dodson to Mr. John Robert-
son, F.R.S. Con cerning an Im prove ment of the Bills of Mortal ity’, Philo sophical 
Trans actions of the Royal Society of London, 47 (1752), 333–40. 
119 Harding, The Dead and the Living. On other European cities, see also Wal-
ford, ‘Early Bills’, 245–7. 
120 Thomas Birch (ed.), A Collection of the Yearly Bills of Mortality from 1657 to 
1758 Inclusive (London, 1759).
121 Robert S. Smith, ‘Barcelona “Bills of Mortality” and Population, 1457–1590’, 
Jour nal of Political Economy, 44/1 (1936), 84–93. 
122 C. M. Cipolla, ‘The “Bills of Mortality” of Florence’, Population Studies, 32/3 
(1978), 543–8.
123 Heitman, ‘Authority’, 278. 
124 This point was already made in the earlier literature. See Walford, ‘Early 
Bills’, 235. 
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ex ception of Bres lau, dis cussed above, while at least hap hazard or 
rudi mentary forms exist in major Ital ian cities, Paris, and Amster dam. 
Partly this points to the fact that these kinds of re cord ing systems 
were espe cially neces sary in larger urban centres, so the fact that 
German-speaking Europe had no major metrop olis in the seven teenth 
cen tury might go some way to wards ex plain ing this lack. But as the 
early modern period pro gressed and German cities grew and became 
in creas ingly import ant, they still had no Bills. Fur ther investi gations 
will be needed to show why this was the case and why, by com pari-
son, London’s Bills of Mortal ity re mained so in flu ential well into the 
nine teenth century.

A focus on the actors behind the Bills can provide fur ther aven ues 
of com pari son. For in stance, while Munich’s dead were only re cord ed 
in church books and not in Bills of Mortal ity, there were also women 
respon sible for assess ing dead bodies there, much like the searchers. 
These ‘nuns of the soul’ (Seel nonnen) pro vided in valu able ser vices, 
and while they ful filled sim ilar func tions to the searchers, their con-
nection to the Cath olic Church also marked them out as differ ent. In 
other German-speaking cities, women ful filled sim ilar func tions and 
a com pari son with the Eng lish searchers may lead to tell ing results 
about the role of women in health services.125

London’s Urbanity and the Bills

The implicit and explicit references to London in the Bills of Mortal-
ity can help histor ians under stand what it meant to live in an early 
modern city more gen erally. The Bills and their re ception show that 
urban ity can be de fined not only by fixed factors such as popu lation 
size, dens ity, or the pres ence of build ings such as a market square, town 
hall, or city wall.126 Instead, a more useful under stand ing of urban ity 
focuses on its dy namic and changing nature. What urban ity meant 

125 Anja Maria Hamann, ‘Rohe Weiber und ehrbare Frauen: Toten frauen im 
Spiegel der säch sischen Landtags-Verhandlungen (1836–1848)’ (MA disser-
tation, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, 2019).
126 Susanne Rau and Jörg Rüpke, ‘Religion und Urbanität: Wechsel seitige 
For mie rungen als Forschungs problem’, Histor ische Zeit schrift, 310/3 (2020), 
654–80; Jörg Rüpke, Urban Religion: A Historical Approach to Urban Growth and 
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de pend ed on spe cific times and circum stances, and also indi vidual 
histor ical actors con nect ed to an urban way of life. This defin ition 
makes it pos sible to find urban ity beyond major metrop olises and 
to ex plain why not all in habit ants of import ant cities saw their sur-
round ings as ‘urban’.

In addition to the better-known references to the Bills in letters 
and diar ies, an other type of source that awaits fur ther investi gation 
in this con text is satir ical texts, which were fre quently anti-urban in 
nature. London was awash with satire, espe cially in the seven teenth 
and eight eenth cen turies, and some of the texts re ferred ex plicitly to 
the Bills of Mortal ity as a source of in for mation for their ridi cule. In the 
anonym ous pamph let Hell Upon Earth, we find the follow ing de scrip-
tion of Bills of Mortal ity: ‘those ele gant Weekly Records com posed to 
the Honour of Escu lapius, and sung or said by the Com pany of Parish 
Clerks in and round this Metrop olis’.127 Or, to name an other ex ample, 
around 1780 Rich ard King looked at London through the lens of the 
Bills of Mortal ity, criti cizing the city and its govern ment.128 In these 
writings, the Bills func tioned as a source of anti-urbanism and could 
be juxta posed with ideal ized de scrip tions of the country side.

The popularity of the Bills of Mortality was also connected to other 
pat terns of urban ity, which in cluded the avail ability of print ing presses 
or the ability to read and use basic stat istics.129 The latter was par ticu-
larly common in London, where sellers used basic stat istics for their 
busi nesses. The avail ability of data was prob ably also linked to the 
rising lit eracy rate in Eng land, espe cially under Eliza beth I. More over, 
the com plex adminis trative system behind the Bills of Mortal ity was 
import ant for the func tion ing of a metrop olis, and was not needed in 
vil lages to the same extent. 

Re ligious Change (Berlin, 2020); id. and Susanne Rau, Religion and Urban ity 
Online (Berlin, 2020), at [https://doi.org/10.1515/urbrel].
127 Hell Upon Earth: Or the Town in an Uproar. Occasion’d by the Late Horrible 
Scenes of Forgery, Perjury, Street-Robbery, Murder, Sodomy, and Other Shock ing 
Im pieties (London, 1729), 11.
128 Richard King, The New London Spy: Or, a Twenty-Four Hours Ramble through 
the Bills of Mortality. Containing a True Picture of Modern High and Low Life 
(London, c.1780).
129 Weinreich, ‘Sums Theological’, 822–3. 
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Paying closer attention to the urbanity pre sent ed in the Bills of 
Mortal ity also pro vides an opportun ity to con sider more ex plicitly the 
spatial dimen sions in herent in this type of source.130 J. C. Robert son 
argues that the Bills were one of the key sources that shaped early 
modern Lon doners’ under stand ing of their city, show ing that ‘in the 
1660s [Lon doners] still wanted to think about their city in trad itional 
terms, apart from the suburbs’.131 As works on early modern print ing 
have shown, London’s print pro duction changed how space was per-
ceived and under stood.132 For a later period, schol ars have used other 
sources to con sider the con struction of mental maps, most re cently in 
English dir ectories.133 The Bills indi cated areas that were par ticu larly 
danger ous to enter during times of plague, changing how Lon doners 
under stood their city.134 They also pro vide indi cations of what was 
con sidered a part of London, with some early modern sources using 
the geo graphical de scrip tion ‘within the weekly bills of mortal ity’.135 
In Robert son’s words, ‘in read ing the weekly Bills Lon doners and out-
siders all became accus tomed to visual izing the City as a matrix: an 
inter depend ent net work of pro portional relation ships that in matters 
of health in creas ingly came to be con fined within the bounds set by 
the weekly Bills’.136 Real and ima gined maps of the city ex pressed a 
cer tain under stand ing of urban ity that emerged in London during the 
early modern period. The use of the Bills to inform an under stand ing 
of urban ity itself also goes some way to wards ex plain ing their longev-
ity and likely popu larity.

130 Susanne Rau and Gerhard Schwerhoff (eds.), Topographien des Sakralen: 
Re li gion und Raumordnung in der Vormoderne (Munich, 2008); Susanne Rau, 
His tory, Space, and Place, trans. Michael Thomas Taylor (London, 2019).
131 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 350. 
132 See Monteyne, The Printed Image in Early Modern London.
133 Sasse, Die Stadt lesen.
134 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 340.
135 E.g. Company of Innholders, To the Honourable the Commons of Great-Britain 
in Parliament Assembled: The Case of the Several Inn-Keepers, Stable-Keepers, and 
other Consumers of Hay and Oats, within the Cities of London and West minster, 
Borough of Southwark, and Other Places within the Weekly Bills of Mortal ity 
(London, 1767). 
136 Robertson, ‘Reckoning with London’, 345. 
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Conclusion

London’s Bills of Mortality have long been recog nized as a cru cial 
source for under stand ing the early modern metrop olis. Their great 
poten tial has not eluded re searchers and schol ars, espe cially for 
gain ing an under stand ing of London’s popu lation develop ment and 
the dangers of living in the Eng lish cap ital, par ticu larly during times 
of plague. Since then, fur ther, non-statistical aspects of the Bills have 
been un covered and ana lysed, in cluding their re ception in other 
sources.

However, the Bills of Mortality can still provide pointers for future 
re search and help answer ques tions about early modern London. 
My proposals for future areas of re search speak to a historio-
graphical shift that goes beyond a focus on London as an ex ceptional 
case study and in stead sug gests inte grating London more fully into 
broader ques tions on the func tion ing of early modern cities and 
their urban ity. One way of doing this is by com paring London with 
other early modern towns.

Indeed, the London Bills of Mortality can enrich debates on 
modern ity itself. Stat istics are argu ably one of the feat ures that de-
fine modern ity. Along side these came other pro cesses, such as the 
commodifi cation of death rates through the sale of in for mation or 
in creas ing at tempts to con trol popu lations through bio politics.137 
How ever, this is only one side of the story. For all their flaws, the 
London Bills of Mortal ity pro vide remarka ble clues to long-standing 
con cerns about the health of a com plex metrop olis that pre date 
our pres ent. They show that the re cord ing and con sump tion of 
these kinds of stat istics is by no means uniquely modern, while 
the semi-professional searchers chal lenge notions of in creas ing 
pro fessional ization in the early modern period, and the con tinued 
rele vance of the church in re cord ing the dead indi cates no clear 
secularization.138

The Bills can be seen as a premodern way of dealing with death. 
The long-lasting system of col lect ing data about the dead illus trates 

137 Ibid. 328; McCormick, ‘Political Arithmetic’s 18th Century Histories’, 242–4. 
138 Slack, ‘Counting People’. 
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that early modern urban polities had their own way of func tion ing 
when it came to caring for and treat ing the dead. Al though the Bills 
had issues, recog nized by con temporaries and modern scholars, they 
show a remark ably wide-ranging and nu anced way of deal ing with 
the dead. Early modern systems of re cord ing, then, were not merely 
a flawed pre cursor to modern adminis trative prac tices, but must be 
under stood in their own right. 
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