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A Database for the Study of the 
Italian Population Registers 

Renzo Derosas* 

T h e da tabase presen ted he re was developed to facil i tate research on 
I ta l ian Popu la t ion Registers . Actual ly , i t was created for the first registers 
used in Venice, in t h e per iod from 1850 to 1869, but its interest might well 
go far beyond this specific appl ica t ion . In fact, Popu la t ion Registers a re 
widespread t h r o u g h o u t Italy; every c o m m u n e has its own , theoret ical ly 
s ince its en te r ing t h e new na t iona l state, in 1860's or 1870's, possibly even 
ear l ier , t h o u g h of course losses of archival mate r ia l s may have occurred 
local ly. Basically, the i r s t ruc tu re and the kind of in fo rmat ion they record 
a re a lways t h e s a m e . I t i s p robab le , therefore , that b o t h da tabase and pro­
g r a m s can be adap ted , wi th a few m i n o r changes , for the study of o the r 
c o m m u n e s , u rban or rura l , or o ther per iods , and t h r o u g h o u t the whole of 
Italy. Moreove r , o the r European coun t r i e s , such as Belgium (van dc Walle, 
1976) a n d H o l l a n d (Janssens, 1986; Boonst ra , 1988), employed Popula t ion 
Regis ters very s imi la r to the I tal ian ones . If large scale and co -o rd ina t ed 
research on these sources were unde r t aken , new i m p o r t a n t results on the 
d e m o g r a p h i c and social history of the last cen tu ry could be reached. 

As van de Walle (p. 81) put it, »a popula t ion register ideally c o m b i n e s a 
list of pe r sons tha t is cons tant ly upda ted , and a list of events that are 
h a p p e n i n g to t h e m ; it is a cross between a census and a vital r e g i s t r a t i o n s 
In o the r words , it can be defined as a d y n a m i c census - and in fact it 
a lways s tar ts from a general census - systematical ly updated wheneve r 
c h a n g e s occur in an individual ' s s i tuat ion as well as in the compos i t ion and 
address of a househo ld , as long as these ma in ta in the i r res idence in the 
c o m m u n e . We can see how this works in Table 1, the reproduc t ion (and 
t r ans l a t i on ) of a household form of the Venetian registers. 

T h e househo ld fo rms are o n e of the two main archival series of the 
Popu la t i on Registers system, t h e o the r be ing the actual registers, w h e r e 
h o u s e h o l d s are recorded roughly in a lphabet ica l o rde r . In cont ras t , the 
househo ld fo rms are filed accord ing to the address of the household ' s re­
s idence . In re la t ion to every address ( identif ied by qua r t e r and house n u m ­
be r ) the re is a folder , con ta in ing t h e fo rms of the househo lds l iving the re . 

* Address all communications to Renzo Derosas, University of Venice, Dep. of 
History Studies, Dorsoduro 2217, 1-30123 Venezia, Italy. 

59 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 14 — 1989 — No. 4, 59-65



T h e folders were kept in boxes, o rdered by quar te r and progressive house 
n u m b e r . W h e n a household moved , its form was moved to the folder cor­
r e spond ing to the new address , whi le the change was recorded in the re­
gister as well . It is wor th not ing tha t , as a consequence of this p rocedure , 
the cu r ren t al locat ion of the household fo rms reflects the si tuat ion as i t 
was at the end of 1869, when this system was abandoned and was replaced 
by an ent i rely new one . When an individual jo ined a household , bo th 
registers and forms were upda ted ; the same happened upon depa r tu r e 
from a household . T h r o u g h the registers, bo th househo lds and individuals 
could be t raced back, and data conce rn ing them were eventual ly upda ted . 

As can be seen in Table 1, the household forms are divided in to two 
par t s . T h e uppe r par t repor ts all t he addresses inhabi ted by the household 
as well as t he dates of moves . T h e lower par t describes all the individuals 
w h o const i tu ted par t of the househo ld from t ime to t ime: s u r n a m e , chr i ­
stian n a m e , the n a m e of the pa ren t s , mar i ta l s tatus, rel igion, da te and place 
of b i r t h , beg inn ing of residence in Venice, profession. Variat ions are re­
por ted in t he co lumn of »observa t ions« : for ins tance, in case of exit for 
mar r i age , the date of marr iage , the n a m e of the husband or wife and the 
new address of the couple are usually recorded. This is the case of the fifth 
individual (Facchini Isidoro), of Table 1. 

T h e househo ld fo rms record therefore vital statistics, social status, hou­
sehold compos i t ion and residential pa t te rns a t the same t ime . T h e r e exists 
p e r h a p s no similarly rich source that ga thers together all these different 
aspects and , what is still m o r e re levant , repor t s thei r evolut ion th rough 
t ime . Surely there is no one , l ike the Popula t ion Registers, which al lows 
one to perform such a wide range of analyses on the mutua l re la t ions 
a m o n g demograph i c factors, social cond i t ions and ecological context , in 
the perspect ive of that »nouvel le histoire sociale« sketched by Jacques 
D u p a q u i e r (1984, pp . 177-8) as the necessary conf luence of historical de­
m o g r a p h y with social history. 

For the very same reasons, however , the Popula t ion Registers arc also 
qui te difficult to exploit . Any single form deals with a n u m b e r of data of 
different na tu re , concern ing different statistical subjects at different t imes: 
we have househo lds moving wi thin and wi thout the city, chang ing struc 
tu re and compos i t ion ; individuals mov ing as well from one household to 
ano the r , chang ing condi t ion and status; moreover , the influence of de­
mograph i c events may go far beyond those persons w h o are immedia te ly 
affected by t hem. For instance, a m a n ' s death can change also the si tuat ion 
of his relat ives and coresidents: his wife's mari ta l s tatus (if the deceased 
was mar r i ed ) , the condi t ion of his siblings (if he had any) , the household 
s t ruc ture , and so on . 
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T h e k ind of difficulties one must face w o r k i n g on Popula t ion Registers 
will be evident from the fol lowing e x a m p l e . If we p ropose to study infant 
mor t a l i t y in a single par i sh , suppos ing that i t may be pecul iar in compa­
rison wi th o the r a reas of the city, we would probably start from the fo rms 
of t he househo ld s l iving there at the end of 1869. Do ing so, we must re 
m e m b e r , however , tha t m a n y of t he b i r ths and the dea ths recorded could 
have occur red when the family g roup lived in o the r par ishes , whi le the 
s a m e even t s c o n c e r n i n g househo lds which once l ived in the par i sh and 
la ter m o v e d e l sewhere , will be miss ing. The re fo re i t will be necessary to 
ignore or separa te t h e events unre la ted to the par i sh , and m o v e backward 
to r ecupera te the miss ing data (to the extent tha t t he re is any corre la t ion 
be tween m o v i n g a n d infant mor ta l i ty , which c a n n o t be excluded) . Evident­
ly, these checks and researches , t hough qui te s imple in pr inc ip le , are very 
c u m b e r s o m e to do manua l ly . On the con t ra ry , they are ext remely easy in 
t he da tabase p resen ted he re . 

Table 2 shows the s t ruc ture of the da tabase . T h e in tent of its design 
shou ld appea r evident enough . Two files (addresses a n d household struc­
tures) deal with househo lds , two (coresidence and heads of househo ld) 
wi th bo th househo lds and individuals , all the o the r s deal only with indi­
v iduals , except for the file »couples« , which deals wi th mar r i ed couples. 
T h e file of »mar i ta l s tatus« could pe rhaps be cons idered superf luous: the 
mar i t a l s ta tus of an individual could be k n o w n by c o m b i n i n g data from 
the files of » ind iv idua l s« and »couples«; but exper ience proved the fo rmer 
solut ion to be m u c h m o r e i m m e d i a t e than r u n n i n g complex rout ines each 
t i m e such in fo rma t ion was needed. 

Table 3 repor t s (with some s impl i f ica t ion) the s t ruc tures of the files. 
They do not need par t icu la r explana t ions . All data wri t ten in the house­
hold forms, and o the r data deduced from t h e m , such as the s t ruc ture of the 
househo ld and the sequence of the heads of the househo ld , arc recorded. 
H o u s e h o l d s and ind iv idua ls are of course the two ma in statistical uni ts 
recorded . The i r l inkage is m a d e th rough the file »cores idence«. Every re­
cord includes the code of the individual , the code of the household , the 
da tes and the causes of j o in ing a n d / o r leaving it. In this way, it is possible 
to know w h e r e and wi th w h o m any individual lived at any m o m e n t of his 
life, and even w h o his ne ighbour s were . It is also wor th no t ing that all the 
files, except the »migra t ion« one, refer to per iods clearly l imited in t ime: 
they repor t flows, not s ta tus; or, bet ter , they repor t sequences of s ta tus . 

T h e th in l ines in table 2 show the l inkages a m o n g the files. Linkages are 
m a d e us ing univocal codes automat ica l ly a t t r ibu ted to ind iv idua ls and 
househo lds by the input p rogram. Once data a re s tored, any kind of retr ie­
val b e c o m e s possible, s tar t ing from any of t he files. For ins tance , when 
s tudying infant mor ta l i ty , we can find in the file » ind iv idua ls« the cases of 
b i r th and death we are interested in, then see, in the »cores idence« file, 
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which household they belonged to, and , lastly, check where the household 
lived when the event (bir th or dea th) happened . Fu r t h e r in format ion con­
ce rn ing infant mor ta l i ty could be d rawn in the same way, such as tha t 
conce rn ing the profession of pa ren t s , the s t ruc ture of the household , the 
p resence of o ther siblings, eventual ly also the existence of k inship net­
works outs ide the household , if we consider i t could be near enough to 
supply some assistance to the family, and so on. In general , any kind of 
m e t a - s o u r c e can be buil t up , both of a cross-sect ional or a longi tudinal 
type . Perspect ives of analysis appear therefore to be almost un l imi ted , and 
it will be necessary to discover new ques t ions to pose, as well as new me­
thodologies , qui te different from those used in »classic« historical de­
m o g r a p h y . 

Some h in t s as to the m a n a g e m e n t system by way of conclus ion. T h e 
system uses dBASE III . P rog rams are compi led by Cl ipper . As usual , they 
allow data entry and edi t ing, compute r -a s s i s t ed n o m i n a t i v e l inkage, ge­
neral repor ts , specific enqui r ies . They are fully in teract ive , and can be used 
by anyone , wi thout the least c o m p u t e r exper ience . For ins tance, t he input 
p r o g r a m , which is largely m e n u dr iven , automat ica l ly a t t r ibutes codes to 
ind iv idua ls and households , checks data consis tency, avoids dupl icate data 
ent ry , c o m p u t e s t e rmina l dates, and so on . Nomina t ive l inkage is perfor­
m ed semi -au tomat i ca l ly . A m o n g enquir ies , i t is worth not ing the possibi­
lity of r u n n i n g genealogical research, s tar t ing from any individual and 
»browsing« vertically th rough genera t ions and hor izontal ly th rough rela­
t ives and kins . In a s imi lar way, it is possible to know the degree of rela­
t ionsh ip , if any, between any two individuals . As regards the statistical 
analysis of data , this is of course the main purpose of the system. However , 
the possible c o m b i n a t i o n s of var iables are so many , that it would be im­
p r o p e r to l imit there analysis to a definite (and finite) set of in teract ive 
p rocedures . T h e researcher will have therefore to write his own p rograms , 
in order to const i tu te new data sets concern ing the different aspects he is 
in teres ted in, and eventual ly process them by s tandard statistical packages . 
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T a b l e 1 . 

HOUSEHOLD FORM ( r e p r o d u c e d a n d t r a n s l a t e d f r o m a n o r i g i n a l ) 

63 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 14 — 1989 — No. 4, 59-65



T a b l e 2 . 

DATABASE DESIGN AND LINKAGES 
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Table 3 
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