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Irish Genealogy Feature

The National Library of Ireland
(NLI) is the library of record for
Ireland.  Established in 1877, it
shares the story of Ireland with
the world through its unique
collections. The NLI cares for
more than ten million items, in-
cluding books, manuscripts,
newspapers, photographs,
prints, maps, drawings,
ephemera, music and digital
media. 
As Ireland’s memory keeper,
the NLI plays an important role
in connecting people with their

past, and helping them to trace
their family tree. The Library of-
fers a range of services and re-
sources to support those
beginning their genealogy jour-
ney. The NLI website,
www.nli.ie, is filled with tips
for getting started. 
According to the NLI, your re-
search should begin with you
and your immediate family.
Ask questions of relatives who
can offer insight on your ances-
try. Consult old photographs on
which names and dates may be

noted, newspaper clippings, old
letters and family gravestones.
Try to establish approximate
dates of births, marriages and
deaths, as well as names (fore-
names and related family
names) and places of residence.
This information will point the
way to relevant records. Reli-
gious denomination is also im-
portant in determining which
records are relevant to your re-
search.
The NLI’s Catholic parish reg-
isters website, registers.nli.ie, is

an invaluable resource. It con-
tains over 370,000 digital im-
ages from original registers of
baptisms and marriages, dating
from the 1740s to 1880s and cov-
ering 1,086 Catholic parishes in
Ireland. The parish registers are
considered to be the most sig-
nificant and valuable resource
on Irish family history prior to
the 1901 Census. In the 18th and
19th centuries, the majority of
the Irish population were small
farmers, labourers or servants.
They didn’t own their own

land, sign deeds or belong to a
guild or a trade, so in many
cases there is no other record of
their existence. These docu-
ments tell the stories of commu-
nities and give a sense of the
people who lived in a particular
place at a particular time.
The Library’s online cata-
logue, catalogue.nli.ie, is an-
other treasure trove. It contains
more than 100,000 digital im-
ages and documents that bring
to life moments in Irish history
from the 13th century up to the
present. Notable items available
to view include diaries that give
firsthand accounts of the 1916
Easter Rising, manuscript drafts
by James Joyce, some of the ear-
liest drawn maps of Ireland and
thousands of photographs of
every part of Ireland.  The cata-
logue is easy to search and nav-
igate with no registration
required. 
If you are planning a trip to
Dublin, the NLI is a must-visit
cultural institution for both ex-
ploring your family tree and
delving into the story of Ireland.
Visitors can enjoy a lively pro-
gramme of events and exhibi-
tions, consult the on-site
resources and drop by the Li-
brary’s café for a quick coffee or
relaxing lunch.
The NLI runs a free genealogy
walk-in advisory service from
Monday to Wednesday, 9.30am
to 5pm, and Thursday to Fri-
day, 9.30am to 4.45pm in its
main building on Kildare Street.
Queries about the service can
also be emailed to geneal-
ogy@nli.ie. 
Other highlights at the Li-
brary’s main building are the
award-winning W.B. Yeats ex-
hibition and the beautiful Victo-
rian reading room. A short walk
down Kildare Street, the ‘World
War Ireland’ exhibition exam-
ines the Irish experience and
impact of the First World War. 
In Dublin’s vibrant Temple
Bar area, find the NLI’s Na-
tional Photographic Archive,
where the exhibition “From Bal-
lots to Bullets: Ireland 1918-
1919” explores two turbulent
years in Irish history. The life
and works of one of Ireland’s
finest poets, Seamus Heaney, is
the subject of a major NLI exhi-
bition at the Bank of Ireland
Cultural and Heritage Centre,
Westmoreland Street, Dublin 2.
All locations are free to visit and
within a short walking distance
of the Grafton Street shopping
area and St. Stephen’s Green. 
Visit www.nli.ie to find out
more about all of the National
Library of Ireland’s exhibitions,
resources and services. 

Exploring family history and Irish history 
at the National Library of Ireland


