MEDIA RELEASE
Cache of newly released letters written by one of the most controversial figures in
Irish history, Roger Casement, released online by National Library of Ireland
20 December 2012: The National Library of Ireland (NLI) has marked the closing days
of its 135th year of operation with the release to the public of a number of letters written
by Roger Casement while awaiting execution for treason at Pentonville Prison in 1916.
Casement, one of the most controversial figures in Irish history, was a British diplomat
by profession and was also well known as a poet, human rights campaigner and Irish
nationalist.
Included in this extraordinarily moving group of materials are his final letter to his family,
written on the eve of his execution; the annotated hymn and prayer book given to him by
an Irish friend during his incarceration in Pentonville; a number of letters that he wrote to
his family in the weeks before his execution; the notice from the Court of Criminal Appeal
advising of the dismissal of his appeal on which Casement notes his observations on the
case against him; documents relating to the ‘degradation’ of his knighthood, and other
honours, with Casement’s notes on this; photographs; his cousin Gertrude’s admission
card to the Court of Criminal Appeal to attend the trial; and a number of memorial cards
and letters of condolence.
The papers, housed in a small box labelled ‘Not for Consultation’, were identified as
being suitable for release by NLI staff during a review of ‘Not for Consultation’ material.
The review was being carried out to determine collection cataloguing priorities for 2013
and beyond. ‘Not for Consultation’ restrictions are commonplace, with donors often
stipulating that certain items, for example letters or diaries, be withheld from access until
such time as all parties cited in the documents are deceased; alternatively, donors
sometimes request a defined period of closure for material for other privacy-related
reasons.
All of the recently released Casement material has been catalogued, and key items can
be viewed online today through the NLI’s catalogue, at: http://bit.ly/Tut6Ud
Among the most interesting items are:
•

Letters on prison-regulated paper from Casement to his cousins about his
imprisonment and impending death, thanking them for their “brave, faithful, loving
hearts to me in these last horrible days”

•

A letter to his cousins outlining his final wishes, including his hopes for Ireland.

•

His final letter to his cousins Gertrude and Elizabeth Bannister on the eve of his
execution, in which Casement writes: “And if I die, as I think is fated, tomorrow

morning, I shall die with my sins forgiven …If it be said I shed tears – remember
tears come not from cowardice, but from sorrow.”
•

Envelope with the inscription: “This little book was used by Roger Casement at
the hour of his death and was brought by me that morning by the priest who
attended him on the scaffold.” (Casement was received into the Catholic Church
while awaiting execution.)

•

The Notice of Result of Final Appeal, dated 20 July 1916, with Roger Casement’s
handwritten observations on his trial and the judgment handed down.

•

Typed copies of official papers and the Royal Ordinance stripping Casement of
his knighthood and other honours. Casement’s handwritten notes on these
papers include the comment: “These Letters Patent are Letters of Nobility in the
peerage of Ireland! They are further Letters of Proof of British Falsehood and
Hypocrisy.”

Roger Casement was born in Dublin in 1864, was baptised a Catholic at the age of
three, and was later raised by Protestant relatives in Ballymena following the death of his
parents. A British consul by profession, he became famous for his reports and activities
against human rights abuses in the Congo and Peru. His investigations into atrocities in
the Congo led him to develop anti-Imperialist opinions and, ultimately, a pro-Irish
Republican stance. Returning from Germany shortly before the Easter Rising in 1916, he
was arrested on arrival in Ireland and charged with treason. He was subsequently
convicted, and was hanged in Pentonville Prison on 3 August 1916. He was 51 years
old. In 1965, his body was repatriated to Ireland. During the five days while he lay in
state at Arbour Hill, an estimated 500,000 people filed past his coffin. He was buried with
full military honours in Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin. President Éamon de Valera, then
in his mid-eighties and the last surviving leader of the Easter Rising, defied the advice of
his doctors and attended the ceremony, along with an estimated 30,000 Irish citizens.

The NLI has extensive collections of Casement papers, acquired by either donation or
purchase over many years.
Commenting on today’s announcement, Fiona Ross, Director, National Library of Ireland
said:
“As of today, citizens of Ireland as well as citizens of the world can read some of
Roger Casement’s final letters online and form their own views on one of the most
controversial figures in Irish history as he faced execution.
“The newly released Casement material will be of great interest to historians and
others researching the life of a remarkable Irishman. The material casts new light on the
depth of his religious beliefs and his spirituality in the days leading up to his death, and
the strength that he and his friends and family drew from each other in their letters and
other messages of support.
“The material also casts further light on his political thinking and his views on
what he perceived as the hypocrisy of the British establishment.”

Highlights 2012 National Library of Ireland programme of
activities
By mid-December 2012, National Library of Ireland visitor numbers (virtual and
personal) reached 1.5 million. Through the dedication of staff and support of donors and
others, and despite a difficult operating environment, development work continued in
fulfilment of the NLI’s mission to collect, preserve and make material accessible to the
public.
2012 marked another busy year of digital library activity, highlighting the potential of
technology to reach out to wider audiences:
 In May 2012, the NLI rolled out its digital repository to store and manage its digital
content.
 The NLI continued work on the rapid integration of its records into the online
catalogue (http://catalogue.nli.ie) including records for 50,000 photographs and
15,000 pieces of Irish sheet music. Work on the conversion of the NLI’s core
catalogue is nearing completion; once this is done, the number of items in the
catalogue will have increased by approximately 33%, giving users access to
records for all of the NLI’s printed material.
 Throughout 2012, over 10,000 new items were digitised, and are now being made
available through the digital repository. These include major holdings of Joyce
material (drafts of works and letters), high-resolution versions of which were made
available in June, using using opensource image-viewing software implemented
and enhanced by the NLI team enabling researchers to zoom into the tiniest
details of the manuscripts. This offers all researchers the same level of access as
those undertaking a personal visit to view the manuscripts at the NLI Reading
Room in Dublin.
 The NLI web archiving programme continued through 2012, capturing the record of
contemporary Ireland. Amongst the websites archived were those relating to the
Fiscal Treaty and Children’s referendums, to sporting events such as the Olympics
and the European football championships, and to a broad spectrum of Irish culture
and society including sites known to be in danger of disappearing such An Fear
Rua. Also archived were websites recommended by County Librarians, each of
whom were invited to suggest two key sites for their respective counties.
Other important developments for the NLI during the year included:
 Major collections donated, catalogued and conserved:
o The Labour Party donated its archive to the NLI during the year, and
funded an archivist to catalogue the collection
o The Seamus Heaney collection, donated at the end of 2011, was
catalogued by NLI staff and is now available to researchers.
o The “Elmes” collection of historic portrait prints and drawings of Irish
people provides a rich visual resource for Irish studies from the 17th
through the 20th centuries. Prints & Drawings and Conservation staff
have been conserving prints in poor condition and safeguarding them
for the future through digitisation, with all 3,500 prints and drawings
due to go online in 2013
 Europeana/World War One Family History Roadshow: Major partnership with
Europeana (Europe’s digital library, museum and archive) and Oxford University to
offer a series of “roadshow” collecting days for privately held material related to

World War One. Over 700 people attended two roadshows, one at the NLI on 21
March 2012 (the most successful of all such events held throughout Europe) and a
second event hosted by the Hunt Museum in Limerick in November. Content
collected can be viewed at www.europeana1914-1918.eu
 POETRY ALOUD Competition This all-island poetry-speaking competition for
post-primary schools, run by the NLI in association with Poetry Ireland, grew from
946 participants in 2009 to 1,600 in 2012.
 Award-winning social media: The NLI won two prestigious awards for its digital
activities in 2012. In April, it was declared outright winner of the Ireland egovernment Social Media Awards for its work on Twitter, Facebook, Flickr
Commons, as well as for its blog content. In June, the Taoiseach presented the
Library with a Public Service Excellence Award for its social media programme.
 Taking Stock at the National Photographic Archive: A comprehensive survey
of the NLI’s photographic holdings in 2012 revealed an estimated 5.2m
photographs, the largest photographic collection relating to Ireland in the world.
Alongside the survey, a retrospective display of photographs from the NPA’s
exhibitions was mounted; entitled Taking Stock, it runs until June 2013
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