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 A surname may be defined as an hereditary second or family name handed down from one 

generation to the next, and can be distinguished from first or personal names which refer only to 

individuals. Surnames evolved in Ireland from the 10th century onwards, probably being generally 

employed by the 17th century. 

 There is no evidence to support the claim that King Brian Boru passed a law causing surnames 

to be used in Ireland. It is also worthwhile considering Edward MacLysaght’s advice to the effect that 

bearers of Gaelic surnames such as Murphy, O’Kelly, etc, belonged not to a single ‘clan’ as in 

Scotland, but to unrelated ‘septs’. 

 Surnames can be monogenetic (single origin), eg, Faherty or Asquith, or polygenetic (multiple 

origin), eg, Murphy or Smith. Surnames can be formed from names of ancestors, placenames, 

occupations or personal descriptions (APOD).  Most Gaelic surnames fall into the ancestral class, eg, 

O’Brien, Ó Briain, from Brian, or MacCarthy, Mac Cárthaigh, from Cárthach. The prefix Ó means 

‘grandson of’, the prefix Mac ‘son of’. 

 Irish surnames of course include those of settlers who have become naturalised in this country. 

There are very few pure Norse surnames in Ireland, eg, Harold and Sweetman, quite a number of 

Anglo-Norman names, eg Burke, Fitzgerald, significant numbers of English, Welsh and Scottish, eg, 

Smith, Jones, Campbell, with rarer occurrences of surnames of smaller settler groups, eg, Latouche 

(Huguenot) and Switzer (Palatine). It is also useful to know the frequency of a surname and its 

principal place(s) of concentration. 

 It is essential to be aware of variants of a surname in order not to miss crucial entries during 

genealogical research. Examples of variants include Ahearn/Ahearne/Ahern, Cavanagh/Kavanagh, 

(O)Donoghoe/Donoghue/Donohoe, (Mac)Brehon/Judge, (Mac)Gowan/Smith, and Allison/Ellison or 

Carr/Kerr. 

 As well as explaining surnames in Ireland, our workshop will help participants answer the 

following questions about the names in their family tree:  

(1) What is the ethnic origin of a given surname? 

(2) Is the surname monogenetic or polygenetic? 

(3) Is the surname of the ancestor, placename, occupation or description (APOD) class? 

(4) How common is the surname and what are its principal locations? 

(5) What are the principal variants of the surname? 

 

 Edward MacLysaght’s The Surnames of Ireland, 6th Edition, Dublin 1985 and subsequent 

reprints (paperback), will be our principal guide. For further information and sources see my ‘A Survey 

of Irish Surnames 1992-97’, 2009, https://www.academia.edu/9204227. 
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