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The Polish State Archives (PSA) website has several useful databases for genealogists.  These have changed 
significantly over the 20 years or so of the existence of the PSA website.  Originally, there were four textual 
inventories, including two that provided record group descriptions (SEZAM) and detailed inventories (IZA), 
including an index to names in the records, and two with inventories of vital records (PRADZIAD) and 
census materials (ELA).  These have now been incorporated into a newer database, ZoSIA (or “Search in 
Archives” based on its Polish website address), which is an integrated database that incorporates the 
descriptions and inventories of the four former text databases, and adds scanned images of some of the 
records themselves.  In addition, a separate digitization program by the AGAD branch archives has digitized 
many records from former Polish locations now in places like Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania.  And finally, 
several of the branch archives also have their own websites on which some digitized images are available.  
Most of these databases are illustrated in this lecture. 
 
Website Organization 
 
The main website of the Polish State Archives is at www.archiwa.gov.pl.  The site has been revamped at 
least twice a year for the past couple of years, making it hard to keep track of how to access the databases.  
Currently, there is no English language option on the home page, which is now available only in Polish.  
(There was an English option available until recently.)  Towards the bottom of the home page, there are 
several lines of links.  The most important ones for genealogists are “Szukajwarchiwach.Gov.Pl,” or 
“Search in Archives,” and “Archiwalia Online,” or “Archives Online.”   
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Sample of an item from the ZoSIA database, in this case the Jewish vital records from Przemysl from 1790-1909, 
indicating 20,381 scanned images in 48 units of the record group.  Clicking on one unit brings up a page of 
thumbnail images for the scans in that unit, which can then be viewed, downloaded and saved. 

ZoSIA, or “Search in Archives” – Archival Images 
 
The primary database of the PSA (started in 2009) is ZoSIA, or “The Integrated Archive Information 
System.” It is sometimes referred to as “Search in Archives,” based on the translation of its Polish URL.  
Started as a pilot project at the regional archives in Poznan and Lublin, it has now expanded to include about 
half of the regional branches of the Polish State Archives (there are about 70 branches). It incorporates the 
textual information from the original four databases reviewed above, but includes digital scans of selected 
original records within the archives.  There are now more than 37 million digital images available 
(unfortunately the quarterly updates giving exact numbers have been discontinued, and the number quoted 
on the website is more than three years old), including many records that were never microfilmed by the 
Mormons’ Family History Library (FHL).  Newly digitized records are usually noted in news items 
(AKTUALNOŚCI) on the main PSA website, but it is not clear how the archives’ staff decides what will be 
digitized.  The direct URL is www.szukajwarchiwach.gov.pl.   
 
For example, for the former Galician town of Przemsyl, now in southeast Poland, the only Jewish records at 
the FHL are community regulations from 1896 to 1914.  On ZoSIA, however, there is a collection of birth, 
marriage and death books for the Jewish community of Przemysl for the years 1790 to 1909, with some 
records from a few later scattered years.  These can be freely viewed and researched on the ZoSIA website.  
These documents are part of the "Zabużańskie" collection of materials from Galicia that were previously not 
easily accessible to genealogists. 
 

 

One very important search tip for the ZoSIA database is that if you are searching for scanned images of 
birth, marriage and death records like those mentioned above, do not check the “only photos and scans” 
button on the search screen.  If this button is checked, the search results will only include items where the 
scanned images are connected to the “top” level of the item description.  But for virtually all of the scanned 
birth, marriage and death records, the scanned images are not attached at the “top” level of the item 
description; the attached images are buried several levels down in the description of the record group.  So 
search for birth, marriage and death records without checking this button.  Your search results will then 
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include all entries from the PRADZIAD catalog, showing a blue family tree icon attached at the “top” level 
of the item description.  To find out whether the item has attached scans, click on the “reference code” box 
in the item description, which will bring up a screen which has links to “List of Units” and “Scans.”  The 
“List of Units” will bring up a list of each set of records in the record group (such as births for 1869), 
showing whether these units have digitized scans or not (like the image above).  To view the scans, you can 
then select the specific unit you want, and you will get a page with thumbnails of the images, allowing you 
to navigate through the digitized images.  Also, the thumbnail image pages on this website do not display 
properly in Microsoft Edge, so use another browser if you are on a Windows computer. 
 
AGAD Archives – Registry Books Online 
 
In addition to the major digitization effort of the ZoSIA database on the main archives web page, the 
website of the AGAD branch of the archives (acronym for Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych, or Central 
Archives of Historical Records) has its own digitization program with thousands of digitized items and at 
least 1.3 million scanned images (according to the out-of-date numbers on the PSA website), focused almost 
exclusively on the registry books of births (or baptisms), marriages and deaths (or burials).  The website for 
the digitized images is at www.agad.gov.pl/inwentarze/testy.html, and contains links to more about 20 
different record groups of digitized records.  Their focus seems to be on formerly Polish territories now in 
other countries.  These include the “east of the Bug River” collection, focusing on formerly Polish territories 
of eastern Galicia now in western Ukraine; other eastern Polish territories from Volhyn and Polesie, also 
now in Ukraine; and some northern and northeastern territories that are now in Lithuania and Belarus.  
There are many different links to collections separated both by geographical area and religion.  The primary 
religions covered include Jewish, Russian Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran and Swedish, with one 
additional collection covering minor religions in Galicia, such as Baptists, Mennonites, Evangelical 
Christians, and Armenians.  These scanned records are separate from, and do not duplicate, those in the 
ZoSIA database. 
 
“Genealogy in Archives” Website 
 
This website contains almost 3.7 million digital scans of items from the Kujawsko-Pomorskie region of 
Poland, taken from the archives branches at Torun and Bydgoszcz.  The URL is at 
www.genealogiawarchiwach.pl, but this database takes some getting used to.  The best way to access 
records is to first put a town name in the search screen at the top of the page in the field “Town/City.”  
When the first results are shown, you can use the filters on the left to narrow the results, particularly the 
“Category” field, which allows you to select birth, marriage or death records.  You can also then sort the 
results chronologically by using the “Options” tab at the top of the page, which has a “Sort” choice with 
many sorting options.  These digitized images also are not in the main ZoSIA database.  The areas covered 
by this database include many areas that were formerly at the eastern end of the German Empire in the 19th 
century. 
 
Other Polish Archives Websites 
 
On the main page of the Polish State Archives website, there is a link called “Archiwalia Online,” or 
“Archives Online.”  The online page not only has a link to the ZoSIA database, the AGAD digitized records 
page, and the “Genealogy Online” page, it also has links to several other Polish archival digitization projects 
online.  These include branches of the Polish State Archives in Olsztyn (at least 500,000 scans), Przemysl 
(at least 1.15 million scans), and Szczecin (at least 500,000 scans), along with a photographic collection, and 
digital collections from the Koszalin, Wroclaw and Katowicz and Bialystok branch archives on websites 
outside the Polish State Archives system. These links are listed below. 
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Archiwum Państwowego w Olsztynie  - http://olsztyn.ap.gov.pl/baza/szukaj.php  
Archiwum Państwowego w Przemyślu - http://www.przemysl.ap.gov.pl/skany/  
Archiwum Państwowego w Szczecinie – http://www.szczecin.ap.gov.pl/pl/materialy-zdigitalizowane  
Archiwum Państwowe w Koszalinie - http://www.koszalin.ap.gov.pl/zasoby-on-line/ 
Archiwum Państwowe we Wrocławiu at Archeion - http://www.archeion.net 
Archiwum Państwowe w Katowicach at Sliesion Digital Library  - 
http://www.sbc.org.pl/dlibra/collectiondescription?dirids=150 
Archiwum Państwowe w Białymstoku at Podlaski Digital Library - 
http://pbc.biaman.pl/dlibra/pubindex?dirids=82 
Narodowego Archiwum Cyfrowego - https://audiovis.nac.gov.pl/  
 
A quick search of some of the digitized documents on these additional websites shows that many are not yet 
included in the ZoSIA database, so if your relatives were from the areas covered by these branch archives, 
check out the records in these links as well.  
 
Reading Records from the Polish State Archives 
 
The records on these various websites were created by the government and religious authorities in territories 
that were previously parts of the Prussian/German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian empires, as well as 
previous Polish incarnations with boundaries different from the modern ones.  A variety of languages are 
used in the records, including Polish, German, Russian, Hebrew, and in some cases of church records, Latin 
and Church Slavonic.  The formats of the records from different parts of Poland are also different, as are the 
formats of civil and religious records.  The plethora of formats, languages and alphabets in use can make it 
somewhat intimidating to try to read and translate these records.  There are numerous translation guides, 
however, that can be useful in reading these records, and a good bi-directional dictionary for the language in 
question is usually necessary.  Some of the translation aides that I find most useful include: 
 
In Their Words: A Genealogist’s Translation Guide to Polish, German, Latin and Russian Documents, by 
Jonathan D. Shea and William F. Hoffman.  Each volume represents one of the best overall available 
translation guides, and each is for a language that covers some of the records created in Poland. 
 Volume 1:  Polish 
 Volume 2:  Russian 
 Volume 3:  Latin 
 Volume 4:  German 
 
Russian Language Documents from Russian Poland, by Jonathan D. Shea.  A thorough guide to translating 
the Napoleonic format civil registration records in the Kingdom of Poland after 1867, when the records 
shifted from being written in Polish to being written in Russian.   
 
German-English Genealogy Dictionary, Ernest Thode.  2008 Genealogical Publishing Company, Inc.: 
Baltimore.  318 pages.  A basic but extremely useful genealogical glossary for German records.   
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