
WORLD HERITAGE LIST Skellig Michael No 757 

Identification 

Nomination Skellig Michael <Sceitg Mhichm 

Location County Kerry 

state Party Republic of lretand 

Date 23 october 1995 

Justification by state Party 

The monasterv and hermitage on Skellig Michael quatify for inclusion on the world Heritage List on the basis of 
criteria i, iii, and iv. They are an outstanding example of a perfectty preserved Earty Christian settlement. 

During the course of conservation and repair works, it has been possible to examine the structures in 
detail and hence to work out a relative chronotogy for the ce lis. A clear evolution of drystone masonrv techniques 
is evident, providing uniQue documentation of the development of this type of architecture and construction. 

lt is the most spectacularly situated of ali the Earty Christian island monastic sites, particularty the isotated 
hermitage perched on narrow, man-made terraces just betow the south Peak. Most of the structures within the 
monasterv are atmost complete, as are the stepped terraces and the paved areas. ln addition to individual 
features, the overalltayout is atmost fully intact; its isolation in the Atlantic has hetped preserve it. This isolation 
has protected it from alteration and adaptations, other than those of the lighthouse builders, who were in 
occupation for a brief period in the 19th centurv. Because the levet of authenticitv is so high, it makes this site 
of immense and immeasurabte importance to the archaeotogist. the architectural historian, the anthropotogist, 
and the ethnotogist. 

category of property 

ln terms of the categories of property set out in Article 1 of the 1972 world Heritage convention, Skellig Michael 
is a group of IJUildings. Since the entire island is covered by the nomination, it may also be considered to be a 
culturaiJandscape, as defined in paragraph 39 of the Operational Guide/ines for the Implementation of the world 
Heritage convention. 

Historv and Description 

History 

The date of the foundation of the monasterv on this island is not known. There is a tradition that it was founded 
by St Fi onan in the 6th centurv; hOwever, the earliest written records come from the end of the 8th centurv. lt 
was dedicated to St Michael somewhere between 950 and 1050. lt was customarv to buitd a new church to 
celebrate a dedication, and this date fits in weil with the architectural style of the oldest part of the existing 
church, known as St Michaet's Church. 

lt was occupied continuousty until the later 12th centurv, when a general climatic deterioration led to 
increased storms in the seas around the island and forced the communitv to move to the mainland. However, 
a monastic presence was maintained as a dependence of Ballinskelligs Abbey. The church was entarged in the 12th 
century and the otder buildings were kept in repair. The prier of Ballinskelligs Abbey continued to be addressed 
in Papal communications as "Augustinian Prior of St Michaet's, Roche l= Skelligl." 

When in 1578 aueen Elizabeth 1 of Engtand dissotved Ballinskelligs following the rebellion of the Earl of 
Desmond, under whose protection it had been, the island passed from the Augustinian Order to John Butler. 
However, although the monastery no longer existed, it continued to be a place of pitgrimage. Around 1826 the 
current owner, John Butter of waterville, sotd the island to the corporation for Preserving and tmproving the Port 
of Dublin oater to become the commissioners of Irish Lights>, who built two lighthouses on the Atlantic side. These 
were made accessible by improving the tanding on the eastern side and btasting a raad on the precipitous 
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southern and western sides. ln 1880 the island was ta ken over bY the Office of Public workS <OPW>, whlch has been 
responsible for the maintenance and preservation of the remains ever since. 

Description 

The island of Skellig Michael lies 11.6 km off Bolus Head, the westernmost tip of the lveragh Peninsula of countv 
Kerry. Faulting of Devonian sandstone and gravels have created a U-shaped depression, known today as "Christ's 
valley" or "Christ's Sadd le; 130 ma bave sea-level in the centre of the island, and this is flanked by two peakS, that 
to the north-east rising to 185 m and that to the west-south-west 218 m. The rock is deeply eroded and 
weathered, owing to its exposed position, but it is almost frost-free. 

Landing is possible at three points, depending upon the state of the sea. These communlcate bY flights 
of steps with the principal monastic remains, whlch are sltuated on a sloping shelf on the ridge running north
south on the north-eastern side of the island; the hermitage ls on the steeper south Peak. 

The approach to the monastery from Chrlst's 5addle leads to a long narrow terrace, enclosed by a 
drystone wall. A doorway in the rear wall gives access via a flight of steps to a larger enclosure, which is in its turn 
terraced and subdivided; the Jowest 1eve1 contains the main monastic enclosure, comprised of a church, oratories, 
cells, a souterrain, and many crosses and cross-slabs. The white quartz pavlng between the buildings gives the 
ensemble an urban ouality. 

The monastery 

The large oratory has the usual inverted boat-shaPed form, wlth a door in the west wall. lt is built in 
coursed stone, rectangular at the base and becoming aval as it rises in helght; the elongated dome terminates 
inside in a row of large slabs. The walls are about 1.2 m thlck and there ls a small wlndow in the east one. The 
small oratory is more carefully constructed, and is consldered to be later ln date. Nearby are the unique remains 
of a beehive-shaped toilet cell. 

CellA is the largest of the six cells, measuring 4.6 mx 3.8 mx 5 m hlgh, and must have had a communal 
function. severa! have cupboards and projectlng stones for hanglng purposes. They vary ln plan - square, 
rectangular, and D-shaped; severa! retain their original flagged floors. 

St Michael's cnurcn is rectangular in form, unllke the oratories, and would originally have had a timber 
roof. Two stages of construction can be identified: a small church in mortared stone was later expanded, using 
much larger sandstone blackS. 

The Hermitage .. 
This group of buildings on the south Peak, whlch ls almost invisible from the lower levels of the island, 

was not properly studled or understood until investigations by the Office of Public workS began ln the 19805. lt 
consists of three separate terraces, tentatively labelled the Garden or Dwelllng Terrace, the Oratory Terrace, and 
the Outer Terrace. The first two of these are adjacent, on the two best natural terra ces on the peak, and they are 
connected bY two passages, whilst the third is sorne distance away and extremely dlfficult of access. The principal 
re mains are th ose on the Oratorv Terrace, where mu ch of the north and west walls of the building survive. At the 
western end of this terrace are the re mains of a leacnt, a rectangular stone structure typical of early Irish monastic· 
sites, which probably served as a deposit for relies or an altar. 

Management and Protection 

Legal status 

Skellig Michael is in full State ownership and is protected by the National Monuments Acts <1930, 1954, 1987, and 
1994>, which prohibit any form of unauthorized activitv or worl<. lt is a Iso covered by successive Irish planning acts 
from 1963 onwards, which ban any undesirable development. 

Management 

Management of Skellig Michael is in the hands of the south-West District of the National Monuments and Historie 
Properties service of the OPW. The service has on its staff oualified archaeologists, conservation architects, and 
engineers; skilled craftsmen are employed to carry out resto ration and conservation workS. The State Exchequer 
provides the an nuai funding needed for maintenance, management, and conservation. .~ • ..... 

48 



The OPW has had a full-time presence on the island since the current preservation programme began in 
1978. At that time the lighthouse was still manned, but it has since gone automatic. An official guide service was 
introduced in 1987; three of the four guides live on the island and are present on site seven davs a week 
throughout the season. One of the ir main fun etions is to regulate the number of visitors to the sites du ring peak 
visiting hours. Following a massive increase in the numbers of visitors coming to the island by boat, and a 
consequent increase in damage to the site, either wilfully or accidentally, the OPW concluded an agreement with 
the local boatmen, whereby a finite number of non-transferable permits are issued to those boatmen already 
established on the route. Only one trip is allowed each day, each with a maximum of twelve visitors. These 
contrais, which are supervised by the guides, apply only to the main monastery site. However, the effect of 
increased visiter numbers to the hermitage, which is very difficult to reach, is being monitored, and consideration 
is being given to closing this area to visitors until conservation work has been completed. 

conservation and Authenticity 

conservation history 

conservation work began in the 1880s when the island came into state ownership; these included the rebuilding 
of part of the upper retaining wall along St Michael's Church and seme min or repairs to the enclosure walls. Other 
miner works were carried out in the 19305. The current programme of preservation and conservation began in 
1978 and will continue into the next millennium. one of the principal objectives is the stabilization of the 
retaining walls of the terraces. 

The current programme began with an initial survey, along with repair of the steps from the lighthouse 
raad to the monastery. With the completion of the survey conservation work began, including the removal of 
19th centurv revetments to the walls of the cells and of material covering the paving. Ali this work was carefully 
recorded by survey and photography, and revealed a surprising amount of evidence of the monastic structures 
and layout. This work took place in 1981-85. 

ln 1984 and 1985 a survev of the remains on the south Peak was carried out, with the technical assistance 
of mountaineers. 

Major conservation works beg an in 1986; these are alwavs accompanied by archaeological excavation. This 
concentrated on the permanent restoration and consolidation of the terraces, their retaining walls, and the 
buildings. A major three-year campaign began on the Garden Terrace in 1994, in tandem with archaeological 
investigations. 

Authenticitv 

The level of authenticity is very high. Because of its isolation the island has been protected from alterations and 
adaptations, other than those of the 19th century lighthouse builders. 

Evaluation 

Action by ICOMOS 

An ICOMOS expert mission visited Skellig Michael in June 1996. An expert on the early Celtic church has provided 
a report on the cultural significance of Skellig Michael. 

oualities 

The island of Skellig Michael lies at the extreme north-western edge of European civilization in the 1st millennium 
AD. lts cells and chapels and the even more precipitous south Hermitage symbolize bath the conquest by 
Christianity and literacv of lands so remote that they were beyond the frontiers of the Roman Empire and the 
ultimate reach of organized monasticism which spread from Egypt by land and sea through ltaly and Gaul to 
Britain and lreland in a mere two centuries <the 5th and 6thl. Where large deserts on land did not exist, small 
"deserts" in the ocean served instead. Ali the physical components of the ideal small monastery- difficult access, / 
living spaces, buildings for worship, and plots for food production - exist here in dramatic and unique settings, ' 
with the indigenous stone architecture of a past millennium fossilized and relatively stable. 

comparative analysis 

There are some twenty island monasteries off the coasts of lreland, a few more round the Hebridean Islands off 
north-western scotland, and some upon small stacks in the Northern Isles <Orkney and Shetland>. Almost ail are 
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readily accessible and have therefore been constantly modlfied and altered up to the Reformation in the 16th 
centurv and, indeed, later, and many were plundered for building stone or damaged bY careless investigation or 
unskilled "resto ration· in recent times. The extreme remoteness of Skelllg Michael, where the monastic settlement 
may have beg un in the 7th centurv cearller th an the Hebrldean and Northern Isles sites>, has allowed an exceptional 
state of preservation and, un til recently, hardly any visitors. un til about 1950, there were even no relia ble grou nd
Plans and archaeological drawings. Wlth in the who le corpus of such monuments, Skelllg Michael must be claimed 
among the earliest, certainly the best preserved, and the most impressive of monastic settlements on Atlantic 
islets. 

Recommendation 

That this property be inscribed on the world Heritage List on the basis of atteria m and tv: 

Skellig Michael is an outstanding, and in many respects unique, example of an earty religious settlement 
deliberately sited on a pyramidal rock in the ocean, preserved because of a remarkable environment. 
lt illustrates, as no other site can, the extremes of a Christian monasticism characterizing much of North 
Africa, the Near East, and Europe. 

ICOMOS, October 1996 

.. 
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