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An Irish riddle wrapped in a mystery 

Skellig Michael 
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NEAR the top of a half-submerged mountain, jutting out of the Atlantic on the south-western tip 

of Ireland, stands a set of monastic remains that present historians with a puzzle. They are among 

the most revealing and the most elusive remnants of the early Christian era. 

On one hand, the beehive-shaped stone huts where monks lived, prayed and worked are more 

intact than at any comparable site. They provide insights into the building and engineering skills 

as well as the religious practices of Ireland’s Christian pioneers. On the other hand, much about 

the Skellig Michael site, including its age, remains enigmatic. References to it in written sources, 

the earliest in the late eighth century, are fleeting; only a handful of artefacts have been found. 

But is the veil of mystery hanging over Skellig Michael, where excavation and conservation have 

been under way since 1978, even thicker than necessary? That is a debate raging among Ireland’s 

archaeologists, and it is one in which UNESCO, the UN agency for cultural heritage, has become 

deeply involved. 

UNESCO listed Skellig Michael as a “World Heritage Site” in 1996. Last year it published a 

report on the island that tried to settle the Irish argument. Its intervention was largely prompted 

by Michael Gibbons, an independent historian who had asserted that archaeological mistakes 

were being made there, and were being covered up by a conspiracy of silence.  

Some of his criticisms concentrated on the well-known monastic enclosure, seen every year by 

tens of thousands of visitors who are ferried out by local boatmen and must then climb more than 

600 steps. But Mr Gibbons’s graver complaints concerned an even more remote place: an 

amazing set of structures perched on a ledge below the island’s summit, in an area known as the 

South Peak. 

Grellan Rourke, the conservationist who has overseen the island for three decades, passionately 

defends his labours at the South Peak. He says the works there—which have included shoring up 

a stone retaining wall and restoring an outdoor stone altar—were not only necessary, but a feat. 

“We worked with harnesses and climbing ropes and set up our plane table on the most incredible 

ledges with… sheer drops all around,” he has written. “[B]ut the results were worth the efforts.” 

At issue is whether such acts of conservation threaten the site’s integrity. Mr Gibbons argues that 

his compatriots are out of step with new archaeological thinking, which favours leaving 

structures untouched for future investigators. “I approached UNESCO with a heavy heart,” he 

says, insisting that criticising fellow Irishmen was not a step taken lightly. 
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In a Solomonic judgment, UNESCO found that the structures on the South Peak—apparently an 

offshoot of the monastery, to which monks went for retreat or penance—had indeed been 

rendered “dramatically different”. UNESCO said Ireland’s Office of Public Works should have 

opened a broader debate before proceeding with any restoration; but it did agree that some 

conservation was necessary. The Irish government has followed some of UNESCO’s 

recommendations, including naming a panel of independent Irish scholars to oversee the site.  

This panel has given heart to Mr Gibbons, who says he has insights of his own that merit a 

hearing. For example, he recently discovered a new pilgrimage route across the island, which 

connects with two existing ones. He has found a rare rock-hewn cross marking out the route. 

History buffs are now waiting to see how Ireland’s authorities act on yet another injunction from 

UNESCO: that vastly more should be published about the site, explaining what has been done 

and learned over 30 years. Mr Rourke and his assistant, Alan Hayden, are eager to give a full 

account of their labours. Mr Rourke says he will spend the next few winters writing up his early 

work at the monastic site, a time when walls were shored up and new evidence emerged that its 

structures have been at risk of collapse in every era of the island’s history. Mr Hayden says he 

has around 4,000 photographs of the South Peak work, plus hours of film footage, which he will 

make available to the public as soon as resources allow. 

Scholars are keen to hold the conservationists to this promise. UNESCO especially wants the 

distinction between new and old work at the peak to be made clear. And if the promised torrent 

of information about this mysterious island is duly delivered, then one Irish argument at least 

will have produced more light than heat.  

 

Readers’ Comments  

Western Wonder wrote:  

Sep 11th 2009 2:49 GMT  

The suggestion that the site be left untouched for exploration by future generations of 

archeologists assumes that there will be better techniques applied in the future for such sites. 

That argument is immortal and can apply forever. With such an approach we would deny 

historical advancement and knowledge.  

Such an approach if applied in the past would have meant we would have little or no knowledge 

of the Valley of the Kings, the Pyramids, Aztec and Mayan culture and so many other things. It 

is a ridiculous position. I say advance knowledge - don't suppress it in the self serving effete 

interest of archaeologist sitting in dusty museum offices. 

Philip OCarroll wrote:  

Sep 11th 2009 10:21 GMT  
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This reminds me of the hideous Newgrange reconstruction which used reinforced concrete to 

"restore" a structure which had existed untended for 5000 years! Then they make it worse by 

building an interpretive centre (on the wrong side of the river). Oh yes we have to have an 

interpretive centre, just google "burren interpretive centre" to see the kind of thinking that 

surrounds Irish heritage. 

Irish Archaeology has a long history of overzealous "restoration" promoted by supposedly 

learned scholars. The academic discipline itself is a disgrace riven with decades old rivalries and 

professional jealousy. How long did the excavations last on Knowth? At least twenty five years. 

Once an archaeologist becomes ensconced on a site in Ireland, he (or she) practically owns it for 

the rest of their academic life. The academics never publish and the others grew fat off the 

archaeology exposed by the road construction boom. All the while we lay waste to Tara with the 

new M3. 

Hill of Allen, Woodquay, Newgrange, Tara and now the Skelligs. The destruction goes on and 

on. 

For how it should be done, look at the example of Laetoli. When Mary Leakey discovered the 

oldest known hominid footprints, she documented it and reburied them for future scholars. She 

published too. 

Bill Norman wrote:  

Sep 13th 2009 11:15 GMT  

Is not part of the problem 'Political Archaeology' to shore up invented traditions? The same 

criticism can be made of Cyprus where the Public Works Department, which like Ireland has say 

in these things can push the professional archaeologists around 

Another consideration where 'Christianity' is concerned is where the Roman Church tries to 

prevent or control the release 

of information as in the case of the Dead Sea Scrolls from 1950 

Fortunately people like John Allegro and some Jewish academics forced the issue and texts were 

somehow faxed to California. 

In the case of Ireland it is highly probable that the Roman Church took control long after the first 

Christians. It is known (CUP 2007) the early monastic foundations followed an Egyptian model 

until overlaid with uniquely irish penitentials 

It would be discomforting for the RCC to be exposed in its ruthless revisionism, that Christians 

arrived in boats cAD200 and choose Skellig Michael as a suitable 'wilderness' to avoid the 

Romans who so persecuted them within the Empire. 

So lets make sure we hide any possibility of earlier settlement 

One wonders what ancient texts are hidden in RCC libraries. 
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gadfly55 wrote:  

Sep 17th 2009 2:42 GMT  

The Irish Government needs the international embarassment of UNESCO focusing upon sites 

submitted by the government for World Heritage Status, in order to comply with international 

standards of conservation and public access. Thanks to the Economist for publishing this story. 

Now look at Newgrange and the Boyne Valley neolithic landscape. The relentless reduction of 

heritage and culture to revenue generation and jobs in tourism contradicts absolute values of 

conservation, preservation and protection for people beyond the jurisdiction. The Irish 

Government consider they "own" these sites, apart from the property owners of adjoining 

ground, beneath or immediately contiguous to the monument, whose claims for compensation 

are extortionate. 
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