
 

To: Planning Department, Dublin City Council 

Re: Application for planning permission at 15, Ushers Island, Dublin 8:  

Planning ref. 4300/19 

Applicant: Fergus McCabe & Brian Stynes 

‘The development will consist of the following:- (a) Refurbishment of the Protected Structure 
building with works to facade onto Usher's Island including repairs and repointing of brickwork, 
limestone front door surround, minor repairs, refurbishment and painting of ironwork to railings, 
doors and windows where necessary, installation of new insulation, joinery and mechanical 
services and installation of platform lift on front elevation; (b) The change of use of vacant former 
visitor centre to hostel accommodation at ground to 3rd floor comprising 56 no. bedroom spaces 
in total including dining and amenity space at ground floor level, with a cafe (c.82.6m2) at 
basement level; (c) Demolition of non-original mid 20th century 2 storey extension (c. 30m2) and 
the construction of a replacement contemporary extension (c.68m2) over 4 floors comprising 
office space and bathroom facilities; (d) the provision of 4 no. cycle parking space and bin storage 
in rear basement yard and all ancillary site development works.’ 

***** 
Dear Sir / Madam, 

The Heritage Council wishes to comment on this planning application. 

The Government of Ireland undertook to protect the architectural heritage when it 
signed the Granada Convention in 1997, and after it did so it enacted legislation to pass 
this responsibility on to planning authorities. The Planning and Development Act 2000-
2010 states that; 

‘For the purpose of protecting structures, or parts of structures, 
which form part of the architectural heritage and which are of 
special architectural, historical, archaeological, artistic, cultural, 
scientific, social or technical interest, every development plan shall 
include a record of protected structures’1 

The concept of ‘cultural special interest’ was inserted into the litany of values on the 
insistence of then Senator David Norris, a renowned Joycean scholar. His argument 
prevailed during the debate on the legislation that the inclusion of this term was needed 
to ensure that the association of the fictional literary characters found in James Joyce’s 
Dublin novels and stories, including Ulysses and The Dead, with multiple specific places 
in Dublin, needed to be protectable.  



  

The meaning of legislation is not dependent on the understanding of the issues when 
they were debated in the Oireachtas, and instead must be interpreted at face value in 
accordance with the meaning that the words could have in the lexicon of the average 
intelligent person at the time when they are being interpreted.  ‘Cultural’ had then, as 
now, a much larger meaning. It must surely embrace all the symbolic meanings that a 
society can ascribe to a building or place. The legislation seeks to protect those places 
with ‘special … cultural … interest’. This building surely ranks as deserving this protection 
for its literary and subsequent associations. 

15 Ushers Island was the home of aunts of James Joyce, and was evoked by him in his 
best-known short story, ‘The Dead’, which became a film. Story and film also notably 
evoked by allusion in a television commercial for a well-known beer, often shown at 
Christmas time. Through the narrative of Joyce’s story, the death of Michael Furey, a 
secret early love, is set against the backdrop of a harsh nineteenth century countryside 
and political regime, and acquires subtle resonances and anamnesis1. The culmination of 
the story opens the setting up from house to the entirety of Ireland: 

‘Yes, the newspapers were right: snow was general all over Ireland. It was 
falling softly upon the Bog of Allen and, further westwards, softly falling into 
the dark mutinous Shannon waves. It was falling too upon every part of the 
lonely churchyard where Michael Furey lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on 
the crooked crosses and headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the 
barren thorns. His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly 
through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, 
upon all the living and the dead.’ 

Through this act of poetry, this house has become haunted by all of Ireland’s losses and 
lost loves, spread out like a blanket across the country. The sense of existential loss, 
through this work of fiction, could also be possessed by the universe. In return, through 
the medium of a well-made film and a television commercial, Irish people can access this 
symbolic resonance of loss through the embodiment of a building.  

The Architectural Heritage Impact Assessment that accompanies the application cross-
refers to the specific evocation of the house in the story (p. 22). This is a valuable insight 
into the role that the building might play in this collective remembering (anamnesis). In 
concrete terms, it indicates the qualities of the space depicted at the time the story is set: 
the furnishings, the usages of space, the shaking of the pantry ceiling resulting from 
dancing upstairs. These are qualities of the eighteenth or nineteenth century Dublin town 
house that are ironed out by modern regulations. The interventionist modern regulations 
are in turn, triggered by the intensification of use proposed. As the compiler of this report 
states: 

‘Any visitor to the building who are familiar with Joyce’s work will no 
doubt wish to reference this to the real space at 15 Usher’s Island and 
it ought to be the ambition of any proposal that such a reading should 
not be diminished by any new intervention.’ (4300/19, Dedalus 
Architecture, p. 22). 



 
 
 
 
 
It is noted that the drawings accompanying the application make reference to a set of 
engineers drawings. It is not clear to me that these have been submitted with the 
application, and even if so, the proposed structural interventions should be mapped onto 
the plans of the proposed alterations, and should be explicitly referenced for their impact 
on the character of the spaces as evoked in the recommendation of the conservation 
architect quoted above. It is the character of the spaces that is protected by the 
legislation. 

Whilst it may indeed prove to be a generous gesture to give access to this literary and 
cultural memory through the new use of the building as a hostel, the Heritage Council 
considers that a less intense function, and preferably a cultural function that provides 
ready access to the Irish public, is its preferred usage. If an accommodation function is to 
be countenanced for the building, then the model stewardship through high-quality 
management and care provided by the Irish Landmark Trust would be less intense, more 
sensitive and compatible with the character of the building outlined in the Architectural 
heritage impact Report, and discussed above. 

Council would like to echo the conservation-focused issues and concerns expressed in the 
draft correspondence of the Minister for Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht it has had 
sight of in relation to this application. In particular, the proposed change and 
intensification of use is likely to have ramifications as the Building Control regulation are 
applied to a project of works. There is no more sensitive building in which the case for the 
thorough examination of the full implications of such a change on the character of the 
fabric – which is what is protected by law as the building is a Protected Structure – are 
assessed as part of the deliberation on the planning application. An intensification of use 
of the scale proposed would impact negatively on the character of the building in several 
regards, including: 

1. Means of escape in case of fire 

2. Strength of structural members, e.g. floors 

3. Energy use and thermal efficiency 

4. Airborne moisture 

5. The introduction of any services for a café or communal kitchen 

In summary, the Heritage Council recommends refusing permission for this application 

Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
Colm Murray 
Architecture Officer 
The Heritage Council 

 

   
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 


