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1. Name of Kirkyard:  Tarbat Old Parish Church - graveyard  
     (From HER) 
 
 
2. National Grid Reference:    NH 9151 8402 
 
 
3. Civil Parish:  Tarbat 
 
 
4. Description:  Roofed redundant church converted to use as a museum in old 
burial ground with modern extension to east.  The museum explains the history of 
the wider site which housed a Pictish monastery in the 6th – 9th centuries.  The 
present church site first housed a parish church in the 12th century, which was then 
expanded and altered over time, until becoming redundant in the 20th century.    
The oldest part of the burial ground, around the church, has varied gravestones, 
flat slabs underfoot, uprights and table tops, and uneven ground.  In the newer 
extension the upright 19th and 20th century gravestones are laid out in straight 
lines.  Unusually for a more modern area of a graveyard, this section also contains 
many wall monuments, inserted along the boundary walls, which stem from the 
20th century. 
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5. Setting:  Rural, at the south end of the coastal village of Portmahomack.  A road 
skirts the site to the north over which lies a row of modern houses.  The site would 
have originally had a view north over the Dornoch Firth.  To the east is a golf 
course, to the south and west open fields.  The site is on higher ground, the village 
sloping down to the shore. 
 
 
6. Designations and Significance: 
 This is a very important site with many layers of history.  Extensive archaeological 
work has been done to establish that a Pictish Monastery existed on this site 
between the 6th and the 9th centuries.  The site continued in use after the 
monastery ceased to function, with a parish church being built in the twelfth 
century, and with additions and alterations, continuing in use until the 20th century. 
The site is significant due to what we know was there as well as what still stands.  
Parts of numerous carved Pictish stones were found on site and are now housed 
in the redundant church building which serves as a museum.  These stones exhibit 
not only historic worth, but also great artistic value. 
Within the churchyard there are gravestones of many eras, including detailed 
carved stone monuments, which are also of artistic as well as historic and 
architectural value. 
The church and burial ground were A-listed on 27 March 1971, (HB 14098) 
 
 
 Scheduled Ancient Monument                                  Listed Building      X
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7. Elements: 
 
Redundant Kirk/Chapel:  The roofed church is well maintained and is used as a 
museum.  Orientated east-west, the T-plan church started out originally as a small 
medieval rectangular building of the 12th century, named the Parish church of St 
Colman.  It was extended lengthways in the 13th century and in the 16th century 
changes were made at the reformation, when a north aisle was built for the Laird.  
The building may contain parts of the wall of the 8th century monastic church. 
The building is white harled with a slate roof and large bellcote at the west gable.  
The south wall contains two entrances with forestairs and another door which now 
allows entry to the museum.  A small porch projects out of the middle of the south 
wall.  Three tall rectangular windows are sited in the middle section of the south 
wall, with two further smaller windows, one a smaller rectangle to the east, the 
other square in shape at the roof line to the west of the three central windows.  
The burial enclosure of the Macleods of Geanies is attached to the west gable.  
Rusticated ashlar topped with a balustrade.  Off the north wall, is the north aisle, 
with a forestair leading to the upper floor.  There are only a few small square 
windows on this elevation.  The east gable has a small square window and above, 
a larger rectangular window.                                                      
 
Boundary Walls:  Stone rubble walls line the site.  The ground inside the walls is 
higher than the surrounding land.  There is no wall between the older and newer 
parts of the burial ground, but a line of wall memorials and burial enclosures runs 
north to south demarcating the probable boundary.  The ground to the west of this 
nearer the church is more uneven, whilst the newer area to the east is flat.                
 
Railings, Gates and Gateways:  In the north boundary wall, black iron pedestrian 
gates lead into the modern extension between two square ashlar gatepiers with 
pyramidal tops.  Further to the west another gate is set into matching gatepiers.  In 
the west wall a black iron gate leads to the new car parking and landscaped area.  
The gatepiers have been matched to the others in the north wall, but are of 
modern construction.                                              
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Burial Enclosures:  There are three stone burial enclosures in a row along what 
appears to have been the line of the original boundary wall to the east of the 
church. with a fourth, partially enclosed by iron railings.  This one, which is a the 
north end of the row, is to Gilbert Ross and Catherine MacGregor who died at the 
end of the 19th century and their family.  Beside this, an ashlar enclosure contains 
an interesting wall memorial with carved elements including: initials, DR, MR, and 
IR, a crest, and at the bottom skull and bones and an hourglass.  Adjacent to this 
is a rusticated ashlar walled enclosure with rusted plain iron gate containing a wall 
monument to Rev George Campbell which is difficult to read.  Inside the enclosure 
are loose ashlar stones piled on the ground.  At the end of the row, a final stone 
enclosure has had its wall monument removed.                          
 
Wall Monuments:  To the south of the row of burial enclosures, along the same 
line, are some wall memorials.  The first is an elaborately carved stone memorial 
with classical columns flanking an arched memorial stone.  Above this is a 
pedimented plaque bearing a crest and out of the sides of the memorial two more 
carved pieces sit atop a coped rubble wall.  The carvings contain skull and 
crossbones and the initials HMK, winged souls and other fine details.  Much of the 
carving has eroded. 
The next wall monument is built against an ashlar wall with triangular pediment.  A 
pink marble memorial is to Crawford Ross, d.1864.  This memorial has iron railings 
around it and many flat slabs in the ground in front. 
A doorway is set in line next to the wall memorials.  Above this in a triangular 
pediment is a square recess.  The pediment is adorned with carved finials.  Partly 
covered by vegetation it is difficult to tell whether this was part of a wall or an 
enclosure. 
 

 
 

8. Ownership of Kirkyard: 
 
 
Highland Council                             Private                                  Other         
 
9. Risk:  The church building has been repaired and is well maintained as a 
museum.  The Pictish past has been extensively researched and is interpreted in 
the museum as has the history of the church building.  The graveyard however, is 
the element of this site at most risk.  The flat slabs which lay on the ground are 
disappearing and grass cuttings from maintenance stick to and cover the 
inscriptions.  The carved wall monuments are losing their detail.  Seagullls which 
nest on monuments are not only detrimental to the stonework, but also attack 
visitors. 
 
                                                                                                     On BAR?     
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10. Ancillary Issues:  ACCESS:  There is a new car park and gravel path leading to 
the church.  The rest of the old ground contains no paths and has slightly uneven 
ground.  The newer part of the burial ground has straight gravel paths.  The 
museum has toilet facilities, including disabled toilets. 
 
INTERPRETATION:  Interpretation is a key feature of this site, a twelve year 
archaeological dig having taken place to investigate the Pictish monastery and the 
church building.  The church now houses the findings from the dig and acts as a 
museum for the site. 
 
COMMUNITY:  The Tarbat Historic Trust was set up initially to save the church 
building from ruin, and eventually managed to secure funding for archaeological 
digs, the restoration of the church and the running of the museum.  This is a good 
example of what can be achieved by a small community group, even though the 
process took many years and a suffered a series of knockbacks to begin with. 

 
 


