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Introduction
Meiler Magrath was one of the most prominent and controversial figures of
Elizabethan Ireland. He was born into a Gaelic ecclesiastical family in Fermanagh.
His kin held the territory of *Termon Magrath which included St. Patrick’s Purgatory
on Lough Derg. Meiler became a Franciscan friar and in October 1565 he was
appointed bishop of Down and Connor by the Pope. Soon afterwards, however, he
was captured by the English, took the oath of supremacy and conformed to
Protestantism. Even though the exact circumstances of his conversion remain
unknown, it is clear that Queen Elizabeth had enough faith in Magrath to appoint him
bishop of Clogher in 1570 and promote him to the archbishopric of Cashel five
months later. During his long clerical career he also received appointments to the
bishoprics of Waterford and Lismore and Killala and Achonry. However, this brief
sketch of Magrath’s life does little justice to a man who became an extremely
influential political figure in the latter years of Elizabeth’s reign. From the frequency
with which his name appears in the correspondence in the *State Paper collection it is
obvious that Meiler was regarded as an important commentator whose counsel was
sought by many leading English statesmen. Through these sources we get an insight
into an extraordinary figure in sixteenth-century Ireland who was both a renegade
bishop and a consummate swindler. Despised by Catholics for his *apostasy and
routinely denounced by Protestants as a sham bishop, a drunkard, a womaniser and a
despoiler of church revenues, it was nothing short of miraculous that Magrath
managed to retain his influence for so long. It was Elizabeth’s patronage which holds
the key to understanding the remarkable role that Magrath played as an intermediary
between the Gaelic world and the English colony. For most of his life Meiler lived in
areas where English jurisdiction was only intermittently recognised by powerful semiautonomous Gaelic lords.
The first section in the case study, ‘The early life of Meiler Magrath’ (Documents 15), examines how Meiler’s flexibility in religious principles allowed him to make the
transformation from Catholic bishop in Gaelic Ulster to Protestant archbishop of the
reformed church. It is a measure of the condition of Protestantism under Elizabeth
that men of such ambivalent religious convictions as Magrath could rise to
prominence in her church. Royal supremacy over the Irish church had been restored
by an act of parliament in 1560 which declared Elizabeth ‘the only supreme governor
… in all spiritual and ecclesiastical things.’ The act required that clergy take an oath
affirming Elizabeth’s supremacy and renounce all foreign (Papal) jurisdictions. Even
though the act of supremacy was destined to become a cornerstone of the Elizabethan
religious settlement, in Gaelic Ulster the Queen did not even attempt to exercise her
supremacy over ecclesiastical appointments. However, with the death of Shane
O’Neill in 1567, Magrath lost a close ally and he was forced to submit to the Queen’s
spiritual supremacy and take the oath. Students should be aware, however, that
Meiler’s decision to give his spiritual allegiance to Elizabeth did not amount to a
conversion to Protestantism. His submission was merely political. His subsequent
capture by the English and *apostasy whilst in prison did, on appearance, mark a
major change in Magrath’s clerical career. But questions are posed by these
documents about the exact nature of his conformity. Was it feigned? What reasons did
Magrath have for demonstrating his attachment to the Protestant faith? Did he accept
the Queen’s supremacy merely for royal favour and to secure a profitable
appointment to a church position in Ireland?
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The second section assesses the vagaries of ‘Meiler Magrath’s administration’
(Documents 6-7). It was clearly in Magrath’s interest to give favourable testimony of
his loyalty to the Queen. But the documents in this section reveal the unashamed
duplicity with which Magrath frequently conducted his relations with the English
government. Although the various accounts of Catholic clergy celebrating Mass in
defiance of the law give the impression that Meiler was assiduous in enforcing the
Reformation in his dioceses, it is clear that he frequently turned a blind eye to the old
religious order. Beneath all the contrived piety and sanctimonious moralizing, it was
Meiler’s sheer audacity and deceitfulness which leaves a lasting impression. His
greed for church incomes would eventually lead to his downfall but Magrath could
never quite satisfy his appetite for extracting every last penny from his hapless clergy
and parishioners. It was not long before his detractors raised questions. Galloping
around his dioceses kitted out in armour and surrounded by hordes of armed men,
Meiler provoked both dread and indignation in equal measure. In many instances it
was only his astute grasp of the politics of Dublin Castle and the English court which
saved him.
Students may wonder why the English were prepared to tolerate a bishop who
behaved immorally, cared little for his religious duties and even had his children
baptized as Catholics. The answer lies in the importance the administration attached
to Magrath’s services as an informer (‘Meiler Magrath and the service of the
Elizabethan State,’ Document 10). Meiler lived in Cashel on the strategic border area
adjacent to the Desmond earldom and the information he supplied on the activities of
rebels and *recusants in Munster was invaluable. As the effects of Counter
Reformation doctrines took hold, conservative instincts amongst the Catholic gentry
became more noticeable as they attended Mass and openly defied the decrees of
Protestant ministers. Few marriages were conducted in Protestant churches whilst
Catholic bishops went about their business with impunity and without fear of
punishment. This non-conformity or *recusancy had a detrimental effect on Meiler’s
sources of income and he readily supplied intelligence to government on how
Catholics had boycotted Protestant services in his dioceses. Magrath never missed an
opportunity to ingratiate himself and forwarded reports on how the English could
extend their influence and ways in which the problems of the ailing Church of Ireland
could be remedied. All the time, however, Magrath continued to play his two-faced
game. Even when imprisoned by Conn O’Neill, son of the *earl of Tyrone, during the
Nine Years War, the Gaelic Irish were prepared to look upon him as a potential ally
rather than a heretical and degenerate enemy.
It was hardly surprising that devout Catholics viewed Meiler with contempt as a
debauched *apostate. It must be assumed that attacks upon Magrath were plentiful
and some of the more notable examples are included in ‘Irish Critiques’ (Documents
9-10). Most of the Irish appraisals of Magrath’s career dwelt upon the spiritual
consequences which would befall him and his adherents as a result of his heresy.
Some of the bardic poems of Eoghan Ó Dubhthaigh and Giolla Brighde Ó hEodhasa
referred to the effects of religious change, and attacked Protestant clerics who, like
Magrath, undermined the one true Catholic faith. These poems, along with the later
work of Philip O’Sullivan Beare (Document 10), form part of a Counter Reformation
movement which questioned the supposed authority of Protestant bishops in Ireland.
For Protestants, on the other hand, Magrath’s most troubling sin was his greed.
Various English commentators accused Meiler of amassing a huge personal fortune at
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the expense of the church. He seized property, impoverished his sees and practiced
*simony to a degree unheard of even in the sixteenth-century church (‘English
critiques,’ Document 11). The reports of ecclesiastical commissioners offer a
damming indictment of Magrath’s lack of interest in pastoral care. He or his sons held
over thirty positions in his dioceses. Archbishop Jones’ sketch of the diocese of
Cashel revealed the extent of Magrath’s mishandling of church finances. Preachers
were almost unheard of, churches were in ruins, and the education of children was
neglected. In all the years that Magrath held his appointments he had made scarcely
any effort to tend to the spiritual or physical fabric of the Protestant religion in his
dioceses.
After Elizabeth’s death and the accession of James I to the throne in 1603 Magrath’s
good fortune ran out. No longer able to rely upon the approval and favor of his
principal guarantor, he quickly came to be seen as an anachronism in the Irish church.
In a more harsh religious climate authorities were no longer prepared to overlook the
anomalies in Meiler’s clerical career. Magrath lost all of the influence he had obtained
over church and state policy under Elizabeth. Abortive plans for putting Magrath on
trial were quickly followed by rumours that he had voiced his intention to return to
the Catholic Church. Although an enigmatic epitaph and funeral memorial (‘Decline
and Reflection,’ Document 12) suggests that Meiler may have entertained some
doubts about the course his life had taken, the evidence in the documents would seem
to suggest that a conscientious decision to return to Catholicism was countered by
concerns about retaining the possessions he had accumulated during his life. In
spiritual as in political affairs, Magrath defied categorization. By 1620 he was in
extreme old age and effectively bedridden. It was alleged that three Franciscan friars
tended him in his final years, while local tradition and Catholic apologists hinted at a
deathbed conversion. In death, Magrath retained the complexity and inscrutability for
which he was renowned in life.
An edited transcript is included with each document to facilitate student
comprehension. The Biographical Notes section contains short character sketches of
the principal figures mentioned in the documents. A Glossary has also been added
which includes archaic words with which students may be unfamiliar. Cross
references with both the Biographical Notes and Glossary sections are indicated by an
asterisk (*) and have been added in the document descriptions and transcripts where
they seem most likely to assist the student. The questions on each document range
from descriptive interrogation of the source to assessments of reliability and accuracy.
Students should first consider where, when and why a document was produced before
moving to more analytical questions which include the element of interpretation.
Finally, students should be encouraged to consider the subject matter of the document
in a wider historical context and, if possible, make comparisons and correlations with
other evidence.
A Chronology (xiv-xv) of the principal events in Meiler Magrath’s life and a Table of
Episcopal succession (xvi-xvii) for some Irish dioceses have been added to this
introduction. The table highlights the existence of a dual church structure in some
parts of Elizabethan Ireland. Catholic bishops and clerics of the reformed church
competed with each other for the right to exercise jurisdiction in respect of the care of
souls. In other areas, however, official suppression of the Catholic Church ensured
that appointments to bishoprics were frequently annulled.

5

Biographical Notes
Philip O’Sullivan Beare (1590-1660)
Born on Dursey Island off the Beara Peninsula in County Cork, Philip was a cousin of
the local Gaelic chieftain, Donal O’Sullivan Beare. After the eclipse of Gaelic
fortunes following the disastrous defeat at Kinsale in 1600, Philip was taken to
Galicia in Northern Spain and was educated at Santiago de Compostella. He later
served in the Spanish navy and became an able solider. Like most of the Irish
Catholic community abroad he longed to return to Ireland and eradicate English
influence. His Compendium of the Catholic History of Ireland, published in 1621,
contains a survey of Irish history to 1588 and deals with the various religious and
political struggles of the Tudor period of conquest and colonization. In 1629 he
published his second book, Decas Patritiana, a verse life of St. Patrick. The central
themes of O’Sullivan Beare’s commentary on Irish history are the tyrannical
oppression of Irish Catholics by Protestant heretics, praise for the civilized character
of the ancient Gaels, and a reliance upon Spain for Ireland’s deliverance from English
oppression.
Hugh Brady (c.1527-84)
Church of Ireland Bishop of Meath (1563-84).
Born in Dunboyne, County Meath, Brady was one of the most enthusiastic clerical
advocates of religious reform. Like Adam Loftus, the archbishop of Dublin, he
considered a religious reformation a necessary condition for the complete conquest of
the island of Ireland and the suppression of the Gaelic interest. Although a member of
the Irish privy council, Brady became increasingly isolated as more militaristic
Elizabethan administrators gained control towards the end of the century.
Richard Creagh (?1523-1585)
Roman Catholic Archbishop of Armagh, 1564-85
Born into a wealthy merchant family in Limerick, Richard Creagh abandoned a
profitable commercial career to become a Catholic priest. He was educated at the
university in Louvain in Belgium and in 1565 was appointed archbishop of Armagh.
Soon afterwards, however, he was arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London.
His subsequent miraculous escape from the Tower added to his reputation as a
defender of the Catholic religion. After a short respite on the continent Creagh
returned to Ireland to undertake a spiritual mission in Ulster. Along with Meiler
Magrath, the bishop of Down and Connor, he travelled to meet the Gaelic chieftain,
Shane O’Neill. However, Creagh’s brief spell of liberty was brought to an end by his
recapture in 1567. He spent the remainder of his life incarcerated in jails in Dublin
and London until his death by poisoning. Notwithstanding his strong religious
convictions, Creagh always maintained that he was loyal to Queen Elizabeth. Richard
Creagh’s life and martyrdom for the Catholic religion offers a marked contrast with
Meiler Magrath who willingly gave his spiritual allegiance to the English crown.
Creagh’s example as a martyr also provided a powerful stimulus for the Counter
Reformation in Ireland.
Sir William Fitzwilliam (1526-99)
Lord Deputy, 1571-75, 1588-94
Fitzwilliam was an experienced administrator but his terms of office in Ireland were
marked by insufficient funds, a lack of military knowledge and accusations of
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widespread bribery and corruption. Fitzwilliam succeeded in suppressing the rebellion
in Monaghan but his subsequent partition and settlement of that lordship (1590-91)
resulted in the alienation of the Ulster Irish. He provided the spark for the Nine Years
War by sending an English sheriff into Fermanagh and by attempting in 1593 to arrest
Hugh O’Neill, the earl of Tyrone, on charges of treason.
Adam Loftus (c.1533-1605)
Church of Ireland Archbishop of Dublin (1567-1605)
Consecrated as archbishop of Armagh (1563) and Dublin (1567), Loftus was the most
influential figure in the Church of Ireland during Elizabeth’s reign. Prominent in civil
as well as ecclesiastical affairs, Loftus was both a committed Protestant and a capable
performer in the English administration in Dublin. He rose to the rank of Lord
Chancellor and used his authority to advocate religious conformity across Ireland. He
was the dominant figure in the establishment of Trinity College, Dublin, becoming its
first provost in 1592.
Hugh O’Neill (c.1550-1616)
3rd Baron of Dungannon; 2nd Earl of Tyrone; the last inaugurated O’Neill.
After the murder of his father, Matthew, by the followers of Shane O’Neill, Hugh was
brought up in the English Pale. The crown re-established him in Ulster in 1568 as a
counterpoint to his rival for the title of ‘The O’Neill’, Turlough Luineach O’Neill. In
his youth he was ennobled by the crown as baron of Dungannon and in 1585 he was
recognised as Earl of Tyrone. He gradually consolidated his position in Tír Eoghain
and by the early 1590s he had completed the overthrow of Turlough Luineach
O’Neill. In 1595 he was inaugurated ‘The O’Neill.’ When the English attempted to
curb his power, Hugh resorted to rebellion and sought aid from Elizabeth’s enemies
abroad. A decisive victory over his main English rival in Ulster, Sir Henry Bagenal, at
the battle of the Yellow Ford confirmed O’Neill’s standing as an astute military and
political leader. Hugh and his ally Hugh O’Donnell, earl of Tyrconnell, were
defeated, however, in the siege of Kinsale (1601). In 1603 O’Neill surrendered
himself at Mellifont, formally ending the Nine Years War. He gained a pardon and
succeeded in retaining his lands in a subsequent treaty. Later, both he and O’Donnell
escaped to the continent in the dramatic but ultimately futile ‘flight of the earls.’
O’Neill died in exile in Rome in 1616.
Sir Henry Sidney (1529-86)
Lord Deputy 1565-67; 1568-71; 1575-78.
Responsible during his first deputyship for the final overthrow of Shane O’Neill’s
hegemony, Sidney was a vociferous advocate of a thorough reform in Ireland. His
plans included the establishment of provincial presidencies, the promotion of
plantations and the introduction of *composition in both Connaught and Munster
which he achieved during his final stint as lord deputy. His high-handed approach,
however, brought widespread dissension amongst both the native Irish and the Old
English who distrusted him.
Sir James Ware (1594-1666)
Born in Dublin, Ware was the foremost Irish antiquarian of the seventeenth century.
He was educated at Trinity College, which he later represented as an M.P. for the
periods 1634-37 and 1661. He devoted much of his life to researching Gaelic history
and literature. He amassed a large collection of Irish manuscripts which, with the help
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of Gaelic scribes, he subsequently translated. He worked on the manuscript of the
Book of Armagh and used it for his edition of St. Patrick’s Confessio. He also
published important contributions to history and edited texts dealing with the lives of
many Irish saints, bishops and scholars. He was knighted in 1629 and appointed
auditor general in 1632. He died in December 1666 and was buried in St. Werburgh’s
Church in Dublin.
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Glossary
Apostasy
The abandonment of one’s religious faith, principles or political allegiance.
Benefice
A church office that provides a living for its holder through an endowment of
property or the taxes attached to it.
Bulls
A term applied to the leaden seals with which papal letters of appointment and royal
documents were authenticated in the Middle Ages. Eventually, the name represented
any written papal document or instrument. The bulla or ‘bull’ was originally a
circular plate or metal boss so called from its resemblance in form to a bubble floating
upon water (From the Latin bullire meaning to boil).
Calendar
Calendars are published extracts of historical documents. In many cases they contain
extended citations of material and, on occasion, may even include the entire text of a
particularly informative or unusual document. When access to the complete
manuscript is not possible or the original document contains obscure or
indecipherable text, a calendar may be a useful substitute. The Calendar of State
Papers, Ireland, 1509-1670 (24 vols., London, 1860-1912) includes published
extracts from a vast repository of material held in the Public Record Office, London,
relating to the English administration of Ireland in the early modern period.
Council of Trent 1545-63
Set up in response to the issues raised by Protestant reformers, the Council of Trent
was an attempt by the Roman Catholic Church to renew its doctrines and traditions. It
was an integral part of the movement towards fulfilling a Catholic regeneration and it
enacted decrees relating to the character of the Mass, the sacraments and the
education of the clergy. The Council was made up of papal supporters including many
cardinals and bishops from all over Europe who were invited to speak and make
proposals at its sessions.
Desmond Rebellions (1569-73, 1579-83)
A series of rebellions in the Munster region aimed at counteracting plans to establish
colonies of settlers on the Fitzgerald earldom of Desmond. James Fitzmaurice
Fitzgerald and Donal McCarthy Mor sparked off the hostilities by attacking the
English colony at Kerrycurrihy in County Cork on 16 June 1569. Fearing the
destruction of their lordships and the diminution of their hereditary rights, the Gaelic
chieftains united to wipe out English settlements and put an end to the activities of
colonists and adventurers. There followed short and unsuccessful sieges of Cork,
Kilmallock and Kilkenny. In response the Lord Deputy, Sir Henry Sidney, devastated
the lands of those deemed to be in rebellion forcing many into submission. When
Sidney was replaced by Sir John Perrot the repression intensified, leading directly to
Fitzmaurice’s decision to go into exile in 1575. On the continent, Fitzmaurice hoped
to secure support from France and Spain for the liberation of Ireland. When he
returned in 1579 with a small force he proclaimed a rebellion in defence of the
Catholic religion and against English heretics. He was killed in a local skirmish
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before the arrival of a papal expeditionary force at Smerwick, County Kerry. This
force was surrounded, however, and ruthlessly massacred. With the onset of a severe
famine in Munster the rebellion began to crumble with only Sir John Fitzgerald, earl
of Desmond, now proclaimed a traitor, continuing to hold out. The rebellion dragged
on until 1583 with the Geraldine position becoming ever more precarious. The
struggle ended with the murder of the earl of Desmond on 11 November 1583 in the
mountains between Tralee and Castleisand in County Kerry. With his death the
confiscation of the lands in his earldom began in earnest.
Dissembler
One who disguises or conceals their real nature, motives, or feelings behind a false
appearance. The context here is that the witness is claiming that Magrath was a
hypocrite feigning his attachment to Protestantism to curry favour with the Queen’s
government.
In commendam
A phrase used in canon law to designate a certain way of appointing a person to an
ecclesiastical position. In commendam was originally applied to a provisional
occupation of an ecclesiastical *benefice which was temporarily without an occupant.
It refers here to the Queen’s desire to have Meiler Magrath appointed to a bishopric at
her pleasure and on the basis of her receiving pleasing or favourable reports on his
behaviour.
Pallium
An elaborate vestment given by the Pope to archbishops signifying their participation
in his pastoral power within their archdioceses. An archbishop who has not received
the pallium may not exercise any of the functions or duties associated with his role as
metropolitan.
Pledges
Pledges were hostages handed over by a lord or client to a superior to seal an
agreement between the two parties. The transfer of pledges normally signified a
political contract and the hostages were frequently close relatives of the submitting
party. They would be treated fairly as long as the client remained subservient, but in
case of rebellion or breaking of the contract they could be tortured or even executed.
Privy Council
The chief consultative and legal body in the English government of Ireland in the
sixteenth century. The privy council also acted as the primary administrative authority
in the country from 1534 onwards. It assisted the Lord Deputy in the day-to-day
running of the country. It deliberated on disputes over land and property rights and
conducted judicial business. It was also responsible for the issuing of proclamations
against the Queen’s enemies. It promoted the spread of English common law and
sponsored various plantation initiatives. Throughout the sixteenth century the privy
council became increasingly anglicised with its membership restricted to English-born
lords and bishops. Its meetings were generally held in a purpose-built chamber in
Dublin Castle.
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Recusancy
The non-compliance of Catholics with laws directing them to attend the services of
the Church of Ireland. By the end of the sixteenth century ‘recusant’ was synonymous
with Roman Catholic. In response to legislation Catholics attended Mass and
performed baptism and other religious rites in their homes to avoid detection.
Simony
The buying or selling of ecclesiastical pardons, offices, or other privileges.
Considered a great offence in Christian Churches, the word is derived from Simon
Magus, a Samaritan who, according to the Bible, tried to bribe the Apostles.
Skeane (Skeine)
A sharp knife or short dagger with a fixed blade carried in a sheath, commonly used
by Gaelic lords and their kern or followers.
State Papers
The largest single collection of documents on early modern Ireland is to be found in
the State Paper collection in the Public Record Office, London. The content varies but
includes correspondence between the sovereign and the chief officials of the English
administration in Ireland regarding affairs of state. There is also considerable material
relating to plans for defence of the Pale, records of expenditure, reports on rebellions
and confiscations, and schemes for plantations.
Termon Magrath (Counties Donegal and Fermanagh)
Termon refers to church lands held by a hereditary coarb or guardian. The coarb or
heir held the administration of the local church and had a comparatively high rank in
Gaelic Ireland. Meiler Magrath’s father, Donnchadh Gillogmana Magrath, as the local
chieftain, was coarb of Termon Magrath, which included the important religious site
of Lough Derg otherwise known as St. Patrick’s Purgatory. In church usage the coarb
was the successor of the patron saint or founder of an abbey. The name ‘termon’ may
have been derived from the Latin terminus meaning boundary. During the reign of
Queen Elizabeth Meiler managed to obtain a confirmation of his father’s surrender of
the territory of Termon Magrath and have it regranted under English tenure. The
letters patent secured from the Queen ensured that Meiler would inherit possession of
his family’s hereditary lands.

Abbreviations
A.R.S.I.

Archivium Romanum Societatis Iseu (Jesuit Archvies in Rome)

D.C.A.

Dublin City Archives

N.L.I.

National Library of Ireland

P.R.O.

Public Record Office, Kew, London

R.I.A.

Royal Irish Academy
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Chronology of Meiler Magrath's life
?1522 Born, the eldest son of Donnchadh [Donagh] Gillogmana Magrath of *Termon
Magrath and Termon Imogayne in the counties of Fermanagh, Donegal and
Tyrone.
1540s Joins the Franciscan Order.
1549

Ordained priest.

1565

12 October – Appointed bishop of Down and Connor by Pope Pius IV. Later
he was consecrated at Rome.

1566

Accompanies *Richard Creagh, archbishop of Armagh, to an island,
Inishdarell, on a lake in Armagh to meet with the rebel Ulster chieftain, Shane
O’Neill.

1567

31 May – At Drogheda submits to the Queen’s royal supremacy and takes the
oath provided in the Act of Supremacy.

1569

Arrested and imprisoned in London. Conforms to Anglicanism.

1570

18 September – Appointed bishop of Clogher by Queen Elizabeth.

1571

3 February – Promoted by Queen Elizabeth to the archbishopric of Cashel
which he holds until his death.

1573

Attacked, wounded and ‘left prostrate upon the earth for a dead man’ by
Hubert McWilliam MacFirre, a leader of the kern, whilst travelling to Dublin.

1575

Marries Amy [alias Ann or Ainé] O’Meara of Lissinskey, County Tipperary.

1580

14 March – Pope Gregory XIII formally deprives Meiler Magrath of his
possession of the bishopric of Down and Connor on account of his ‘heresy and
many other crimes.’

1582

11 November – Receives a patent appointing him *in commendam bishop of
Waterford and Lismore.

1589

Deprived of the bishopric of Waterford and Lismore with the appointment of
Thomas Wetherhead to the See.

1592

Recovers the administration of the bishopric of Waterford and Lismore on
Wetherhead’s death.

1596

13 May – Negotiates the surrender of his father’s [Donogh Gillogmana
Magrath] territories of *Termon Magrath and Termon Imogayne and has them
re-granted under English tenure with a remainder to himself and his son
Terence.
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1597

Receives the ‘site, circuit and precinct’ of the late priory and religious house
of Tome, County Tipperary at the yearly rent of £11 11s 4d.

1599

September – Along with his sons, Redmond, Terence and Brian, Meiler is
captured and imprisoned by Conn O’Neill at Ballymackey Castle near
Toomevara, County Tipperary. Subsequently, he is ransomed and released ‘by
the power’ of English money.

1607

22 February – Resigns the administration of the bishopric of Waterford and
Lismore and obtains *in commendam the diocese of Killala and Achonory.

1607

4 August – The archbishop of Dublin, Thomas Jones, conducts a thorough
visitation of Magrath’s administration of Cashel and Emly and reports on the
‘very foul disorders and abuses’ for which Magrath was responsible.

1610

25 September – A coadjutor [assistant-bishop] is appointed to Cashel on
account of Magrath’s great age and because he is ‘seldom resident upon his
see, but absent in the north upon his own temporal lands.’

1621

Patrick Kerin, a noted sculptor, constructs Magrath’s funereal monument in
the Cathedral at Cashel.

1622

24 November – Dies and is buried in the Cathedral of St. Patrick, Cashel.
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Documents included in case study
The early life of Meiler Magrath: faith, imprisonment and *apostasy
1. The family of Meiler (alias Miler, Maolmhuire, Milerus) Magrath, archbishop
of Cashel, 1571-1622.
2. A translation of a letter from Juan de Polanco in Rome to Archbishop
*Richard Creagh, referring to Meiler Magrath’s personal qualities, 2
December 1565 (A.R.S.I., Germ. 106, f. 44v-45r).
3. Oath to be taken under the articles of the Act of Supremacy, 1 Eliz. c. I
(1559). (Statutes of the Realm 1225-1713, IV, f. 350).
4. A letter from Meiler Magrath to the *Privy Council requesting that he be
appointed to an Irish bishopric, 11 April 1570 (P.R.O., Kew, London, *State
Papers, Ireland, 63/30, no. 41).
5. Two letters from Queen Elizabeth to *Sir Henry Sidney regarding the arrival
in Ireland of Meiler Magrath, 1570 (Tomas O’Laidhin (ed.), Sidney State
Papers, 1565-70, Dublin, 1962, pp 122-23; 131-32).

Meiler Magrath’s administration: priest catching and avarice
6. Note by Meiler Magrath on the popish bishops, doctors and seminary priests
in Ireland, 17 December 1590 (*Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, 63/156 no.
12).
7. A book of certain articles concerning treason, felony, *simony and extortion
exhibited by Edmond Fleming to the Lord Deputy … against Meiler Magrath,
27 August 1591 (P.R.O., Kew, London, *State Papers, Ireland, 63/160, no. 4i).
Meiler Magrath and the service of the Elizabethan state
8. An extract from a report by the archbishop of Cashel, Meiler Magrath,
reflecting on the state of Ireland, and the means of increasing the revenues,
amending the government, and withstanding Spanish practices, 30 May 1592
(*Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, 63/164 no. 47, pp 493-501).
Irish Critiques
9. A translation of a poetical satire on Meiler Magrath by the Reverend Eoghan
Ó Dubhthaigh, Maol gan Mhuire agus Muire gan Mhaol, c1577 (Cuthbert
Mág Craith (ed.), Dán na mBráthar Mionúr, Dublin, 1967, poem 27).
10. ‘The Pseudo-Archbishop of Cashel’ (*Philip O’Sullivan Beare, Compendium
of the Catholic History of Ireland, Lisbon, 1621, in Matthew Byrne (ed.),
14

Ireland under Elizabeth, chapters towards a history of Ireland in the reign of
Elizabeth, Dublin, 1903, ch. xii, pp 16-17).
English Critiques
11. A report by Thomas Jones, archbishop of Dublin, on several abuses
discovered in the dioceses of Cashel, Emly, Lismore and Waterford, 4 August
1607 (*Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, James I, 63/222 no. 315).
Decline and Reflection
12. A description of Meiler Magrath’s memorial tomb at St. Patrick’s cathedral at
Cashel (Walter Harris (ed.), The works of James Ware concerning Ireland,
revised and improved … vol. I containing the history of the bishops, Dublin,
1739-46, p. 485).
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Document 1
The family of Meiler (alias Miler, Maolmhuire, Milerus) Magrath, archbishop of
Cashel, 1571-1622.
Description of Document
Meiler Magrath came from a County Fermanagh family with strong ecclesiastical
connections. He was the eldest son of a minor Gaelic chieftain, Donagh Gillogmana
Magrath, who was coarb of *Termon Magrath in the diocese of Clogher. St Patrick’s
Purgatory on Lough Derg was situated on lands held by the Magraths. An
Augustinian monastery had also been established in Termon Magrath in the late
thirteenth century. After the dissolution of the monasteries, Meiler’s father had
obtained a grant from Queen Elizabeth of the Augustinian lands for himself, with a
right of succession for his eldest son. Meiler began his clerical career as a Franciscan
friar and in 1565 was consecrated bishop of Down and Connor by the Pope. Within a
year and a half, however, Magrath had given his spiritual allegiance to Elizabeth and
had taken the oath of supremacy. He subsequently conformed to Anglicanism and in
September 1570 was appointed bishop of Clogher. Five months later the Queen
transferred him to the archbishopric of Cashel, in which he spent over half a century.
Explanatory Note
Redmond Magrath
The second son of Meiler Magrath who was made the sole executor of his will, dated
8 November 1622. Meiler bequeathed all of ‘his goods and chattel real and personal
unto his son Redmond to be by him divided in his discretion between himself … and
the rest of my children.’

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
How many children did Meiler Magrath have?
Where was Magrath’s wife born?
Interpretation and Criticism
What does the document reveal about Magrath’s background?
What changed circumstances in Magrath’s clerical career allowed him to marry
legally?
What evidence in the document suggests that Magrath could speak Irish?
Can any information be inferred from Magrath’s choice of names for his children?

16

Wider Context
With reference to his children’s place of residence, what wider conclusions (if any)
can be drawn from this source in relation to Magrath’s primary interest in pursuing
his clerical career?
Has the document raised any questions to which you would like answers?
Why are genealogical tables valuable historical tools?
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Document 2
A translation of a letter from Juan de Polanco in Rome to Archbishop *Richard
Creagh, referring to Meiler Magrath’s personal qualities, 2 December 1565 (A.R.S.I.,
Germ. 106, f. 44v-45r).
Description of Document
*Richard Creagh, a native of Limerick, was consecrated archbishop of Armagh in
1565. Soon afterwards he set for his diocese but he was arrested in London en route
and his papal letters of credence were confiscated. Creagh subsequently made a
miraculous escape from the Tower of London and made his way to Antwerp to
recuperate before making another attempt to enter his diocese. While in Rome in 1564
Creagh had encountered Meiler Magrath, then a humble Franciscan friar. Magrath
was highly thought of by the Vatican authorities and he was appointed bishop of
Down and Connor soon after Creagh was consecrated. In this letter, which has been
translated from Latin, Creagh’s friend, Juan de Polanco, the secretary to the Jesuit
superior general in Rome, praises Magrath’s abilities. He mentions the new bishop’s
blood ties to Shane O’Neill and cites the various qualities which had earned him his
episcopal appointment. He informs Creagh that Magrath was endeavouring to procure
copies of his letters of credence and was on his way to deliver them to him.
Edited Translation of Document
We were very worried about the manner in which your Very Reverend Lordship
departed from Antwerp, as Father Dionysius [prefect of the Jesuit college there]
reported that you left so secretly that even our own people [the Jesuits] knew nothing
about it. We can only hope that through the goodness of God your secret departure
may prove to have been a wise precaution, and that your Lordship reaches your
church speedily and without being detected. I pray God that it be so.
Copies of the confiscated papal letters attesting to your consecration and the granting
of the archiepiscopal *pallium have now eventually been procured. The matter has
been accomplished through the application and exceptional efforts of your suffragan
[subsidiary] bishop of Down and Connor [Meiler Magrath]. A blood relative of the
illustrious Lord [Shane] O’Neill, prince of Ulster, he was considered worthy to be
raised to the episcopacy because of his virtues. He applied himself to procuring the
aforesaid letters with great energy and enthusiasm; not even our proctor, despite his
best efforts, could achieve what the bishop accomplished through his care and
diligence. I would beg your Very Reverend Lordship to thank him for his efforts and
to assist him in his worthy endeavours in his diocese, as I firmly believe that he will
be of great use to your Lordship in promoting the welfare of the Armagh church and
its flock.
For some time I was undecided as to how to despatch the aforesaid letters … I
decided that they might best be committed to the care of the resourceful bishop,
especially as he was travelling all the way to Ulster. Your Lordship will therefore
receive copies of the papal letters from him. We anxiously await news that he has
successfully accomplished his journey and that you have duly received the letters.
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We hope that the efforts of your Very Reverend Lordship together with those of the
bishop and certain other worthy people of our acquaintance may advance the spiritual
welfare of Ireland.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
Which of Meiler Magrath’s ‘virtues’ are mentioned in the document? [Paragraph,
Copies of the confiscated…]
According to Polanco, where was Magrath’s ultimate destination when last heard of?
[Line, I decided that they might be best…]
Interpretation and Criticism
Why do you think the English confiscated the original copies of Creagh’s letters of
authority?
What can be inferred from Polcano’s letter about Magrath’s standing in the church?
How would Magrath’s ties to Shane O’Neill (they were reputedly foster-brothers)
have aided his clerical career in the Catholic Church?
Wider Context and Comparison
From your wider reading and other evidence you have examined, how has this source
added to your knowledge of the difficulties faced by the Catholic Clergy in
Elizabethan Ireland?
Write a question about Magrath that is left unanswered by this source.
Read Richard Creagh’s biography in the Biographical Notes section and compare it
with the Chronology of Meiler Magrath’s life in the introduction. How did the two
men’s clerical careers diverge after this letter was written?
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Document 3
Oath to be taken under the articles of the Act of Supremacy, 1 Eliz. c. I (1559).
(Statutes of the Realm 1225-1713, iv, f. 350).
Description of Document
In February 1559 only four months after her accession to the throne, Elizabeth
succeeded in getting parliament to pass acts for a renewal of the Reformation in
England. These acts aimed to repudiate papal authority, restore royal supremacy and
establish an English communion service in place of the Latin Mass which had been
restored by Queen Mary. In 1560 the parliament in Dublin passed similar Acts of
Uniformity and Supremacy which, it was hoped, would ensure a restoration of
Protestantism in Ireland. The Act of Supremacy imposed an oath upon those seeking
office which declared that the sovereign was ‘the only supreme governor of this realm
... in all spiritual or ecclesiastical things or causes.’ The oath was required of all
holders of civil, military and church offices. It was also a requirement for those taking
a university degree. Persons refusing to take this oath were debarred from office in
church and state and the penalties included fines, confiscation of property,
imprisonment or even death. Following the excommunication of Elizabeth by Pope
Pius V in 1569, the oath was enforced rigorously. Before he could accept a royal
appointment to an ecclesiastical position, Meiler Magrath needed to make this
declaration accepting Elizabeth’s supremacy over the church. He did so in May 1567.
Edited Transcript of Document
And for the better observation and maintenance of this Act, may it please your
highness that it may be further enacted … that all and every archbishop, bishop, and
all and every other ecclesiastical person … and every temporal judge, justice, mayor
… and every other person having your highness’s fee or wages, within this realm, or
any your highness’s dominions, shall take a corporal oath upon the evangelist … to
the tenor and effect hereafter following, that is to say:
I, A. B., do utterly testify and declare in my conscience, that the Queen’s highness is
the only supreme governor of this realm, and of all other her Highness dominions and
countries, as well in all spiritual or ecclesiastical things or causes, as temporal, and
that no foreign prince, person, prelate, state or potentate, hath, or ought to have any
jurisdiction, power, superiority, preeminence, or authority ecclesiastical or spiritual,
within this realm; and therefore I do utterly renounce and forsake all foreign
jurisdictions, powers, superiorities, and authorities, and do promise that from
henceforth I shall bear faith and true allegiance to the Queen’s Highness, her heirs and
lawful successors, and to my power shall assist and defend all jurisdictions,
preeminences, privileges and authorities granted or belonging to the Queen’s
Highness, her heirs and successors, or united and annexed to the imperial crown of
this realm. So help me God, and by the contents of this book.
And that it may be also enacted, that if any such archbishop, bishop, or other
ecclesiastical officer or minister … shall peremptorily or obstinately refuse to take the
said oath, that then he so refusing shall forfeit and lose, only during his life, all and
every ecclesiastical and spiritual promotion, benefice, and office … which he has
solely at the time of such refusal made; and that the whole title, interest, and
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incumbency, in every such promotion, benefice, and other office … shall clearly
cease and be void, as though the party so refusing were dead.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
Who, according to the document, had to take the oath of supremacy? [Paragraph, And
for the better observation…]
According to the wording of the oath, what role was ascribed to Queen Elizabeth in
relation to the reformed church? [Paragraph, I, A.B., do testify…]
What were the consequences for any clergyman who refused to take the oath?
[Paragraph, And that it may be also enacted…]
Interpretation and Criticism
Why were the English authorities so insistent that clergy take the oath?
For what reasons would an Irish Catholic bishop find it difficult to take the oath?
What results would the strict enforcement of the oath of supremacy have in Ireland?
Wider Context
Assess the importance of the Act of Supremacy in Elizabeth’s strategy for the
Reformation in Ireland.
Has reading the text of the oath of supremacy altered your interpretation of the issues
affecting religious change in sixteenth Ireland? If so, why?
What other sources could be used to fill in the gaps in evidence about the enforcement
of the religious reformation in Ireland in the Tudor period?
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Document 4
A translation of a letter from Meiler Magrath to the *Privy Council requesting that
Queen Elizabeth appoint him to an Irish bishopric, 11 April 1570 (P.R.O., Kew,
London, *State Papers, Ireland, 63/30, no. 41).
Description of Document
From his appointment by the Pope as bishop of Down and Connor until his arrival in
Cashel as Anglican Archbishop in 1571, there are only occasional fleeting glimpses of
Meiler Magrath in the sources. Despite his acceptance of royal supremacy over the
church, it was likely that he was arrested whilst travelling through England on his way
to Rome in the spring of 1569. He was subsequently imprisoned in London. During
his incarceration he was probably tortured and offered inducements to surrender his
papal appointment to the bishopric of Down and Connor. Whatever questions arise
about his motivations, it seems certain that Magrath converted to Protestantism whilst
he was held prisoner. Some later Catholic historians have argued that Magrath did not
wholly believe in the Protestant faith but merely feigned his *apostasy out of reasons
of expediency. Soon after conforming to Anglicanism Magrath began petitioning the
Queen for an appointment in the Irish church. Magrath wrote this petition to the
Queen’s advisors in the *Privy Council in Latin. He asks for his old see of Down and
Connor of which he was still nominally Catholic bishop. If this was not available, his
second preference was Cork and Cloyne. Though it is clear that Meiler did not wish to
return to Fermanagh and the diocese of Clogher where he had spent his youth, despite
his stated preferences the Queen appointed him bishop of Clogher in 1570.
Edited Translation of Document
After much hoping and a long captivity I am loath to leave the presence of the
illustrious Council until I have received some information about my future. And so I
beg leave your Lordships that you will kindly inform me what her Royal Majesty and
your Excellencies have decided to grant me, whether it is that dignity which I
formerly held [Down and Connor] or some other or perhaps none at all … There is a
reason why her Majesty and your Excellencies ought to grant me that dignity rather
than another, residing in that diocese I could much better and more effectively serve
her Majesty than were I living in any other part of Ireland…
And should it be that her Royal Majesty will in no circumstances revoke the Lord
Deputy’s appointment, then beseech her Majesty that she grant me whatever she will
think suitable for me only that it may be in some safe place where her rule is
observed, as I have no desire to live among those rebellious and lawless Irish among
whom I was born. So that her Majesty may be able to appoint me in that English part
of Ireland [in illa Anglica Hiberniae parte] I beg to point out to her Majesty and your
Excellencies that the diocese of Cork and Cloyne has long been vacant and that I shall
gladly accept; unless perchance I could recover the former [Down and Connor] which
indeed would be much more gratifying to me, as there I could much better and more
easily serve her Majesty than in the other. For I have there and in the neighbouring
districts many friends and relatives, some of whom are indeed rebels but these I
should hope, by my advice and persuasion, to bring back to peace and submission to
her Majesty. Moreover in that diocese I would publicly speak the true doctrine in so
far as in me lies, and no monk or papist could prevent me …
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Further I beg her Majesty to grant me those minor *benefices – priories, simple
rectories and chapels – which formerly I received from the Bishop of Rome [Pope]
for myself and my brother and that she will write to Lord [Conor] Maguire [chieftain
of Fermanagh] in whose country [Clogher] they are, ordering him to release those
*benefices completely and effectually to me … for indeed all these [benefices] have
been usurped by papists and the Queen’s rebels…
P.S. I beg your Excellencies to consider that I am bereft of all human help in this
renowned kingdom, so that there is no one from whom I can or hope to obtain money
by gift or loan unless from her Highness and by your favour. Hence I earnestly
beseech you that you request her Highness that she grant me in some way the money
necessary for my journey.
Milerus Magrath, Irishman.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
Why does Magrath wish to be appointed to the bishopric of Down and Connor? [Line,
There is a reason why her Majesty … and line, unless perchance I could recover …]
Does Magrath state any preference as to which part of Ireland he wished to be placed
should he not receive Down and Connor? [Paragraph, And should it be that her Royal
Majesty…]
What does Magrath say about the inhabitants of the area in which he was born?
[Paragraph, And should it be that her Royal Majesty …]
On securing a suitable appointment, what does Magrath promise he will work
towards?
[Paragraph, And should it be that her Royal Majesty …]
What other grants does Magrath request in the document? [Paragraph, Further I beg
her Majesty …]
Interpretation and Criticism
Why do you think he insisted that he be located in ‘the English part of Ireland’? Can
you infer from the document why he might have feared to live elsewhere?
What does the source tell you about Magrath’s interests and opinions at this point in
his career?

23

Can any interpretation be drawn from the document in relation to Magrath’s
motivation for conforming to Anglicanism?
Do you think he makes a convincing case for preferment within Queen Elizabeth’s
church in Ireland?
Wider Context and Comparison
How has this document cast light on Magrath’s attitude towards Protestantism and the
English?
Are there any gaps in the evidence which make it difficult to come to a definitive
conclusion about Magrath’s reasons for converting to Anglicanism?
Compare the objectives evident in Queen Elizabeth’s letter to Sir Henry Sidney
regarding Meiler’s appointment to the bishopric of Clogher (Document 4) and the
aspirations which Magrath reveals in this document. Do the two documents reveal
that both Magrath and the English shared common goals and assumptions at this
point?
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Document 5
Two letters from Queen Elizabeth to *Sir Henry Sidney regarding the arrival in
Ireland of Meiler Magrath, 1570 (Tomas O’Laidhin (ed.), Sidney State Papers, 156570, Dublin, 1962, pp 122-23; 133-32).
Description of Document
On 18 September 1570 Queen Elizabeth appointed Meiler Magrath bishop of the
diocese of Clogher. A little under six months later the decision was made to promote
him to the archbishopric of the joint sees of Cashel and Emly. It does not appear that
Magrath’s earlier links with Rome were seen as an impediment to his acceptance or
even advancement within Elizabeth’s reformed church in Ireland. Meiler’s
compliance with the Queen’s edicts on her spiritual supremacy ensured that his great
offence of accepting an appointment from the Pope was overlooked in favour of his
earnest declarations of loyalty to the English monarchy. Magrath’s contacts with the
crown’s most dangerous opponent in the period, Shane O’Neill, to whom he was
related were also overlooked as this Gaelic bishop from a well established
ecclesiastical family in Ulster made a remarkable transformation into a cleric of the
Protestant established church. For his part Magrath offered his own testimonies of
loyalty insisting that he would offer up his own blood-brother lest ‘anyone should
think that he made his submission fictitiously or through fear of punishment or not of
his own volition.’ In these letters from Elizabeth to her Lord Deputy, *Sir Henry
Sidney, Magrath is portrayed as a ‘fit person’ for appointment to a high church
position. The benefits, which might ensue from his advancement within the reformed
church, are also mentioned.
Edited Transcript of Document
Queen to *Sir Henry Sidney, 5 March 1570
The other Irish man is named Milerus Magrath, one who, although he has offended
our laws in resorting to Rome and accepting a Bishopric and other pretended
*benefices and authorities of the Pope, contrary both [to] the law of God and of our
realm, yet hath he submitted himself to instruction as by many manifest declarations
and confessions and by the opinion of the Bishop of London and others he is
esteemed a fit person to return into that realm, and, if no contrary thing may be found
in him, to be appointed to some ministry in such place as may be better devised there
… And so [we] require you at his coming thither [to Ireland] to appoint some of the
Bishops or other learned men to confer with him, and as he shall be found right and
serviceable for the church there so let him be used with more favour because of his
conformity whereby others of like sort having gone astray may rather be allowed to
leave their errors by [his] example. And in the mean time until some place may be
found fit for his vocation it shall be well done to let him remain with some of the
Bishops for his relief and sustenance and to be thereby comforted to continue in the
truth …
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Queen to *Sir Henry Sidney, 17 May 1570
We did of late direct one Milerus Magrath a student of that country that had obtained
at Rome a certain bishopric to go over thither [to Ireland] but by impediment of a
certain sickness he then could not and now he doth become [one] who is reported and
so pretends outwardly to neglect the authority of Rome and to be fully persuaded in
the truth of religion and so being we think it good that he should be there cherished
and preferred to some bishopric right for him and to have some other rectories *in
commendam to sustain him and herein we pray you to cause the Archbishop of Dublin
[*Adam Loftus] and the Bishop of Meath to take some regard to inform you of his
ability and judgement in doctrine and thereupon to be used with such favour as his
conversion may deserve.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
To what class do these documents belong?
When were they written?
For what purpose were they written?
How had Meiler Magrath greatly offended the laws of God and the realm? [Line, The
other Irish man is…]
Why does the Queen insist that Magrath be shown ‘more favour because of his
conformity’? [Line, And so [we] require…]
What instructions are given to Sidney regarding the treatment of Magrath once he had
arrived in Ireland? [Line, And in the mean time until…and Paragraph, We did of late
direct…]
Interpretation and Criticism
Do we know how the Queen obtained her information about Magrath’s conversion?
Are there significant clues given in the document?
Is there any evidence in the document to suggest that Elizabeth has yet to be fully
convinced by Meiler’s conformity?
How realistic were the Queen’s hopes regarding the beneficial effects of Magrath’s
appointment to an Irish bishopric?
Wider Context
How do these documents clarify how the English viewed Magrath?
What do the documents reveal about Elizabeth’s commitment to the re-establishment
of the Reformation in Ireland?
Have the documents raised any question to which you would like answers?
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Document 6
Note by Meiler Magrath on the popish bishops, doctors and seminary priests in
Ireland, 17 December 1590 (*Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, 63/156 no. 12).
Description of Document
Knowing that the evidence he supplied on *recusants was highly valued, Miler
Magrath took every opportunity to show his worth to the government. He provided
frequent if not wholly accurate reports to the Lord Deputy on the activities of known
rebels and prominent Catholic clergymen. In this report from 1590 Magrath reveals
the extent to which *recusant activity in Ireland was becoming ever more apparent
even in parts of the country which were supposedly under English control. The
Catholic religion was openly practised despite the fact that bishops and priests who
did not renounce their obedience to the Pope and take the oath attesting to the
Queen’s supremacy risked imprisonment and even death on charges of treason and
disloyalty. For Meiler, it seemed, the role exercised by the Catholic priest, as a
religious agent, was incompatible with the political allegiance which he considered
rightfully due to the English monarch. But, as was the case with so many of Meiler’s
letters, all was not as it appeared. In the document Magrath strongly censures the
activities of Dermot Creagh, Catholic bishop of Cork and Cloyne. Creagh, alias
McCragh or Magrath, was Meiler’s cousin and it seems unlikely that he would wish
to openly inform on his relative. Meiler was accused of sheltering and giving advance
warning to his cousin when the government intended to apprehend him. Later, when
Meiler’s brother, Neale (alias Niall), was appointed to a commission to hunt for
prominent Catholics, it was argued that not only was he a ‘notorious papist’ but that
he would likely ‘rather see his [own] death’ than ever apprehend Dermot Creagh,
bishop of Cork and Cloyne. This document shows that in many instances Meiler was
playing a double game.
Edited Transcript of Document
1.

In Ulster there is one Redmond O’Gallagher, Bishop of Derry, Pope’s
legate and custos [custodian] of Armagh, one of the three Irish bishops that
were in the *Council of Trent. He rides from place to place with pomp and
ceremony, as was the custom in Queen Mary’s days. The clergy have even
changed the time according to the Pope’s new invention. He has several
times before the governors of that land upon protection, and yet he is
suffered to enjoy his bishopric these 26 years past and more.

2.

There is one Cornelius MacArdle, Bishop of Clogher these 40 years past.
He hath been diverse times before diverse governors, and yet not reformed
or compelled to yield obedience to Her Majesty’s laws.

3.

There was a Bishop of Raphoe [Donald MacGongail] who died the last
year. He used like authority with the Bishop of Derry … He was also at the
*Council of Trent.

4.

In O’Reilly’s country [Cavan] is Richard Brady, Bishop of Kilmore, who
exercises his authority there, though that country is governed by English
laws and officers.
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5.

In Ulster there are 16 monasteries wherein the monks and friars remain,
using their habit and service as in Rome itself is used … In Munster is Dr.
[Dermot] Creagh, Bishop of Cloyne and Cork, who came to Ireland in the
time of the *Desmond rebellion, and is still there without pardon or
protection, and although he appears not in any public assembly were
Englishmen are present, yet he exercises his jurisdiction as Pope’s legate.
This [Dermot] Creagh is one of the most dangerous fellows that ever came
to Ireland, for such credit that he draws the whole of the country to
disloyalty and breaking of the laws.

6.

There is Sir Tadhg O’Sullivan, [a Franciscan missionary], an earnest
preacher, still preaching from house to house in Waterford, Clonmel and
Fethard and in country about these towns.

7.

There is one James O’Cleary, seminary, who … brought a dispensation for
the town of Galway for the killing of the holy Spaniards.

Now follows the names of some other sort of seminaries and priests, some of them
being ordained by the said Doctor [Dermot] Creagh, and some seduced from their
loyalty and reconciled by him to the Pope’s laws …
8.

Sir Piers Kelly, ordained priest by the said Doctor [Dermot] Creagh.

9.

Sir James Morris, priest, reconciled to papistry.

10.

Sir Richard Gyauane, priest, took upon him the order of ministry once,
afterward reconciled to papistry by Doctor Creagh …

Explanatory Note
Dermot MacGrath [alias Dermot Creagh] served as bishop of Cork and Cloyne from
1580 to 1603. Meiler referred to him in a letter to his wife of 20 June 1592 as ‘my
cousin Derby Kragh.’ In the letter he advised his friends to ‘send him out of the whole
country … for there is such a search to be made for him that unless he is unwise he
shall be taken.’ Also note that it was not uncommon for English commentators in
sixteenth-century Ireland to refer to Catholic priests as ‘Sir’ in official documents.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
What evidence does Magrath supply about the activities of Catholic bishops in
Ulster? [Articles 1 and 5]
What role does Magrath attribute to Dr. Creagh, bishop of Cork and Cloyne, to the
spread of recusancy in Munster? [Article 5]
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Why, according to Magrath, should Creagh be apprehended? [Line, This Creagh is
one of the most…]
Interpretation and Criticism
What evidence in the document suggests that Catholic priests and bishops in Ireland
were defying the law?
How well informed does Magrath appear to be?
What conclusions can be drawn from the document in relation to Magrath’s official
attitude to the practice of Catholicism?
From your reading of the document, do you think Magrath earnestly sought the arrest
of his cousin, Dermot Magrath (alias Dermot Creagh), the Catholic bishop of Cork
and Cloyne?
Does Magrath convincingly demonstrate his loyalty to the English in this document?
Wider Context
How does this document add to your understanding of the survival of Catholicism in
Elizabethan Ireland?
In what way does this document complement prior knowledge acquired from your
textbook and from other sources about Counter Reformation militancy in Ireland?
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Document 7
A book of certain articles concerning treason, felony, *simony and extortion exhibited
by Edmond Fleming to the Lord Deputy … against Meiler Magrath, 27 August 1591
(P.R.O., Kew, London, *State Papers, Ireland, 63/160, no. 4-i.).
Description of Document
The driving ambition behind much of Meiler Magrath’s activities as a cleric was the
accumulation of wealth in the form of church livings [benefices] or incomes. He
coveted bishoprics and succeeded in holding four of them simultaneously: Cashel,
Emly, Waterford and Lismore. On various occasions he stood accused of a series of
civil and ecclesiastical transgressions. The assertion that he embraced no other finer
qualities than ‘whoredom, drunkenness, pride, anger, *simony, avarice and other
filthy crimes’ merely added to the perception that Meiler was morally degenerate.
There was, however, a political undertone to some of these allegations as *Sir
William Fitzwilliam, Lord Deputy in the period 1588-94, was known to personally
dislike Magrath and gave active encouragement to anyone who could find evidence to
corroborate charges against him. In August 1591 Fitzwilliam secured what he had
been looking for as he received a book of articles from a prominent citizen in Cashel,
Edmond Fleming, testifying to a litany of crimes committed by Magrath. Not only did
he stand charged of irreligious conduct and corruption, he was also implicated in a
Catholic support network which gave relief to bishops and priests. One of the articles
even made the afterwards proven charge that Meiler had his sons baptized as
Catholics. It was a formidable document consisting of 40 articles, which, from what
we now know about Magrath, were substantially correct. However, in the summer of
1591 they presented Meiler with the most serious challenge he had faced since
conforming to Protestantism and taking up his position as archbishop of Cashel.
Edited Transcript of Document
5. The said Meiler is a *dissembler and of no standing religion who purposes to
deceive God and the world with double-dealing. For the 26 year of Queen Elizabeth’s
reign … at Cashel in the Cross of the County of Tipperary and elsewhere … Meiler
hath uttered these speeches and such like viz. that he hath received from the pope
large gifts, and was more beholden unto him than most men in Ireland, and that he
hoped if there had been an alteration of the world he should get more at the pope’s
hand than most men as forsaking the world [he] lived miserably for his sake …
Witness: Edmund Stapleton, archdeacon of Cashel…
6. That for winning the greater credit with the papists, he kept in his house certain
bishops out of Rome viz. Malachias O’Mullony now in England and Morietagh of
Emly, whereof one or both christened his children. And afterwards, understanding
there hath been some advertisement made thereof, apprehended the said Morietagh in
his [Meiler’s] own house and sent him to the Castle of Dublin where he died …
Witness: Edmund Stapleton, archdeacon, being sworn said that he saw the bishops
[at] diverse and sundry times with Meiler …
14. The archbishop by [the privilege] of his bishopric [imposed] certain yearly
reflections [refreshments] upon some of his clergy being 10s 9d upon a vicar, it is
proved that he extorted [from them] 40s. sterling [from] every vicar, and thus he
continually uses his poor clergy with such unlawful extortions that he hath almost
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driven all the clergymen out of his dioceses, and so by that policy keeps their living in
his own hands, which makes him so great a moneyed man as he is reported to be …
The archdeacon, chancellor and Sir John Wale agreed in matter and substance with
the above …
32. Meiler is a cruel beater of people, and to name one amongst many that he greatly
misused hath the 22nd July 1572 taken a poor tiler one John O’Mullony by the hair of
the forehead, and, for demanding of him some part of his wage behind, did cut with
an Irish *skeane all the flesh from his forehead to the crown of the poor man’s head,
and afterward slapping the same down on the bare bone willed him to take that for his
wages … Witness: The dean deposes this articles to be true but he did not hear him
utter he speech ‘take this for your reward.’
33. Meiler, forgetting the credit for his calling, commonly goes like a champion in
town and country in doublet of proof buff leather, jerkin and breeches, his sword on
his side, his scull and horseman staff with his man [on] horseback, after which a train
of armed men to the great terror and bad example now in a most quiet time God be
praised. And, having any meeting for matters of controversy with his neighbours, doth
assemble an army of horsemen and footmen to win his demands with strong hand …
Witness: The dean, archdeacon and chancellor deposes that the said archbishop doth
go in his coat of defence and weapon in town and country.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
According to the document, what had Magrath said in relation to his relationship with
the Pope? [Article 5]
How had Meiler allegedly sought to gain favour amongst Catholics? [Article 6]
What were the results of Magrath’s extortions on his clergy? [Article 14]
What evidence is offered in support of the claim that Magrath engaged in excessive
brutality? [Article 32]
How did Meiler like to travel around the town and countryside of Cashel? [Article 33]

Interpretation and Criticism
Identify the flaws in Magrath’s character which are highlighted in this document.
From what the document reveals, do you think Magrath was fulfilling his duties as an
archbishop?
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What factors should be taken into account in your assessment of the reliability of this
source?
What political or religious objectives may have prompted the writing of this
document?
How effective is this document in achieving its purpose?
Wider Context
Based upon other sources you have examined, why do you think the evidence in this
source on Magrath’s clerical career sparked such a divisive controversy?
From you wider reading, assess the effects of Magrath’s behaviour on efforts to
establish the Reformation in Ireland?
How has this document changed your interpretation of Meiler Magrath as an
historical figure?
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Document 8
An extract from a report by the archbishop of Cashel, Meiler Magrath, reflecting on
the state of Ireland, and the means of increasing the revenues, amending the
government, and withstanding Spanish practices, 30 May 1592 (*Calendar of State
Papers, Ireland, 63/164 no. 47, pp 493-501).
Description of Document
As former bishop from a family with a long history of ecclesiastical service to the
Catholic Church, Meiler Magrath’s intellectual ability and grasp of the intricacies of
Gaelic politics was unsurpassed and he regularly relayed information on alleged
political conspiracy to the English administration. In 1592 he provided Queen
Elizabeth with a clear-headed analysis of the state of Ireland. The document, which
runs to almost fourteen pages in the *Calendar of State Papers, is both well informed
and skilfully argued. It covers a wide variety of topics from measures to augment
royal revenue to the means of combating the spread of non-conformity or *recusancy.
It also contains a delineation of the various groups of ‘discontented people’ whose
loyalty to the crown was questionable. The document concludes with a clever analysis
of the effects of the hegemony enjoyed by Hugh O’Neill and Hugh O’Donnell over
Magrath’s native Ulster. He also makes some proposals which the Queen should
consider to counter the power of the great Gaelic lords of Ulster. This ‘Book on
Ireland’ reveals the extent of Meiler Magrath’s shrewdness when it came to analysing
matters affecting the political and religious interests of the Tudor state.
Edited Transcript of Document
For the augmentation of Her Majesty’s revenues … Many towns have *recusants, rich
and of good ability and although they are governed by the English laws and officers;
it would be profitable to Her Majesty that each of such *recusants should be charged
with the maintenance of soldiers according to his ability … Many persons of account,
who were confederate traitors with the earl of *Desmond in his rebellion … remain
without pardon, which might, either by pardoning them or by doing justice as it shall
be thought right, yield great benefit to the crown …
It may please your honour to consider that Ireland … hath diverse sorts of
discontented people who will at the first entry of the enemy join with them. The first
are the old Irishry, which greedily thirst to enjoy their old accustomed manner of life
and liberty as they call it. The second sort are the remnant of the rebels whose
ancestors were worthily executed, or forced into banishment with loss of lands and
livings. The third sort are the practising papists, which under pretence of religion will
venture life and living, and do daily draw infinite numbers to their faction …The third
sort is very dangerous and crafty, being the strongest, the richest, the wisest, and the
most learned sort …
Articles needful to be inquired of by [ecclesiastical] commission … To inquire how
many have taken upon them to execute and exercise any public magistracy, office, or
calling, being not sworn to the oath of supremacy … and to minister the same oath to
all who presently execute public office … To inquire about how preachers and public
readers of scripture teach their doctrine and religion, and to plant in every city and
corporate town a fit preacher, who may truly and sincerely deliver the word of God …
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The lack and use of the right knowledge of God’s word is the chiefest cause of
rebellion and undutifulness against the Queen, which knowledge cannot be had in any
country unless the same word of God be in their natural tongue used amongst them.
Therefore seeing that the translating and printing thereof is allowed for in Ireland it
may please you … to recommend the same … to all well affected persons in England
and Ireland.
Under *Hugh O’Neill and Hugh O’Donnell, all Ulster was divided of old, of which
O’Donnell has but one part, and O’Neill has two parts … Under O’Neill and
O’Donnell are other inferior lords … first, under Hugh O’Neill are these six:Maguire, O’Cahan, McMahon, Magennis, McQuillain and O’Hanlon. These six
principal men are very willing to be rid from the power of O’Neill and to be
immediately under Her Majesty … O’Neill and O’Donnell have diverse competitors,
that will be glad to have the Queen’s countenance against them, whereby it is evident
that there is no country in Ulster, nor in any place in Ireland, that will not take the
Queen’s part to root out the principal lord of the country that resist Her Majesty’s
plans, if good means are offered to them.
And besides this, every one of these great lords have delivered their several *pledges
for performance of their duties… and they will not refuse to deliver a Romish bishop,
seminary priests, or friars, if they were sought for, of whom in truth the Irishry are
weary already, for their sinful and evil examples. Also it is to be noted that in Ulster
and Connaught, and within the English Pale itself, are monasteries, where at this time
many friars remain … whereby the Queen’s enemies are the more emboldened for
any attempt against Her Highness. Of which monasteries, to my remembrance, are in
Ulster sixteen, and in Connaught twelve, and more, in each of them, which I cannot
fully remember, but so much I may set down by their names if you please.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
What measures does Magrath propose to increase Elizabeth’s revenues from Ireland?
[Paragraph, For the augmentation of Her Majesty’s revenues …]
List the three groups of people in Ireland whose loyalty could not be counted on.
[Paragraph, It may please your honour to consider…]
List the inquiries to be undertaken by the ecclesiastical commission proposed by
Magrath. [Paragraph, Articles need to be inquired of…]
What advantages does Magrath see in making copies of the Bible available in Irish?
[Line, The lack and use of the right knowledge …]
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Why does Magrath think that O’Neill and O’Donnell’s power and influence in Ulster
can be undermined? [Paragraph, Under Hugh O’Neill and Hugh O’Donnell …]
Interpretation and Criticism
What does the document tell you about Magrath’s point of view and personal
opinions?
Do you think political or religious concerns prompted him to write this document?
What evidence of bias, distortion and propaganda is apparent in this document?
To what extent does Magrath’s analysis and the proposals he built on it offer the basis
for a clear and effective policy for the crown’s dealings with Gaelic Ulster lords?
Wider Context
What evidence in this source aids your understanding of why English saw a link
between the secret exercise of Catholicism and treason?
Using the evidence in this other documents, give an assessment of the quality of
Magrath’s religious leadership and his contribution to the establishment of the
Protestant Reformation in Ireland.
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Document 9
A translation of a poetical satire on Meiler Magrath by the Reverend Eoghan Ó
Dubhthaigh, Maol gan Mhuire agus Muire gan Mhaol, c1577 (Cuthbert Mág Craith
(ed.), Dán na mBráthar Mionúr, Dublin, 1967, poem 27).
Description of Document
A very different insight into Meiler Magrath’s career is offered in this long Irish poem
by Eoghan Ó Dubhthaigh [Eoghan O’Duffy]. He was a Franciscan friar from Ulster
who wrote a scathing satire primarily directed at Magrath. Gaelic bards were
frequently employed by great Irish families to produce praise poetry which eulogised
a particular family’s history or achievements. However, some poets also composed
religious poetry designed to castigate the work of heretics in Ireland. The text of the
poem is to a large extent a denunciation of Protestant clerics including Magrath who
had belittled the Virgin Mary by taking wives. The recurring refrain of the poem is a
pun on Meiler’s name in Irish, Maolmhuire, ‘the devotee of Mary’ which O’Duffy
transliterates into Mhaol gan Mhuire or ‘Meiler without Mary.’ The poem was written
not only to ridicule Meiler’s reputation but also to fulfil a populist missionary
intention. O’Duffy was a renowned preacher who lived an austere and saintly life
travelling the country delivering sermons that frequently transfixed the audience for
up to three hours. It was remarked that he often concluded his sermons by reciting
elegant Irish verses which contained the essence of his religious teachings. It would
not have been lost on those who listened to O’Duffy’s poems that both Meiler and his
Catholic wife were warned of the fiery torments of hell which awaited them as a
punishment for their sins. As such O’Duffy’s work can be seen as part of the
emerging Counter Reformation assault upon heresy and its adherents in Ireland.
Edited Transcript of Document
25
O, William and Matthew, you pair of bears,
O, Myler without Mary, - O, Myler impure;
The mother of the King of heaven is better,
glan
Than you yourselves and your three wives.

28
A wife (you have) like to her husband,
A husband unlike the human race;
d’aoinne;
He is not the Myler of Mary, but the
Myler of Annie,
Who bartered his faith for flesh on Fridays.
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‘Uilliam is Mhathghamhain
nach cain,
Mhaol gan Mhuire is Maol nach
Is fearr mathair Riogh na ndúl
Na sibh féin is bhar dtriur ban.

Bean is cosamhail re a cheile,
Is fear resh nach cosamhail
Ni Maol Mhire acht Maol Aine,
Do reic a naire a fheoil Aoine.

29
On that day when the judge on the
tsleibhemount appears,
The judge supreme, - the most mighty;
The judge of every land will punish
In his wrath the Myler of Annie.

Da

dtigeadh

breitheamh

an

Ri is breitheamh is aille! –
Chuirfeadh brietheamh gach tire
Rinn a phice agus Maol Aine.
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Do not corrupt the faith,
soachran,
Thou real son of disreputable woman;
A woman who is both humpy and deformed,
rocan,
O, Myler without Mary! – O Myler
Without remorse!

Ar

an

gcreideamh

na

cuir

Istigh na amuigh na ar chnocan,
Bean ar a bhfuil cnapan mor is
A Mhaoil gan Mhuire,
A Mhail gan hatan.
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May you not Myler wear your polished
boots,
O, Myler without Mary, thou lustful
Brute;
bhoicht,
May you not wear, O, poor friar
Those tight spurs on your heels.

Nar mhaire do bhutuis lom,
A Mhaol gan Mhuire is trom ar
mnáibh;
nar mhaire thú, a bhrathair
do spuir go docht ar do shail.
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O, Myler without Mary! O, Myler Magrath!
Sad the fate that has happened you;
Myler without Mary, and Mary without
sibh,
Myler,
bhoicht,
Is your name for evermore.

A Mhaoil gan Mhuire, a Mhaoil
Mheig Craith!
do-chim, nach maith a n-abair
Maol mhaire thu, a bhrathair
t’anim baiste sgaoil mar sin.

58
O, Myler without Mary you foolish man,
leamh,
You are not on your way to heaven;
Myler without mass – Myler without
ord,
Mission,
Myler on his march to hell of eternal
torments.

A Mhaoil gan Mhuire, ataoi
dul ar neamh ní hé do thriall;
Maol gan Aifrionn, Maol gan
Maol go hIfrionn is borb pian.
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59
O, Myler without faith & without God,
Mhaoil
O, Myler without Jesus of boundless
power;
You shall descend into fire everlasting,
With your frantic wife leaning on your arm.
leat.

A Mhaoil gan chreidiomh, a
gan Dia,
A Mhaoil gan Íosa is sia neart,
rachair síos go lasair ghéir
‘s do bhean féin ar leath-láimh

68
O, Myler without Mary, cease your
raving,
From the Virgin withhold your profane
tongue;
Feasting in Lent and a wife to kiss,
A strange rule of faith for an Archbishop.

A Mhaoil gan Mhuire, ná bí borb;
ná labhair ré Muire go garg;
feoil Chorghois is bean ar bord
olc an t-ord ag easbog ard.

106
To the friar whose religion is false,
To Myler Magrath, the *apostate;
Until he submits to God’s word, the boor,
Give him a box on each big jaw.

An brathair bocht nach maith
reacht,
Maol Mhuire Mág Craith igclí
no go ngeille se do Dhia,
Dorn ar gach giall don daoi

Explanatory Note
‘O William and Matthew’
Matthew Sheyn was consecrated Protestant bishop of Cork in 1572 after the Catholic
bishop, Richard Dixon, had been removed by the crown. According to Richard
Stanihurst Sheyn was educated at Oxford and Paris. In the poem O’Duffy condemns
him for inciting a great disturbance in Cork by preaching against devotion to the
Virgin Mary. He died on 13 June 1583.
William Casey was appointed Protestant bishop of Limerick in 1551 by Edward VI.
Some years later Queen Mary deprived him of the bishopric because he had married
contrary to the laws of the Church. Queen Elizabeth subsequently restored him. He
died on 7 February 1591.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
Who wrote it?
For what purpose was it written?
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What are the principal accusations made against Meiler Magrath in this document?
Why does the poet refer to Magrath as ‘not the Myler of Mary, but the Myler of
Annie’?
What judgments does the poet make on Magrath’s clerical career?
Interpretation and Criticism
What evidence in the source helps you understand why it was written?
What does the document tell you about the poet’s background, point of view and
interests?
Does the poet wish to inform, rebuke or persuade Meiler Magrath?
How effective is this poem in achieving its purpose?
Wider Context and Comparison
How does this poem enhance your understanding of the type of action employed by
Catholics clerics in Ireland against the Reformation?
What wider conclusions as to contemporary attitudes to Magrath can be drawn from
this source?
In what context is the author of this poem mentioned in *Philip O’Sullivan Beare’s
Compendium of the Catholic History of Ireland (Document 10)? What effect is this
poem said to have had upon Meiler’s wife?
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Document 10
‘The Pseudo-Archbishop of Cashel’ (*Philip O’Sullivan Beare, Compendium of the
Catholic History of Ireland, Lisbon, 1621, in Matthew Byrne (ed.), Ireland under
Elizabeth, chapters towards a history of Ireland in the reign of Elizabeth, Dublin,
1903, ch. xii, pp 16-17).
Description of Document
Having fled Ireland in the aftermath of the disastrous defeat suffered by the Irish at
the battle of Kinsale in 1600, *Philip O’Sullivan Beare became a solider in the service
of Spain. He decided to write about the ancient glories of Ireland and with the help of
some friends began amassing sources of materials. By 1618 he had completed his
Compendium of the Catholic History of Ireland. Written in Latin, The Compendium
gained a wide circulation on the continent and was to have a lasting impact on Irish
historiography. O’Sullivan’s target audience was clearly Catholic as the central
premise of his work was that Irish Christian life had been stifled by the tyrannical
persecution of Protestant heretics. Essentially, he wrote his history from the viewpoint
that English rule of Ireland was illegal and unjust. He lists Irish Catholics who had
been martyred for their religion including Archbishop *Richard Creagh. In the same
vein, those Irish who had aligned themselves with the English were criticized. Meiler
Magrath, as one who had allied with the heretics, did not escape his ire. O’Sullivan
describes how Meiler was bribed and how he willingly abandoned his allegiance to
the Catholic faith. His wife, Ann O’Meara, supposedly a devout Catholic, is portrayed
as having a crisis of conscience following a meeting with the Franciscan friar, Eoghan
O’Duffy. The friar had written a satire on Meiler and his family warning them of the
fate that awaited them in the afterlife as a punishment for their heresy (Document 9).
With its negative emphasis on heresy and its outlandish praise for Catholic
martyrdom, the Compendium should be treated cautiously. Nevertheless, it offers an
interesting insight into contemporary Catholic perspectives on Meiler’s faults and
inherent wickedness.
Edited Transcript of Document
As it is right that these whole and glorious men who attained by their merits the
highest praise on earth and eternal happiness in heaven should be celebrated in books
and records, so on the other hand the wicked and abandoned men should not be
passed over in silence, in order that not only might the living justly condemn them,
but also that posterity might execrate [curse] their name. And so Meiler, a man not as
exalted in birth as famous in wickedness, entered into religion in which he conducted
himself in a very irregular way and with very little of the manner of the religious.
Consecrated a priest and endowed by the Pope with no little power and authority, he
set out from Rome to Ireland as if he were going to denounce the new dogmatic errors
of the English, but, perhaps, thinking otherwise in his mind; for from the time he
reached England, I am informed, he used to carry the apostolic letters in a large
beautiful pyx [a altar vessel in which wafers for the Eucharist are kept] or locket
which hung openly from his neck and was obvious to everyone, for no other purpose
but that he might betray himself and his calling. Being arrested by the ministers of
justice, he was brought, together with the apostolic letters, before Queen Elizabeth or
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her council, and deserted with little unwillingness the Catholic religion, readily
embracing the Queen’s sect with bribes before he performed the least duty.
Then made pseudo bishop of Cashel, he right away in unholy union wedded Anna
(alias Amy or Aíne) Ni-Meara. She upon a Friday would not eat meat. ‘Why is it
wife,’ said Meiler, ‘that you will not eat meat with me?’ ‘It is,’ said she, ‘because I do
not wish to commit a sin with you.’ ‘Surely,’ said he, ‘you committed a far greater sin
in coming to the bed of a friar.’ The same woman asked by Meiler why she wept:
‘Because,’ said she, ‘Eugene [Eoghan] who was with me today assured by strong
proof and many holy testimonies that I would be condemned to hell if I should die in
a state of being your wife, and I am frightened and cannot help crying lest this be
true.’ ‘Indeed,’ said Meiler, ‘if you hope otherwise your hope will lead you astray,
and not for the possibility but for the reality should you fret.’ Not longer after Anna
(Amy or Aíne) died consumed with grief. This Eugene [Eoghan O’Duffy] who then,
as at many other times, had endeavoured to bring her back to a good life was, a
Franciscan friar, some of his rather incisive poems, written in Irish against Meiler and
other heretics, are extant. Well, the wicked Miler married a second wife, and now
lives sinning, not in ignorance but willingly. He does not hunt priests nor endeavour
to detach Catholics from the true religion. He is now nearly worn out with age.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
What does O’Sullivan Beare say about the circumstances surrounding Magrath’s
arrest in England? [Line, he set out from Rome to Ireland…]
What does he say about Meiler’s conversion to Protestantism? [Line, Being arrested
by the ministers of justice…]
According to O’Sullivan Beare, what anxieties had consumed Magrath’s wife, Ann
O’Meara? [Paragraph, Then made pseudo [Protestant] bishop of Cashel…]
Interpretation and Criticism
Why did O’Sullivan Beare call Meiler Magrath the ‘pseudo archbishop of Cashel’?
What opinions and interests might have influenced what O’Sullivan Beare wrote
about Magrath?
Did O’Sullivan Beare wish to give an accurate picture of Magrath’s life? (Check the
words in the source as they may tell you whether he was trying to be impartial or
subjective.)
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Wider Context
Based upon the knowledge you have acquired in other sources and from your
textbook, do you think this source offers a valid representation of Meiler Magrath’s
clerical career?
Consider the value of this source in constructing a sound historical narrative on
Magrath’s life.
To what extent does the evidence in this document highlight O’Sullivan Beare’s
commitment to Counter Reformation action?
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Document 11
A report by Thomas Jones, archbishop of Dublin, on several abuses discovered in the
dioceses of Cashel, Emly, Lismore and Waterford, 4 August 1607 (*Calendar of State
Papers, Ireland, James I, 63/222 no. 315).
Description of Document
By the final years of Elizabeth’s reign many English-born bishops and statesmen in
Ireland viewed Magrath with intense suspicion. In 1601 Sir Robert Cecil remarked
that Magrath had ‘irreligiously suffered his church to lie like a hog sty.’ Rumours of
Magrath’s uncontrolled nepotism and his appropriation for personal use of the
church’s revenues (*simony) were widespread. These revenues were supposed to be
used by Meiler as a wage for the spiritual care of his flock and to promote the better
establishment of the Protestant faith in his diocese. In 1607 an ecclesiastical
commission set up by government and headed by Thomas Jones, archbishop of
Dublin, visited the dioceses under Magrath’s control. This visitation reported on the
material condition of churches and on the provision (or otherwise) of religious
services and education in the four dioceses in Meiler’s pastoral care. What the
commission discovered clearly came as a shock to Jones. The impoverishment of the
Protestant Church by the illegal seizure of its revenues by relatives of a bishop or
clergyman was not uncommon in Ireland at this time, but Meiler took dishonesty and
corruption to new levels. Despite the fact that he was the an archbishop of the
Reformed Church, Meiler had brought up his children as Catholics and he had
succeeded in placing his young sons and daughters into various church positions.
Magrath’s sons enjoyed a long list of the livings or incomes of the church. His son,
Marcus, for example, held the archdeaconry of Cashel and received the entire profits
worth £30 per annum. In a damning statement on Meiler’s commitment to the
Protestant church, Sir John Davis, the attorney-general, noted that there was but one
inhabitant of Cashel that actually attended church services ‘for even the Archbishop’s
own sons and sons-in-law’ were ‘obstinate *recusants.’
Edited Transcript of Document
This visitation … was enjoined by special commission of the Deputy and Council to
visit the four diocese of the Cashel, Emly, Lismore and Waterford … The reason of
this employment proceeded from a constant report … that many and very foul
disorders and abuses are committed by Archbishop Magrath in the government of
those diocese … We have discovered such abuses and enormities through Archbishop
Magrath’s misjudgement (especially in the dioceses of Cashel and Emly) as I could
never have believed upon the report of others; and I am indeed much grieved that a
man [Magrath] of his profession, so much graced by her late Majesty and so highly
advanced in the church as to have the charge of four bishoprics, should so far neglect
his pastoral charge, or rather quite pervert it, against a good conscience and without
regard of his own reputation…
I am sorry to see such abuses, which are of themselves a sufficient motive to induce
people in those two dioceses of Cashel and Emly to conceive and think that amongst
them (the Protestants) there is no religion. I have for many times heretofore
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admonished the Archbishop…in regard to [his] participation in *simony and leasing
over the livings [incomes] to his sons and allies to the havoc of the church.
A note of several abuses in the dioceses of Cashel, Emly, Lismore and Waterford
discovered by examination of the incumbents …
There are not above six churches in repair in these two dioceses. The cathedral church
of Cashel is in decay; the cathedral church of Emly [is] quite ruinous. The yearly
profits belonging to the cathedral church of Cashel are leased by the Archbishop.
The college of vicars choral at Cashel, which the original foundation should contain
eight vicars chorals, an organist, and a sexton, to attend the daily service in the
cathedral church with allowance of £8 per annum to each of them, is now by the
Archbishop reduced to the number of two poor vicars and the whole living pertaining
to the college is leased by Archbishop Magrath … to the use of Redmond, his son, the
yearly rent of £24 only reserved.
The mansion house of the church of Cashel is leased by the late dean, and the lease is
confirmed by the Archbishop … The chauntership of the church of Cashel … is
leased by James Magrath, the Archbishop’s son, the lease confirmed by the
Archbishop, and only a very small rent reserved … The chancellorship of the
cathedral church of Cashel, now possessed by John O’Hassen, a priest … is leased
over to Redmond, the Archbishop’s son …The treasurership of the cathedral church
of Cashel, possessed by one Dermott Ultagh…who did not appear before us, but … it
is returned, by inquest … that the Archbishop himself receives the profits.
There be some other livings in these two diocese of Cashel and Emly whereof some
poor men, priests and others carry the name, but they have little learning or
sufficiency, and indeed are fitter to keep hogs than serve in the church … it seems
strange unto me that in so civil a province, and in the compass of 40 miles (which is
the length of these diocese, as I am informed), there is not one preacher or good
minister to teach the subjects their duties to God and His Majesty …

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
What class of document is this?
When was it written?
For what purpose was it written?
What does the report say about the discoveries made in relation to Magrath’s
administration of his diocese? [Paragraph, This visitation…was enjoined by special
commission …]
What might the people of Cashel and Emly be expected to believe having witnessed
Magrath’s abuses at first hand? [Paragraph, I am sorry to see such abuses …]
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What was the physical state of the churches in Cashel and Emly? [Paragraph, there
are not above six churches …]
How had Magrath and his sons enriched themselves at the expense of the church?
[Paragraph, The college of vicars choral…and Paragraph, the mansion house of the
church …]
What is Archbishop Jones’ estimation of the provision of religious services in
Magrath’s dioceses of Cashel and Emly? [Paragraph, There be some other livings in
these …]
Interpretation and Criticism
Did Archbishop Jones have first-hand knowledge of Magrath’s abuses? Or did he
simply report what others saw or heard of?
Does Archbishop Jones express a point of view or opinion? What personal
conclusions does he come to regarding Magrath’s career?
What kind of man was Magrath? To what extent does this document support or
contradict the idea that his actions were corrupt or deceitful? Was he immoral?
Wider Context
How does this document add to your understanding of official English attitudes to
Magrath?
What does the source reveal about the problems faced by those who sought a
thorough reformation of religious practices in Ireland?
Does the evidence in this document support or contradict prior knowledge you have
obtained from the textbook or from other sources about abuses committed by
Protestant clergymen in the administration of the Church of Ireland in the sixteenth
century?
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Document 12
A description of Meiler Magrath’s memorial tomb at St. Patrick’s cathedral at Cashel
(Walter Harris (ed.), The works of *James Ware concerning Ireland, revised and
improved … vol. I containing the history of the bishops, Dublin, 1739-46, p. 485).
Description of Document
Shortly before his death Meiler Magrath had an elaborate monument constructed to
his memory at St. Patrick’s cathedral in Cashel. In 1621 he made a will directing that
his body be interred in the cathedral and composed a fitting epitaph in Latin to adorn
his tomb. Patrick Kerin [alias Kearin], a renowned sculptor whose work can be found
in churches across Counties Limerick, Tipperary and Kilkenny, constructed Meiler’s
monument. The tombs of Catholic clergymen commonly featured various religious
symbols especially the cross and figures of saints and the Virgin and child. Magrath’s
tomb features an effigy dressed in full Roman vestments, mitred and bearing a cross,
the vestments certainly not being those of a Protestant bishop of this period. This had
led to some speculation that Meiler wished to be remembered and commemorated
after his death as a Catholic rather than as a Protestant bishop. *Sir James Ware noted
that Catholics had a tradition that Magrath was not buried in this tomb but secretly
elsewhere. Attention was also drawn to the cryptic and inscrutable nature of the
epitaph. From a literal reading of the final two lines of the epitaph it would appear
that Meiler’s remains may not lie in the tomb. Ware suggested that it was more likely
that these lines hinted at a ‘separate existence of the soul and the body.’ Another
interpretation of Meiler’s epitaph suggests that he considered himself an impostor at
Cashel and that he looked upon the bishopric of Down and Connor, granted by the
Pope, as his only true calling in his spiritual life. In endeavouring to leave a final
memorial to posterity, Meiler has left yet more questions about his life. It seems
reasonable to assume that he died both a Catholic and a Protestant – inwardly
Catholic but outwardly Protestant in order to safeguard the financial and legal
inheritance he had he had secured for his offspring.
Edited Transcript of Document
On the verge of the monument is cut the name of the architect:
Patricius Kearin fecerat illud opus
Patrick Kearin made this monument.
Meiler’s personal epitaph on the tomb translated from Latin into English reads as
follows:
There had come in times of old to Down as his first station
The most holy Patrick, the great glory of our land;
Succeeding him, would that I had been as holy as he,
So of Down at first I was prelate;
But England, behind thy sceptre for fifty years I worshipped,
I pleased thy chiefs in times of noisy wars.
Here where I am placed, I am not, and thus the case is,
Nor am I in both places, but am in each place. 1621
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He that judgeth me is the Lord – I Cor. 4.
Let him who stands take care lest he fall.

Document Questions
Description and Comprehension
Describe in detail each feature of the monument.
Explain the significance of each of the following visual components of the tomb:

Interpretation and Criticism
What message(s) was the sculptor trying to convey in this monument?
How does Magrath’s epitaph complement the visual message of the monument?
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What do you think Magrath meant by the final two lines of his epitaph?
Here where I am placed, I am not, and thus the case is,
Nor am I in both places, but am in each place.
Consider Magrath’s purpose in wording his epitaph in this way. Was it written with
the intention of leaving its meaning obscure or open to interpretation?
Do you think Magrath’s funeral monument offers substantial proof that he died
practising any particular religion? If yes, which one?
Wider Context
To what extent does Magrath’s life cast light on conflicting loyalties to monarchy and
religion in Elizabethan Ireland?
In your opinion, did Magrath ever succeed in fully resolving this conflict?
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