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Critics and editors of Shirley’s St. Patrick for Ireland, a neo-miracle play performed in Dublin in 1639, have traditionally viewed its setting in the mythic past—and its focus on a legendary hero’s confrontation with a magician who worships ancient Roman deities—as a sign of the dramatist’s avoidance of contemporary politics in Caroline Ireland.  This paper shows, to the contrary, that St. Patrick had become a lightning rod for Reformation and Counter-Reformation polemics in the 1630s.  In 1632 the English government seized control of St. Patrick’s Purgatory and suppressed the practice of Ireland’s most popular pilgrimage.  Edmund Spenser’s View of the Present State of Ireland, first published in Dublin in 1633, implied that St. Patrick’s brand of Christianity was corrupt from the start.  In 1636, an expanded English edition of Alphonso de Villegas’s Lives of the Saints appeared in Rouen, boasting on its title page the addition of “the lives of St. Patrick, St. Brigid, and St. Columba, Patrons of Ireland.”  The English translation of “The life of the Glorious Bishop St. Patrick” in this text appears to be Shirley’s source for his play.  Just three years later, the very year in which Shirley’s neo-miracle play was performed on the Irish stage, James Ussher, the Calvinist Archbishop of Armagh, devoted the final chapter of his magnum opus, Britannicarum ecclesiarum antiquitates, to defending the legacy of St. Patrick—and hence the Irish Church—from overzealous Protestant detractors.  Shirley not only signals his awareness of the ongoing controversy surrounding St. Patrick but wades into it himself, beginning with the play’s list of dramatis personae.  Shirley departs from his source materials with the decision to name St. Patrick’s nemesis Archimago.  By choosing the name of the malicious magician supposedly defeated by St. George and King Arthur in Spenser’s Faerie Queene, Shirley reveals his intent to rewrite the story of Ireland’s Christianization and to rehabilitate, in the process, the tarnished image of Ireland’s patron saint. 
