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Muirchú [St Muirchú, Muirchú maccu Machthéni] (fl. 697), 
biographer, is commemorated on 8 June. In his life of St Patrick, 
Muirchú calls himself Muirchú moccu Machthéni, that is, ‘Muirchú 
descendant of Machthéine’. Although the forms do not correspond 
exactly, it seems likely that he was a member of the minor kinship 
group called Tuath Mochthaine which lived on Mag Macha—the 
plain upon which Armagh lies. The reference by Muirchú to 
Cogitosus, biographer of St Brigit of Kildare, as pater ('father') has 
been taken by some to indicate a direct genealogical relationship, 
but since Cogitosus calls himself (nepos hÁedo (‘descendant of 
Áed’)), it is probable that their relationship was of a more spiritual 
nature. A gloss in one copy of the martyrology of Oengus refers to 
Muirchú and one Medrán as 'two brothers in Cell Murchon among 
the Uí Ailella' (Félire Óengusso, 145): if ‘Cell Murchon’ is Kilmorgan 
(in the barony of Corran, co. Sligo), then the Uí Ailella in question 
were probably those of Tirerrill in modern co. Sligo. Given Muirchú's
origin near, and career in, Armagh, it is possible that he retired to 
Connacht later in life.

Muirchú states that he undertook to write the life of St Patrick on 
the request of Bishop Áed of Sletty (in what is now Laois), but the 
exact time at which this request was made is difficult to determine. 
The so-called Additamenta to the Book of Armagh record that Áed
visited Armagh during the episcopacy of Ségéne (r. 661–88) in order 
to incorporate Sletty into the Patrician community of Armagh, so it is 
possible that he met Muirchú and made the suggestion at that point. 
However, both men also attended the Synod of Birr in 697, at which 
the law of Adomnán was promulgated, and while the record of this 
synod entitles Áed 'bishop' it seems he may have retired before 692 
when his successor Conchrad is known to have died. If he had 
retired to Armagh (which is by no means demonstrable) Áed could 
have made his request any time before his own death in 700.

The life of St Patrick is written in a dramatic and rhetorical style, 
and as such contrasts with the earlier Collectanea of Tírechán. 
Indeed, Muirchú was one of the earliest Irish hagiographers and 
stresses himself that only Cogitosus had steered his authorial boat 
through such uncharted waters. Despite its survival in a number of 



early manuscripts, most notably the early ninth-century Book of 
Armagh, reconstruction of Muirchú's original text is hampered by 
the varying order of the chapters. It is traditionally divided into two 
parts or 'books', though some have argued that Muirchú was not the 
author of the second, shorter, book, or that he wrote it after a gap of 
some years.

The text describes Patrick's evangelizing activities in Ireland, of 
which the most famous episode is his encounter with the high-king 
Lóegaire mac Néill and his druids at Tara. Muirchú's sources for the 
life included the Confessio of St Patrick (or at least a text 
incorporating parts of it), some possible poetical works, and local 
Armagh legends. In addition, he may have had access to the (now 
lost) liber of St Patrick which Tírechán had summarized, and in fact 
it is possible that Muirchú's work was commissioned to improve and 
replace this liber in the official Armagh hagiography of Patrick. As 
such, Muirchú's work is best seen in the context of seventh-century 
ecclesiastical politics, when Armagh was attempting to appropriate 
the cult of St Patrick and establish his primacy over Ireland. There 
are various instances in the life where Muirchú is clearly supporting 
the claims of Armagh at the expense of other churches, and 
distorting known facts in so doing. A notable example is the problem 
over the death and burial place of Patrick. Muirchú explains the 
evidently accepted location of his death at Saul and burial at Saul or 
Downpatrick (both in Down) by claiming that, on hearing of his 
imminent demise, Patrick intended to go to Armagh but was 
dissuaded by an angel, who stressed however that his 'pre-eminence' 
would be at Armagh. Furthermore, Muirchú relates that the 
subsequent dispute over possession of the saint's body was resolved 
miraculously by what he calls the 'fallacy' of the appearance of two 
bodies. In such cases, it is often difficult to determine how far 
Muirchú has manipulated earlier traditions in favour of Armagh, and 
overall the work is more valuable as a source for the Irish church in 
the seventh, rather than the fifth, century.
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