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Sometime in the latter part of the 18th century, Brian Merryman wrote a poem in Irish called
“Cuirt an Mhean Oiche”. After Frank O’Connor translated it into English in 1945, the work
was banned by the British Censorship Board. The forgetfulness of a tourist who left behind in
a hostel I was care-taking a copy of a David Marcus translation led me to stage what was
regarded as the hit of the GalwayArts Festival in 1992 when it was first produced by the
Druid Theater Company. Since then, it has gone on to tour with more than 150 performances
throughout Ireland.

During an interview with Bernie Ni Fhlatharta of the Connacht Tribune after the first run,
Bernie expressed a wish that some day I would have the courage to put it on as a one-man
show.

The story is that of a poet, who falls asleep and dreams he has been put on trial by the women
of Ireland. It is a very gutsy piece and bawdy in parts without being offensive. It has
something for everybody. The story line carries the audience along, with loads of humour,
earthy lyrics, and a very feminine message considering the lyrics and music were written by
two men.

This will be my project for the next few months. In keeping with the past I will draw from the
traditional repertoire and compose new music in different time signatures to keep the pace
and variety that will keep the audience interest and best deliver Merryman’s story.



This is an Aisling poem a dream but unlike any other. This is no Eire in the guise of fair
young maidens come to redress political oppression but an ugly bailiff whose main concern is
sex. It is not England who is the oppressor but the men of Ireland who are not up to the job of
fulfilling their sexual obligations. Tyrrell pulls no punches while having great fun with the
overtly sexual dimension of “The Midnight Court”, with no respect for stereotypes and
affirming in uncompromising fashion the rights of women to wholesome sex.

In many ways, this poem will always be timeless and takes a swipe at celibacy and political
corruption. It is as true today as when it was first written centuries ago. The scandal of Bishop
Casey hit the headlines while the production was still in rehearsal so the timing seemed
predestined. During a subsequent run in Galway beginning on Good Friday, the show was
deemed controversial and was taken right out of the league of “just another show” when the
national newspapers took up the Protestant ministers’ objection to its performance.

The show was last performed throughout Ireland at the request of Cumann Merryman in 2005
to celebrate the 200th anniversary of Brian Merryman’s death.

The show runs about 1 hour and 30 minutes with an intermission. It can be performed
acoustically or with sound equipment depending on venue and acoustics.
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Standish Hayes O' Grady has described the Midnight Court as the best poem written in
Gaelic, and as I read Mr. Ussher's translation I have felt, without sharing what seems to me
an extravagant opinion, that Giolla Meidhre, had political circumstances been different,
might have founded a modern Gaelic literature.
W. B. YEATS

Ba ghnáth mé ar siúl le ciumhais na habhann

Ar bháinseach úr is an drúcht go trom,

In aice na gcoillte i gcoim an tsléibhe

Gan mhairg gan mhoill ar shoilseadh an lae.

Do ghealadh mo chroí nuair chínn Loch Gréine,

An talamh, an tír, is íor na spéire

Ba thaitneamhach aoibhinn suíomh na sléibhte

Ag bagairt a gcinn thar dhroim a chéile.

It was my wont to wander beside the stream

On the soft greensward in the morning beam.

Where the woods stand thick on the mountainside

Without trouble or care what might betide.

My heart would leap at the lake's near blue,



The horizon and the far-off view.

The hills that rear their heads on high

Over each other's backs to spy.

Translated by Percy Arland Ussher from the Gaelic of Brian Merriman.
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