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In January 1919, the staff of the Monaghan Asylum 
barricaded the hospital gates, raised a red flag 
and established an independent Soviet commune. 
Exhausted by the hardships of the 1918 Spanish 
Flu pandemic, these ‘front-line’ workers overcame 
sectarian divides to strike for more humane working 
conditions and gender pay equity. Under the 
guidance of visionary union leader Peadar O’Donnell, 
they conceived of a form of ‘lock-in’ strike that 
would allow them to gain leverage over the asylum 
authorities without compromising the welfare of the 
more than 700 hospital residents. 
 
O’Donnell included both staff and patients in the 
planning and operation of the Soviet, all wearing 
identical uniforms. In the course of a dizzying 
fortnight, this unlikely collective of revolutionaries 
held off the advances of the Royal Constabulary; 
spurned the entreatments of Archbishops, politicians 

and the press, and even found the time for football 
matches and dances, presenting  a powerful vision of 
what a care-centred society could look like. 
 
I first came across the story of the “Monaghan 
Asylum Soviet” in 2016, and was taken aback by the 
nuanced and compassionate thinking behind this 
radical event, and that it had taken place so close to 
my homeplace. There was something in this story 
that corresponded with what, at my core, I want to 
talk about and bring to life in my work. 
 
The idea to create an opera around this story grew 
from a single preoccupation. How must it have felt to 
have been a resident at the Monaghan Asylum during 
those astonishing events of 1919 - to have been given 
a momentary sense of worth and inclusion - and 
to subsequently endure decades of anonymity and 
repression in institutional care?

Michael Gallen  
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‘THE MAKING OF THIS OPERA 
HAS THRIVED UPON THE 
SAME SPIRIT OF COLLECTIVE 
ACTION AS THE EVENTS IT 
REIMAGINES’



There are stories that need music to be truly told, 
and I felt that in making Elsewhere I might be able 
to encapsulate all of the thrill, humour, hope and 
heartbreak that makes this history so unique. In the 
opera, the events of 1919 unfold through the visions of 
Celine, a patient who, decades later, remains ‘locked 
in’ to the moment of the Soviet, believing herself to be 
its leader. 

My search for the voices of Elsewhere has been a 
person-centred one. In 2019 I spent two months 
working at the Hôpital Psychiatrique de Malévoz in 
Switzerland. I ran workshops with the residents there 
but primarily spent my time listening, and learning 
to appreciate the deep reserves of humour and 
compassion that make humans a resource for one 
another even in the most challenging circumstances. 
It was through the many conversations had in 
Malévoz that Celine’s voice began to manifest for 
me; a person possessed with great intelligence 
and empathy who - like many others - falters in 
the attempt to communicate herself in a way that 
conforms to the majoritive idea of ‘normality’. 
 
In the two years since, my co-librettists (poet 
Annemarie Ní Churreáin and playwright Dylan 
Coburn Gray) and I have carefully woven two stories 
together; the fascinating history of the Soviet and the 
tale of a woman who must dig unimaginably deep 
within herself to find her freedom and autonomy. 
  
 

The world in which Celine abides is drawn from 
the cadence of murmured litanies, the hum of ETC 
machines, the gentle loping of the border accent… 
At times she also succeeds in bringing a raucous 
and riotous vision to life, whirling the characters and 
musical forces around her into a frenzy of wildness 
and colour. I found a great creative freedom in 
conjuring the diverse personalities that populate 
Celine’s “elsewhere”, using aspects of traditional and 
contemporary music - even the cabaret-kitsch of her 
nemesis, the “Inspector of Lunatics” - to deliver the 
energy and mood needed for their work routines, 
medical procedures, games, negotiations, and revolts.  

The making of this opera has thrived upon the 
same spirit of collective action as the events it 
reimagines. As I write, the whole Straymaker family 
is busy working in our hive in Monaghan: a sublime, 
indomitable cast of performers and a deeply 
imaginative production team all being imbued with 
ferocious energy by director Tom Creed, conductor 
Fiona Monbet and producer Maura O’Keeffe. We are 
making an opera that is deeply rooted in our own 
creative culture - at the margins, on a border, at the 
edge of a continent - and which I believe is all the 
more ambitious and contemporary for it. Elsewhere 
is at times thrilling, challenging, hilarious, devastating 
- all of these have their place in this almost-
unbelievable story. It is an honour to be bringing it 
to life on the Abbey stage - the imagined future of a 
forgotten past. 
 
Michael Gallen
November 2021

Julia Macarez (viola) 
Image: Shawn Fitzgerald-Ahern



Tom Creed 
Images: Shawn Fitzgerald-Ahern

Fiona Monbet



Mary-Lou McCarthy 
The Gallen and Beirne families 
Somhairle MacConghail, Shirley McClerkin and all at 
Monaghan 
Arts Office 
Déirdriú McQuaid/Creative Monaghan  
Darren McQuillan, Jaki Maughan, Carl McGinn, 
Brendan Carr, Raymond Hanratty, Hannah O’Connor, 
Sandra Lord, David Clarke, Catherine Cumiskey and 
the staff and Board of Management at Íontas Arts 
and Community Centre, Castleblayney 
Katie Sanderson 
Darren McCreesh 
Niall Doyle 
Neil Murray 
Olga Barry 
Louis Roden 
Alex Petcu 
Nora Hickey M’Sichili/Centre Culturel Irlandais, Paris 
Gabriel Bender and the staff and residents at the 
Hôpital Psychiatrique de Malévoz 
Prof. Brendan Kelly, TCD 
The Monaghan Museum 
The Gaasthuismuseum, Geel 
The staff at St. Davnet’s Hospital, Monaghan 
Dr. Niamh NicGabhann, UL 
Kathleen Tynan, Andrew Synott and the Royal Irish 
Academy of Music 
Dearbhla Collins 
David Adams 
Shane Mac an Bhaird 
Daire Hall 
Dublin City Arts Office 
Meath Arts Office 

The Blayney Blades 
St. Maeldoid’s Church, Castleblayney 
The National Concert Hall 
Don Black & all at Wesley House 
Niall McClean/Monaghan Music and Piano Centre 
Christine Monk 
Fergus Shiel 
Diego Fasciati 
Robert Read 
Mary Sheehan 
Florentina Burcea 
Barry Conway and The Lir Academy 
Damian and Catherine Gribbin 
Bailey Gibson and Sons 
Gavin O’Sullivan and Irish National Opera 
Eamon Fox 
Eoin Heaney 
Brian Daly 
Don Black 
Jason Coogans 
Ciaran Murphy 
Trevor Price 
Gavin Mooney 
Ian Thompson
Art Furey  
Jennifer Farrell, Miriam Foley, Tara Timmons, Aishling 
McWalter and all at the Beckett Locke Apartments 
Louise, Eleanor, Aiste, Elizabeth, Conor, Donnchadh, 
Fionn, Maria and Seàn at the Glencarn Hotel

Special  
thanks to 



ABBEY THEATRE STAFF

Andrea Ainsworth  
Donal Ayton
Cliff Barragry 
Johanna Bear 
Roxzan Bowes  
Maeve Brennan  
Maeubh Brennan 
Susan Bryan  
Nicola Burke
Orla Burke  
Simon Burke  
Eoin Byrne  
Maura Campbell  
David Carpenter  
Daire Cavanagh  
Owen Vincent Clarke 
Conall Coleman  
Derek Conaghy 
Lilly Conlon  
Evan Connolly  
Jeff Conway
Jen Coppinger 
Karl Corr 
Fiona Cradock  
Kate Crook  
Richard Curwood 
Sophia Dalton 
Mairéad Delaney  
Karima Dillon
Pat Dillon
Debbie Doak  
Bronagh Doherty  
Colin Doran
Con Doyle
Laura Doyle
Ken Dunne
Morgan Dunne  
Danny Erskine  
Breege Fahy
Dylan Farrell
Eimear Farrell
Lisa Farrelly
Kate Finn
John Finnegan
Craig Flaherty
Neasa Flannery
Ellen Fleming
Robert Flynn 
Veronica Foo
Tara Furlong
Sophie Furlong Tighe  
Derek Garland  
Donna Geraghty

Catherine Griffin  
John Gunning  
Fergus Hannigan  
Grace Healy  
Brenda Herbert  
Daniel Hickey  
William Hickey  
Dermot Hicks  
James Hickson  
Dara Hogan  
Laura Honan 
Philip Hughes
Narges Jahani 
Vlatka Jeh
Larry Jones  
Izzy Jones-McAuley 
Sarah Jones 
Muireann Kane  
Maeve Keane  
Conor Kelly  
Fergus Kelly  
Yvonne Kelly  
Ailbhe Kelly-Miller  
Tom Kennedy  
Shane Kenny  
Andy Keogh
Phil Kingston
Michael Kyle
Luke Lamont
Marie Lawlor
Adrian Leake
Patrick Lehane
Ciara Lynch
Bridget Lynskey Faust  
Julia MacConville  
Darren Magnier
Scott Maguire  
Stephen Maguire 
Claire Maher 
Heather Maher  
Elaine Mannion 
Éadaoin McCarrick  
Davy McChrystal 
Aoife McCollum 
Dan McDermott  
Kevin McFadden  
Róisín McGann  
Aidan McGillan  
Ciaran McGlynn  
Terence McGoff  
Grace McKiernan  
Caitríona McLaughlin  
Gus McNamara  

Victoria Miller  
Nadine-Mary Moore  
Adrian Moylan 
Conor Mullan
Kevin Mullaney
Tara Mulvihill
Aoife Murphy  
Donna Murphy  
Eimer Murphy 
Kathyann Murphy 
Orlagh Murphy  
Agnieszka Myszka  
Marykerin Naughton  
Emily Ní Bhroin  
Síofra Ní Chiardha  
Pawel Nieworaj  
Mark O’Brien
Adam O’Connell  
Esther O’Connor  
Colin O’Connor  
Jack O’Dea
Tara O’Reilly  
Emma-Kate O’Reilly  
Selina O’Reilly  
Simon O’Reilly  
Valentina Quiroga  
Laura Rainsford 
Martin Reid
Dean Reidy
Fiona Reynolds 
Zoë Reynolds
Seán Roper Nolan 
Josh Roxby
Pat Russell
Barbara Ryan 
Aidah Sama
Joe Sanders 
Andrew Smith 
Sarah Smith 
Sharon Sorohan 
Fergal Styles 
Cydney Thompson 
Seán Treacy 
Leanne Vaughey 
Sean Walsh
Jesse Weaver 
Sarah-Jane Williams 
Sally Withnell 
Monika Wlodarczyk 
Bill Woodland 
Damien Woods 
Diarmuid Woods

BOARD
Mairéad Delaney
Máire O’Higgins
Michael Owens
Dr. Frances Ruane (Chair) 
Michael West



ABBEY THEATRE 
SUPPORTERS

GOLD AMBASSADORS 
Behaviour and Attitudes 

SILVER AMBASSADORS 
Trocadero

DIRECTORS’ CIRCLE 
Tony Ahearne
Richard and Sherril Burrows 
Pat Butler
The Cielinski Family
Deirdre Finan
Donal Moore
Sheelagh O’Neill
Dr. Frances Ruane
Susan and Denis Tinsley
Lloyd Weinreb 
 
SILVER PATRONS 
Frances Britton
Tommy Gibbons
Dr. John Keane
Andrew Mackey
Eugenie Mackey
Eugene Magee
Gerard and Liv McNaughton
The Kathleen Murphy Foundation

CORPORATE GUARDIANS 

PRINCIPAL PARTNER

PROGRAMME PARTNERS


