
I have never thought of my work as epic. But in 2018 
I answered a callout, looking for ideas on that theme, 
and in time those ideas became this show. Previously, 
I would have described my work as informal, domestic, 
everyday. But now I had the chance, not to completely 
change my direction, but to be able to tell my stories in 
a new way. An epic way. Another big opportunity for me 
was to write a historical piece. The only trouble was that 
I was never taught the history of Scotland. But rather 
than feel embarrassed about that, I began to question 
why. Why are there aspects of our history and especially 
Scottish cultural history that have been hidden from us? 
Why is it considered dangerous to be equipped with 
knowledge? What could that information have done for 
a young working-class boy that was trying to find his 
voice? Maybe by understanding the past he could see 
his present in a new light. And – believe it or not – even 
imagine a future. Aspects of public and private life that 
were taken as a given could be questioned. Or maybe 
he would just find a cultural home and that would be 
enough. Maybe he could take pride in something that 
didn’t feel like shame at the same time. But after all that, 
maybe it would be good just to eat a bit of shortbread 
without analysing it too much. Just enjoy yourself son. 
Have another one, that’s what they’re there for.

Writer and performer  
Martin O’Connor

How much of the stories we tell about ourselves to other 
people are true? There’s usually a grain of truth, but 
stories shift and change depending on their audience. 
And in each retelling a new version is created. 

What first jumped out at me when I read Martin’s 
incredible script was that it  was a brilliant response to 
that question of whether or not it’s deceitful for a story to 
change in the telling. His play says that a different version 
doesn’t necessarily obscure the truth; in fact it can make 
it ring out even more clearly. 

I also immediately fell in love with the ambition and 
audacity of Martin’s storytelling in this play – spanning 
three timelines, and at least two lifetimes. He has risen to 
meet the challenge thrown down by the poet who inspired 
him, James Macpherson. Who was himself a proper 
maverick, a risk taker who had a wild but important idea 
and the spirit to carry it through despite the risks to his 
reputation and livelihood.  

At the heart of Through The Shortbread Tin is what 
knowing and not knowing, hearing and not hearing, the 
languages of your country does to your relationship with 
yourself; so Gaelic is an important part of this piece. We 
have three extraordinary singers who perform in Gaelic; 
and whether you speak it or not, I hope you’ll feel the 
power and layers of meaning being conveyed when they 
sing; alongside the lyricism and sharp wit of Martin’s 
beautifully crafted words.

Director  
Lu Kemp
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THE STORY OF THE GREATEST  
LITERARY HOAX OF ALL TIME
1760 – Scottish poet James Macpherson sets the world ablaze 
with stories of the third-century Scottish bard, Ossian. This 
tartan-trimmed tale of Highland history spreads far and wide, 
capturing the imagination of thousands– but is it built on deceit?

2025 – Scottish poet Martin O’Connor reads Macpherson’s epic 
and questions his own relationship with Scottish culture. The 
sporrans, the stags, the shortbread – do these ‘gift-shop’ images 
of Scotland hold us back or bring us forward? What does it mean 
to be authentic, and is the truth sometimes better told in a lie?

Through The Shortbread Tin is a brand-new show, performed in 
Scots with Gaelic songs, which explores Scottish culture, myths, 
history and identity.

Join Martin and Macpherson on an oral odyssey spanning 
centuries of Scottish history, exploring the myths we tell each 
other and the stories we tell ourselves. Because it takes a lot ae 
imagination tae tell a true story.


