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VISUAL SYNOPSIS

THROUGH THE SHORTBREAD TIN

Through the Shortbread Tin is performed by Martin O’Connor and three female Gaelic
singers.

Martin, the storyteller, tells the story of James Macpherson, an 18th Century poet who claimed
to have discovered fragments of an ancient text written by the bard Ossian, who lived in 3rd
Century Scotland. Ossian’s poetry was written in Gaelic, Macpherson translated it into English.
Fragments of Ancient Poetry became a literary sensation and brought Scotland to international
attention. But the authenticity of the work is unclear — did Macpherson actually discover these
ancient works, or did he write them himself? Did James Macpherson pull the most famous
literary hoax in history?

As the play progresses, the singers travel around the stage singing in Gaelic. Who are they?
Are they the voices of the dead?

The play works across three timelines — the present, the 18th century and the 3rd century.

MARTIN 0'CONNOR JOSIE DUNCAN MAIRI IONA MAIREAD
Performer Singer MCGILLIVRAY Singer
Singer

At the opening of the play, Martin, the storyteller, is dressed as an aristocratic Highland
Scotsman. Martin removes this layer of clothing in the second scene of the show. From then
on, he is dressed simply in a black and white shirt (reminiscent of tartan), black trousers and
Doc Marten boots.

The three Gaelic Singers are dressed in modern looking outfits which are printed with images
of rocks. Their costumes echo the backdrop. Each singer wears an element of bio-luminous
green socks, a watch and a belt.



THROUGH THE SHORTBREAD TIN SCENE BREAKDOWN

PRESET

An oval shaped backdrop of a Scottish
Mountainside — bleak sharp hills against cloud.

A stag stood on a rock is outlined against the
mountainside.

Scottish bagpipe music swells as the lights go
down.

SCENE 1

Atmospheric image of a man dressed in full
Scottish traditional dress - Kilt, sporran, plaid. He
has one leg up upon a stool. His knee is showing
under his kilt. His stance conveys the pompous
air of a man surveying — perhaps owning - the
Highlands.

This is Martin, the storyteller.

Martin speaks at speed, asking a litany of
questions about why it’s important to know our
myths, our stories and our history.

SCENE 2

Martin stops the action. Lights go up across the
space. He wants to take a moment to tell us about
the background to this show. Martin explains who
the central character James Macpherson is, and
about the bard Ossian.

Martin takes off his wig, jacket and tartan as he
 does so.

He asks the audience if anyone has heard of
James Macpherson and Ossian.

He reveals that the stag is standing not on the hill,
but on a tea trolley. He nibbles a bit of shortbread
and takes a sip of tea.

Martin opens the book of Ossian. Voices start to
sing.
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SCENE 3

The singing is revealed to be three women. They
enter the space.

It is the 3rd century AD. The space is highly
contrasted in black and white emphasizing the
mountains and mist.

Martin reads the first section from Macpherson’s
Fragments of Ancient Poetry.

He watches the singers.

SCENE 4

1746. Martin tells the story of James Macpherson’s
early life: how James’ Grandad told him exciting
stories about ghosts and warriors and great
battles.

But when young James looks out of his own
window, he doesn’t see glorious battles — just the
broken and defeated soldiers of Culloden.

One of the singers sings ‘A Hamish’.

We travel forward to 1988. Young Martin’s
Grandad has come to live with them. The problem
is that young Martin and his Grandad cannot
communicate with each other, because his
Grandad speaks Gaelic.

The women watch Martin as he tells us about his
grandad.

SCENE 6

We travel back to 1755, and the world of teenage
James Macpherson. He is looking out at his

barren landscape and remembering the tales his
grandfather told him. He sees in front of him a
broken land, robbed of its identity. James begins to
form a plan.
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SGENE 7

The lights brighten and Martin speaks to us directly.
Asking us about how we view the landscape we
live in.

The singers Togaibh Ur Guth as the lighting
changes to brigh colours.

1990. It's the Year of Culture. Young Martin goes to
the museum on a school trip. His class are taken
to the Scottish Rooms. Martin doesn’t recognise
anything of himself in the exhibits and paintings he
is told represent his nation.

He imagines that he goes home and speaks to his
Grandad, and they talk about how they can’t relate
to the museum’s version of Scotland. Martin’s
Grandfather encourages him to speak out, to tell
their family story.

But Martin reminds us, that never really happens,
because Martin and his Grandfather don’t speak
like this.

Martin imagines what other people say about
Gaelic.

The women sing Togaibh Ur Guth! As the lights
cycle through bright colours

SCENE 9

It is 1760, James Macpherson’s Fragments of
Ancient Poetry has been a huge success, and
James finds himself in London the ‘toast of the
toon’.

James’ career has gone stellar - he is being
offered wealth and power. But James no longer
feels like himself — just a version of himself that will
be acceptable to the London literati.
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SCENE 10

It’s 2002. Martin is at college in Edinburgh. He
receives a text from his Mum letting him know that
his Grandad has passed away.

Martin explores how you can feel grief for someone
you never really knew.

The women sing. As Martin questions what he
would be able to express if he spoke Gaelic. Martin
uses the mic to deliver a poem about men.

SCENE 11

Martin weaves an epic journey through iconic
images of Scottish culture — placing one inside
another until he reaches an memory of being with
his ma and his granddad.

SCENE 12

1775. Samuel Johnson comes to the Highlands
with the intention of taking James Macpherson
down - insisting that James prove the authenticity
of Fragments of Ancient Poetry by producing the
originals.

Martin wonders what Samuel Johnson would make
of the Highlands if he were travelling there today.

The women sing as Martin speaks.

SGENE 13

The singers sing a round, their voices and
overlapping before they come together in unison.

In 2010 Martin is the only remaining member of his
family, he has just had the funeral for his mother.

He travels to Lewis to see if he can find out more
about his Grandfather’s life.

The woman at the community archive - which
holds records of all the local families - tells him
Martin can go and see the plot of land where his
grandfather once lived.

When he gets there, it’s just a few rocks and
stones in a field. Martin reflects on how he feels.
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Martin questions himself and us about who we are,
he’s curious but also a bit angry.

SGENE 14
1746 We're back in Culloden, the sound of fire.

He’s going to take us back to the point in time at
which, after defeating the Scots in the Jacobite
Rebellion, the British formed the Black Watch.

Martin goes on to talk about how Culloden
informed our national identity — and to challenge
the idea of Scotland simply being a colonised
nation.

Martin seems to speak as two people as he jumps
through Scottish history.

He jumps on the mic to talk about the Scots
sarcastically.

SGENE 15

The light is stark and monochrome as the singers
sing. Martin speaks lines of Ossians poetry

The singers come together and their voices
swell in harmony extract of Fragments of Ancient
Poetry. Which could be read as an ode to James
Macpherson. Farewell thou bravest of men.

 SCENE 16

4 1796 James dies in his big house at Balavil near
Kingussie. Martin imagines the last days of James’
life.

Martin asks James why he wrote Fragments of
Ancient Poetry — what was he trying to achieve?
He speculates about James’s motives.
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SCENE 17

Martin tells us about the impact of James’ work
— how it influenced great European artists. He
suggests that without Macpherson’s work, Burns
and Walter Scott might never have attained the
notice they did.

The women sing. As they join Martin at the front of
the stage.

SCENE 18

2022. Martin is working in the Kelvingrove
museum. Martin starts taking Gaelic classes, which
are offered to staff.

He wonders how things might have been different
if he had been able to speak to his Grandad, if he
had been able to learn about his own family history
and where he came from. He decides to write his
Grandad a letter.

The singers encourage him. Martin finds a fluency.
The women sing Gu robh, gu robh, gu robh.
Martin watches them as they leave the stage.

SGENE 19

Martin reveals to us that the story that he has told
us about young Martin might not be entirely true.
In fact, he might be taking a leaf out of James
Macpherson’s book and telling us a version of the
truth. But he’s doing it because he wants to get
us to think again about Scottish culture — just like
James did.

Martin encourages us to imagine the future we
want to see in Scotland, as the singers rejoin
him on stage. As they sing they each put on the
Scottish garb Martin took off at the start of the
show.

Martin raises a toast to the complex messy
relationship we have with all aspects of Scottish
identity. He toasts the languages of Gaelic and
Scots. He toasts us.




