


V IM-









THE

POEMS
OF

OSSIAN.

TRANSLATED

By JAMES MACPHERSON, Esq.

IN THREE VOLUMES.

GOTHA
printed forSteudel

i 8 o



ENGLISH

AUTHORS IN PROSE.

Containing the third Part of the Poems 
of Ossian.

GOTHA
PRINTED FOR StEUDEL.

1807.





CONTENTS.
TO THE

THIRD VOLUME.

Temora , Book VIII. . . i
CoNLATH AND CUTHONA, . . 22

Behhathon, . . . 29
A Dissertation concerning the aera or

Ossian, . . . . . 49
A Dissertation concerning the POEMSkor 

Ossian, . , . . .71
A critical Dissertation on the poems oe 

Ossian. .... 121





T E M O R A:
AN EPIC POEM..

BOOK EIGHTH,

^RGUMENT,

Thefourth morning, from the opening of the 
poem, conies on, Fingal, still continuing 
in the place to which he had retired on 
the preceding night, is seen at intervals 
through the mist-, which covered the rock 
of Cormul. The descent of the king is 
described. He orders Gaul, Dermid, and 
Carril the hard, to go to the valley of 
China, and conduct from thence to the 
Caledonian army, Ferad - artho, the son of 
Cairbre, the only person remaining of the 
family of Conar, the first king of Ireland, 
The king takes the command of the army, 
and prepares for battle. Marching to­
wards the enemy , he comes to the cave of 
Lubar, where the body of Fillan lay. Upon 
seeing his dog Bran, who lay at the en*
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trance of- the cave, his grief returns. Cathmor 
arranges the Irish army in order of battle. 
The appearance of that hero. The general 
conflict is described, The actions of Fingal 
and Cathmor. A storm. The total rout 
of the Firbolg, The two kings engage, in 
a column of mist, on the banks of Lubar. 
Their attitude and conference after the 
combat. The death , of Cathmor Fingal 
resigns the spear of Tr enm or to Os­
sian. The ceremonies observed on that 1 
occasion. The spirit of Cathmor, in the 
mean time, appears to Sul-malia, in the 
valley of Lona. Her sorrow. Evening 
comes on. A feast is prepared. The com­
ing of Ferad - artho is announced by the 
songs of an hundred bards. The poem 
closes with a speech of Fingal.

when the wintry winds have seized the 
waves of the mountain-lake, have seized 
them, in stormy night, and clothed them 
over with ice; white, to the hunter’s early 
eye, the billows seem to roll. He turns his 
ear to the sound of each unequal ridge. But 
each is silent, gleaming, strewn,with boughs 
and tufts of grafs, which shake and whistle 
to the wind , over their grey seats of frost. 
So silent shone to the morning the ridges 
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of Morven’s host, as each warrior looked up 
from his helmet towards the hill of the king; 
the cloud - covered hill of Fingal, where he 
strode, in the folds of mist At times is the 
hero seen, greatly dim’ in all his arms. From 
thought to thought rolled the war, along his 
mighty soul.

Now is the coming forth of the king.’ 
First appeared the sword of Luno; the spear 
half issuing from a cloud, the shield still dini 
in mist. But when the stride of the king 
came abroad, with all his grey, dewy locks 
in the wind; then rose the shouts of Jiis host 
over every moving tribe. They gathered, 
gleaming, round, with all their echoing^hields. 
So rise the green seas round a spirit, that 
comes down from the squally wind. The 
traveller hears the sound afar, and lifts his 
head over the rock. He looks on the troubled 
bay, and thinks he dimly sees the form. 
The waves sport, unwieldy, round, with all 
their backs of foam.

Far-distant stood the son of Morni, Duth- 
no’s race, and Cona’s bard. We stood far- 
distant, each beneath his tree. We shunned , 
the eyes of the king: we had not conquered 
in the field. A little stream rolled at my 
feet: I touched its lightwave, with my spear. 
1 touched it with my spear j nor there was

A a 
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the soul of Ossian, It darkly rose from 
thought to thought, and sent abroad the sigh,

„Son of Morni," said the king, „Dermid, 
hunter of roes’ why are ye dark, like two 
rocks, each with its trickling waters? No 
wrath gathers on Fingal’s soul, against the 

^chiefs of men. Ye are my strength in battle ; 
the kindling of my joy in pp,acc> My early 
Voice has been a pl easant gab* to your ears, 
when Fillan prepared the bow. The son of 
Fingal is not here, nor yet the chase of the 
bounding roes. But why should the breakers 
of shields stand, darkened, far away?“ /

Tall they strode towards the king; they 
saw him turned to Mora’s wind. His tears 
came down, for his blue - eyed son, who 
slept,in the cave of streams. But he brighten­
ed before them, and spoke to the broad-? 
shielded kings,

„Crommal, with woody rocks, and misty 
top, the field of winds," pours fourth to the 
fight, blue Lubar’s stream^ roar. Behind it 
rolls clear-winding Lavath, in the still vale 
of deer, A cave is dark in a rock; above 
it strong-winged eagles dwell; broad-head­
ed oaks, before it, sound in Gluna’s wind. 
Within, in his locks of youth, is Ferad- 



artho*), blue-eyed king, the son of broad- 
shielded Cairbar, from Ullin of the roes^

*) Ferad-artho was the son of Cairbar Mac-Cormac 
king of Ireland. lie was die only one remaining 
of the race of Conar, the son of Tremor, tho 
first Irish monarch, according to Ossian. In 
ci der to make this passage thoroughly understood, 
it may not be improper to recapitulate gomo 
part of what has been said in preceding notes. 
Upon the death of Conar the son of Trenmor. 
liis son Cormac succeeded on the Irish throne. 
Cormac reigned long. His children were, Cair­
bar, who succeeded him, and Ros^crana, tho 
first wife of Fingal. Cairbar, long before the 
death of his father Cormac, had taken to wife 
Bosgala, the daughter of Colgar, one of the 
most powerful chiefs in Connaught, and had 
by her Artho, afterwards king of Ireland. Soon 
after Artho arrived at man’s estate, his mother 
Bos - gala died, and Cairbar married BeltannO| 
the daughter of Conachar of Ullin, who brought 
him a son, whom he called Ferad - artlid, i. e d 
man in the glace of Artho. The occasion 
of the namfe was this: Artho, when his brother 
was born, was absent on an expedition in the 
south of Ireland. A false report was brought to 
his father, that ht was killed. Cairbar, to 
use the words of a poem on the subject, dark­
ened for his fair-haired son. He turn­
ed to the young bekm Of light, the son 
of Baltanno of Conachar. Thou shale 
be Fara d - ar tho, he said, a fire before 
thy race. Cairbar soon after died, nor did Artho 
long survive him., Artho was succeeded, in the 
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He listens to the voice of Condan, as, grey;, 
he bends in feeble light. He listens, for his 
foes dwell in the echoing halls of Temor4. 
He comes, at times, abroad, in the skirts 
of mist, to pierce the bounding roes. When 
the sun looks on the field, nor by the rock, 
nor stream, is he! He shuns the race of Bolga, 
who dwell in his father’s hall. Tell him, 
that Fingal lifts the spear, and that his foes, 
perhaps, may faiLw

„Lift up, O Gaul, the shield before him. 
Stretch, Dermid, Temora’s spear. Be thy 
voice in his ear, O Carril, with the deeds 
of his fathers. Lead him to green Moi-Iena, 
to the dusky field of ghosts5 for there, I 
fall forward, in battle , in the folds of war. 
Before dun night descends, come to high 
Dunmora’s top. Look, from the grey skirts 
of mist, on Lena of the streams. If there

Irish throne3 by his son Cormac, who in his 
minority/, Was murdered by Cairbar, the son of 
Borbar - dutbul. Ferad-artho, says tradition, 
was very young when the expedition of Fingal, 
to settle him on the throne of Ireland, happened. 
During the short reign of young Cormac, Ferad- 
artho lived at the royal residence of Tern ora. 
Upon the murder of the king, Condan the bard 
conveyed Ferad-artho privately to the cave of 
Cluna, behind the mountain Crommal in Ulster, 
where they both lived concealed during the 
usurpation of the family of Atha. 
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my standard shall float on wind, over Lubar’s 
gleaming stream, then has not Fingal failed 
in the last of his fields.“

Such were his words; nor aught replied 
the silept, striding kings. They looked side­
long on Erin’s host, and darkened, as they 
went. Never before had they left the king, 
in the midst of the stormy field.. Behind 
them, touching at times his harp, the grey- 
haifed Carril moved. He foresaw the fall 
of the people, and mournful was the sound! 
if was like a breeze that comes, by fits, over 
Lego’s reedy lake; when sleep half-descends 
on the hunter, withih his mossy cave.

„Why bends the bard of Gona,w said 
Fingal, „over his secret stream? Is this a 
time for sorrow, father of low laid Oscar? 
Be the warriors remembered in peace; when 
echoing shields are heard no more. Bend; 
then in grief over the flood, where blows 
the mountain breeze. Let them pafs on thy 
soul, the blue-eyed dwellers, of the tomb. 
But Erin rolls to war; wide - tumbling, rough, 
and dark. Lift, Ossian', .lift the shield. I 
am alone, my son!w

As comes the sudden voice of winds to 
the becalmed ship of Inis-huna, and drives 
it large, along the deep, dark rider of the 
wave; so the voice of Fingal sent Ossian? 



tail,, along the heath. He lifted high his 
shining shield, in the dusky wing of war: 
like the broad, blank moon, in the skirt of 
a cloud. before the storms arise.

Loud, from mofs - covered Mora, pouted 
down, at, once, the broad-i winged war. 
Fingal led his people forth, king of Morven 
of streams. On high spreads the eagle’s 
toing. His grey hair is poured on his 
shoulders broad. In thunder are his mighty 
Strides. He often stood, and saw behind, 
the wide - gleaming rolling of armour. A 
rock he seemed, grey over with ice, whose 
Woods are high in wind. Bright streams leap 
from its head, and spread their foam in blasts^ 
' INow he came to Lubar’s cave,, where 
Fillan darkly slept. Bran still lay on the 
broken shield: the eagle wdng - is strewed 
by the winds. Bright, from withered furze, 
looked forth the hero’s spear. Then grief 
stirred the soul of the king, like whirl­
winds blackening on a lake. He turned his 
sudden, step, and leaned on his bending 
spear.

White - breasted Bran came bounding 
with joy to the known path of Fingal. He 
came, and looked towards the cave', where 
the blue-eyed hunter lay, for he was wont 
o stride, with morning, to the dewy bed 
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of the roe. It was then the tears of the king 
came down, and all his soul was dark. But 
as the rising wind rolls away the storm of 
rain, and leaves the white streams to the 
sun, and high hills with their heads of grafs; 
so th^ returning war brightened the mind 
of Fingal. He bounded, on his spear, over 
Lubar, and struck his echoing shield. His 
ridgy host bend forward, at once, with all 
their pointed steel.

Nor Erin heard, with fear, the sound: 
wide they came rolling along. Dark Maltho’s 
in the wing of war, looks forward from 
shaggy brows. Next rose that beam of light 
Hid^lla! then the side-long-looking gloom 
of Maronnan. Blue-shielded Clonar lifts the 
spear; Cormac shakes his bushy locks do the 
wind. Slowly , from behind a rock, rose the 
bright form of Atha, First appeared his two 
pointed spears, then the half of his burnish^ 
ed shield: • like the rising of a nightly 
meteor, over the vale of ghosts. But when 
he shone all abroad: the hosts plunged, at 
once, into strife. The gleaming waves of 
steel are poured on either side.

As meet two troubled seas, with the 
rolling of all their waves, when they feel 
the wings of contending winds, in the rock- 
sided frith of Lumon; along the echoing hills
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is the dini course of ghosts: from the blast 
fall the torn groves on the deep, amidst the 
foamy p^th of whales. So mixed the hosts’ 
Now Fingal; now Cathmor abroad. The 
dark tumbling of death is before them: the 
gleam of broken steel is rolled on their steps, 
as, loud, the high - bounding kings hewed 
down the ridge of shields.

Maronnan fell, by Fihgal, laid large 
acrofs a stream. The waters gathered by 
his side, and leapt grey over his bossy shield. 
Clonar is pierced by Cathmor; not yet lay 
the chief on earth. An oak seized his hate 
in his fall. His helmet rolled on the ground. 
By its thong hung his broad shield; over it 
wandered his streaming blood. Tia-min*)

*) Tia-min, middly soft. The loves of Clonar 
and Tlamin were rendered famous in the north, 
by a fragment of a lyric poem. It is a dialogue 
between' Clonar and Tlamin. She begins with a 
soliloquy which he overhears.

Tlamin.
- „Clonor, son of Conglas of I-mor, ybimg 

hunter of dun - sided roes 1 where art thou laid, 
amidst rushes, beneath the passing wing of the 
breeze? I behold thee, me love, in the plain of 
thy own dark streams! The clung thorn is rolled 
by the wind, and rustles along his shield. Bright 
in his locks he lies: the thoughts of his dreams 
fly, darkening, over his face. Thou thinkest of
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shall weep, in the hall, and strike her heaving 
breast.

Nor did Ossian forget the spear, in the 
wing of his war. He strewed the field with 
dead. Young Hidalla came. „Soft voice of' 
streamy Clonra! Why dost thou lift the steel!

the battles of Ossian, young son of the echoing 
isle!

„Half hid in the grove, I sit down. Fly back, 
ye mists "of the hill. Why should ye hide her 
love from the blue eyes of Tlamin of harps ?

Cl-ONAR.

,,As the spirit, seen in a dream, flies off from 
our opening eyes, we think we behold his bright 
path between the closing hills; so fled the 
daughter of Clnngal, from the sight of Clonar 
of shields. Arise from the gathering .of trees; 
blue - eyed Tlamin, arise.

i Blamin',
,,I turn me away from his steps. Why should 

he know of my love! My white breast is heaving 
over sighs, as foam on the dark course of streams. 
But he passes away, in his arms ! Son of 
Conglas , my soul is sad.

Clonar.
„It' was the shield of Fingal! the voice of 

kings from Selma of harps! My path is towards 
green Erin. Arise, fair light, from thy shades. 
Come to, the field of my soul, there is the spread­
ing of hosts. Arise on Clonar’s troubled soul, 
young daughter cf the blue - shielded Clnngal."

Clnngal was the chief of I-mor, one of the 
Hebrides,
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O that we met in the strife of song, in thy 
own rushy vale!" Malthos beheld him low, 
and darkened as he rushed along. On either 
sidp of a stream, we bend in the echoing 
strife. Heaven comes rolling down: round 
burst the voices of squally winds* Hills are 
clothed, at times, in lire* Thunder rolls in 
wreaths of mist* In darknefs shrunk the foe: 
Morven’s warriors stood aghast. Still I bent 
over the stream, amidst my whistling locks.

Then rose the voice of Fingal, and the 
sound of the flying foe. I saw the king, at 
times, in lightning, darkly-striding in his 
might. I struck my echoing shield, and hung 
forward on the steps of Alnecma: the foe 
is rolled before me like a wreath of smoke.

The sun looked forth from his cloud. 
The hundred streams of Moi-Iena shone. 
Slow rose the blue columns of mist, against 
the glittering hill. „Where are the mighty 
kings *)? Nor by that stream, nor wood are 
they! I hear the clang o.f arms’ Their strife 
is in the t bosom of the mist* Such is the 
contending of spirits in a nightly cloud,’ 
when they strive for the wintry wings of 
winds, and the rolling of the foam-covered 
waves,

I rushed along. The grey mist rose, 
•) Fingal and Cathmor*
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Tall, gleaming, they stpod at i^ubar. Cath- 
mor leaned against a rock. His half fallen 
shield received the stream, that leapt from 
the mofs above. Towards him is the stride 
of Fingal: he saw the hero's bJ°°d. His 
sword fell slowly to his side. He spo&e, 
midst his darkening joy.

^Yields the race of Borbar- duthul ? Or 
still does he lift the spear? .Not unheard is 
thy name, at Atlja, in the green dwelling 
of strangers., It has come, like the breeze 
of his desert, to the ear of Fingal. Come 
to my hill of feasts: the mighty fail, at 
times. No fire am I to low laid foes: I 
rejoice not over the fall of the brave. To 
close *)  the wound is mine: I have known 
the herbs of the hills. I seized their fair 
heads, on high, as they waved by their 
secret streams. Thou art dark and silent, 
king >of Ath^ of strangers!«

*) Fingal is very much celebrated, in tradition, for 
his knowledge in the virtues of herbs.

„By Atha of the stream,u he said, „there 
rises a mossy rock. On its head is the 
wandering of boughs, within the course of 
winds. Dark, in its face, is a cave, with 
its own loud rill. There have I heard the 



tread of strangers ♦), when they passed to 
my hall of shells. Joy rose, like a flame, on 
my soul: I blest the echoing rock* Here be 
my dwelling, in darknefs; in my grassy vale. 
From this I shall mount the breeze, .that 
pursues my thistle’s beard; or look down, 
on blue . winding -Atha , from its wandering 
mist.*.

„Why speaks the king of the tomb? 
Ossian ’ the warrior has failed! Joy meet thy 
soul, like a stream, Cathmor, friend of stran* 

' gers! My son, I hear the call of years’ they 
take my spear as thy pafs along. Why does 
not Fingal, they seem to say, rest within his 
hall ? Dost thou always delight in blood ? In 
t^e tears of the sad? No: ye dark rolling 
years, Fingal delights not in blood. Tears 
are wintry streams that waste away my soul. 
But, when 1 lie down to rest, then comes 
the mighty voice of war. It awakes me, in 
my hall and calls forth all my steel. It shall 
call it forth no more; Ossian, take .thou thy 
father’s spear, Lift'it,. in battle, when the 
proud arise,

*) Cathmoi’s hospitality is celebrated by the, ancient 
bards; and it became a proverb , when they de­
scribed the hospitable disposition of a hero, t'h a t 
lie was likeCathnxor of Atha, the friend 
of strangers,

/ ,
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„My fathers^ Ossian, trace my steps! my 
deeds are pleasant to their eyes. Where- 
ever I come forth to battle, on my field are 
their columns of mist. But mine arm rescued 
the feeble; the haughty found my rage was 
fire. Never over the fallen did mine eye 
rejoice. For this *), my fathers shall meet 
me, at the gates of their airy halls, tall, 
with robes of light, with mildly-kindled eyes. 
But, to the proud in arms, they are darken­
ed moons in heaven, which send the fire of 
night red - wandering over their face.

^Father of heroes, Trenmor, dweller of 
edding winds! I give thy spear to Ossian.' 
let thine eye rejoice. Thee have I seen, at 
times, bright from between thy clouds; so 
appear to my son, when he is to lift the

The Celtic nations had some idea of rewards, 
and perhaps of punishments, after death. Those 
who behaved in life with bravery and virtue, 
were received with joy to the airy halls of their' 
fathers; but the dark in soul, to use the ex­
pression of the poet, were spurned away fr o m 
the habitation of heroes, t Q wander on 
all the winds. Another opinion, which 
prevailed in.those times, tended not a little to 
make individuals emulous to excel one another 
in martial achievements. It was thought, that 
in the hall of clouds, every one had a seat, 
raised above others, in proportion as he excelled 
them in valour when he lived. 
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spear: then shall he remember thy mighty 
deeds, though thou art now but a blast."

He gave the spear to my hand, and 
raised, at once, a stone on high, to speak 
to future times, with its grey head of mofs. 
Beneath he placed a sword*) in earth, and 
one bright bofs from his shield. Dark in 
thought, a while, he bends: his words, at 
length, came forth,

„When thou, O stone, shalt moulder 
down, and lose thee, in the mofs of years, 
then shall the traveller come, and whistling 
pafs away. Thou know’st not, feeble man, 
that fame once shone on Moi lena. Here 
Fingal resigned his spear, after the last of 
his Helds. Pafs away, thou empty shade! in 
thy voice there is no renown, Thou dwellest 
by some peaceful stream; yet a few years, 
and thou art gone. No one remembers thee, 
thou dweller of thick mist! But Fingal shall 
be clothed with fame, a beam of light to 
other times, for he went forth, in echoing 
steel, to save the weak in arms,"

*) There, are some stones still to be seen in the 
north, which were erected as memorials of so­
me remarkable transactions between the ancient 
chiefs. There are generally found beneath them 
some piece ' of arms, • and a bit of half-burnt 
wood. The cause of placing the last there, is 

“ not mentioned in tradition.
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Brightening in his fame, the king strode 

to Lubar’s sounding oak., where it. bent, 
from its rock, over the bright - tumbling 
stream. Beneath it is a harrow plain, and the 
sound of the fount of the rock. Here the 
standard *) of Morven poured its wreaths 
on the wind, to mark the way of Ferad- 
artho, from his sacred vale. Bright, from 
his parted west, the sun of heaven looked 
abroad. The hero «aw his people, and 
heard their shouts of joy, In broken ridges 
round, they glittdred to , the beam. The 
king rejoiced, as a hunter in his own green 
vale, when, after the storm is rolled away, 
he sees the gleaming sides of the rock. 
The green thorn shakes its head in their fa­
ce; from their top look forward the roes. •

Grey**), at the mossy cave, is bent the

*) The erecting of Iris standard on the bank of 
Lubar, was the signal which Fingal, in the 
beginning of the book, promised to give to the 
chiefs, who went to conduct Ferad- arthp to the 
army, should he himself prevail in battle. This 
standard here is called the sun-beam.

**) The scene is changed to the valley of Lona, 
whither Snl-malla had been sent by Cathnior^ 
before the battle. Clonmal, an aged bard, or 
rather druid, as he seems here to be endued with 
a prescience of events, had long dwelt‘there in

Vol. XVI. FB x 
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aged form of Clonmal. The eyes'of the bard 
had failed. He leaned forward , on his staff. 
Bright in her locks, before him, Sul-malla 
listened to the tale; the tale of the kings of 
Atha in the days of old. The noise of battle 
had ceased in his ear: he stopt, and raised 
the secret sigh. The spirits of the dead, they 
said, often lightened ,along his soul. He saw 
the king of Atha low, beneath his bending 
tree. ,

„Why art thou dark?" said the maid. 
„The strife of arms is past. Soon<) shall he 
come to thy cave, over thy winding streams. 
The sun looks from the rocks of the west. 
The mists of the lake arise. Grey, they spread 
on that hill, the rushy dwelling of roes. From 
the mist shall my king appear*  Behold, he 
comes in his arms. Come to the cave of 
Clonmal, O my best beloved!"

*) Cathmor ha4 promised, in the seventh book, to 
come to die cave of Clonmal, after the battle
was over.

It was the spirit of Cathmor , stalking, 
large, a gleaming form. He sunk by the 
hollow stream, that roared between the hills. 
„It was but the hunter." she said, „who 
searches for the bed of the roe. His steps 
are not forth to war; his spouse expects him 
with night. He shall, whistling, return with 
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the spoils of the dark-brown hinds.“ Her 
eyes were turned to the hill; again the stately 
form came down. She rose in the midst of 
joy. He retired again in mist. Gradual vanish 
his limbs of smoke, and mix with the mountain­
wind. Then she knew that Ke fell! „King of 
Erin, art thou low !“ Let Ossian forget her 
grief; it wastes the soul of age*).

*) Tradition relates, that Ossian, the next dayafter 
the decisive battle between Fingal and Cathmor, 
went to find out Sul-malla, in the valley of Lona. 
His addrefs to her follows:

,,Awake thou daughter of Conmar, from the fern- 
skirted cavern of Lona. Awake, thou sun-beam in 
deserts ; warriors one day must fail. They move 
forth like terrible lights; but often their cloud is 
near. Go to the valley of streams, to the wandering 
of herds on Lumon; there dwells , in his lazy mist, 
the man of many days. But fie is- unknown, Sul- 
maila , like the thistle of rhe rocks of roes ; it sha­
kes its' grey beard in the wind, and falls .unseen of 
our eyes. Not such are the kings of men; their 
departure is a meteor of fire, which pours its red 
course from the desert, over'the bosom of night.

,,He is mixed with the warriors of old, those 
sires that have hid their heads, At times shall they 
come forth in song. Not forgot has the warrior 
failed. He has not seen Sul-malla, the fall of a 
beam of his own: no fair-haired son, in his blood, 
young troubler of the field. I am lonely , young 
branch of Lumon j I may hear the voice of the

B a



Evening came down on Moi-lena. Grey 
rolled the streams of the land. Loud came 
forth the voice of Fingal: the beam of*oaks 
arose. The people gathered round with glad­
nefs, with gladnefs blended with shades. They 
sidelong looked to the king, and beheld his 
unfinished joy. Pleasant, from the way of 
the desert, the voice of mhsic came. It seem­
ed., at first, the noise of a stream , far 
distant on its rocks. Slow it rolled along the 
hill, like the ruffled wing of a breeze, when 
is takes the tufted beard of the rocks, in 
the still season of night.. It was the voice 
of Condan, mixed with Carril’s trembling 
harp. They came with blue-eyed Ferad-artho, 
to Mora of the streams.

.Sudden bursts the song from our bards, 
on Lena: the host.struck, their shields midst 
the sound. Gladnefs rose brightening on the 
king, like the gleam of a cloudy day, when 
it rises, on the green hill, before the roar of 
winds. He struck the bossy shield of kings;

feeble, when my strength shall have failed in years, 
for young Oscar has ceased on his field. “ — ****

Sul-malla returned to her own country. She makes 
a considerable figure in another poem; her behaviour 
in that piece accounts for that partial regard with 
which the poet ought to speak of her throughchit 
Temora.
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at once they cease around. The people lean 
forward, from their spears, towards the voice 
of their land.

„Sons of Morven, spread the feast; send 
the night away in song. Ye have shpne 
around me, and the dark storm is past. My 
people are the windy rocks, from which I 
spread my eagle wings, when I rush forth to 
renown, and seize it on its held. Ossian, 
thou hast the spear of Fingal: it is not the 
staff of a boy with which he strews the thistle 
round, young wanderer of the field. Not it 
is the lance of the mighty, with which they 
stretched forth their hands to death. Look 
to thy fathers, my son; they are awful beams. 
With morning lead Ferad-artho forth to the 
echoing halls of Temora. Remind him of 
the kings of Erin; the stately forms of old. 
Let not the fallen be forgot, they were 
mighty in the field. Let Carril pour his song, 
that the kings may rejoice in their mist. 
To - morrow I spread my sails to Selma’s 
shaded walls: where streamy Duthula winds 
through the seats of roes.w
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CONLATH AND CUTHONA:
A POEM.

.ARGUMENT,

(Conlath was the youngest 'of Morni's sons, 
and brother to the celebrated Gaul, He 
was in love with Cuthona the daughter of 
Rum arwhen To scar the son of Kinfena, 
accompanied by Fercuth his friend, arrived 
from Ireland, at Mora, where Conlath 
dwelt, • He was hospitably received, -and, 
according to the custom of the times, feast­
ed three days with Conlath, On the fourth 
he set sflil, and coasting the island of 
waves, one of the Hebrides, he saw Cu­
thona hunting, fell in love with her, and 
carried her away by force, in his ship. 
He was forced, by strefs of weather, into 
I-thona, a desert isle, In the mean time 
Conlathf hearing of the rape, sailed after 
him, and found him on the point of sail­
ing for the coast of Ireland. They fought; 
and they and their followers fell by 
mutual wounds, Cuthona did not long 
survive: for she died of grief the third
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day after. Fingal, hearing of their un^ 
fortunate death, send Stormal the son of 
Moran to bury them, but forgot to send 
a bard to sing the funeral song over their 
tombs. The ghost of (Jonlath comes^ long 
after, to Ossian^ ta entreat him to transmit 
to posterity his and Cuthona’s fame. For 
it was the opinion of the times, that the 
souls of the deceased were not happy, till 
their elegies were composed by a bard.

Did not Ossian hear a voice? or is it 
the sound of days that are no more? Often 
does the memory of former times come, 
Jike the evening sun, on my soul. The 
noise of the chase is renewed. In thought, 
I lift the spear. But Ossian did hear a voice! 
Who art thou, son of night? The children, 
of the feeble are asleep. The midnight wind 
is in my hall. Perhaps it is the shield of 
Fingal that echoes to the blast. It hangs in 
Ossian’s hall. He feels it spmetimes with his 
hands. Yes! 1 hear thee, iny friend! Long 
has thy voice been absent from mine ear! 
What brings thee, on thy cloud, to Ossian, 
son of generous Morni ? Are the friends of 
the aged near thee? Where is Oscar, son 
of fame? He was often near thee, O Conlath, 
when the sound of battle arose.



Ghost of Conlath.
Sleeps the sweet voice of Cona, in the 

midst of his rustling hall? Sleeps Ossian in 
his hall, and his friends without their fame? 
The sea rolls round darkl-thona *). Our 
tombs are not seen in our isle. How long 
shall our fame be unheard, sox; of resound­
ing Selma?

Ossian,
O that mine eyes could behold thee* 

Thbu sittest dim, on thy cloud* Art thou 
like the mist of Lano? An half-extinguished 
meteor of lire? Of what are the skirts of 
thy robe? Of what is thine airy'bow? He is 
gone on his blast like the shade of a wander­
ing cloud. Come from thy wall, O harp! 
let me hear thy sound. Let the light of 
memory rise on J-thbna. Let me behold 
again my friends ! And Ossian does behold 
his friends on the dark blue isle. The cave 
of Thona appears, with its mossy rocks and 
bending trees. A stream roars at its mouth. 
Toscar bends over its course. Fercuth is sad 
by his side. Cuthona **)  sits at a distance,

*•) Cuthdna, the daughter of Rumar, whom Toscar 
had carried away by force.

•) I-thona, island of waves, one of tile unin­
habited western isles, 
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and weeps* Does the wind of the waves 
deceive me? Or do I hear them speak?

To SCAR*

The night was stormy* From their hills 
the groaning oaks came down* The sea 
darkly tumbled beneath the blast* The roar­
ing waves climbed against~our rocks. The 
lightning came often, and showed the blasted 
fern* Fercuthj I saw the ghost who embroil­
ed the night *). Silent he stood, on jhat 
bank. His robe of mist flew on the wind* 
I could behold his tears* An aged man ho 
seemed, and full of thought!

Fercuth.
It was my father, O Toscar. He foresees 

some death among his race. Such was his 
appearance on Crdmla, before the great Ma- 
ronnan **)  fell. Erin of hills of grals! how 
pleasant are thy vales ? Silence is near thy 
blue streams. The sun is on thy fields. Soft

•*) Ma-ronnan was the brother of Toscar- ,

It was long thought, in the north of Scotland, 
that storms were raised by the ghosts of the deceased. 
This notion is still entertained by the vulgar; for 
they think that whirlwinds, and sudden squalls of 
wind, are occasioned by spirits, who transport them­
selves, in that manner, from one place to another.
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is the sotind of the harp in Selama*).  Lovely 
the cry of the hunter of Cromla. But we 
are in dark I-thona, surrounded by the 
storm. The billows lift their white heads 
above our rocks. We tremble amidst the 
night.

*) SeMmath, beautiful to be hold,, the name of 
Toscar’s residence, on the coast of Ulster, near the 
mountain Grdmla.

, Tos CAR,

Whither is the soul of battle fled, Fercuth 
with locks of age? I have seen thee undaunt­
ed in danger: thine eyes burning with joy 
in the fight. Whither is the soul of battle 
fled? Our fathers never feared. Go: view 
the settling sea: the stormy wind is laid. 
The billows still tremble on the deep. They 
seem to fear the blast. Go view the settling 
sea Morning is grey on our rocks. The 
sun will look soon from his east, in all his 
pride of light! I lifted up my sails, with joy, 
before the halls of generous Gonlath. My 
course was by a desert isle: where Cuthona 
pursued the deer. I saw her, like that beam 
of the sun that issues from the cloud. Her 
hair was on her heaving breast. She, bend­
ing forward, drew the, bow. Her white arm 
seemed, behind her, like the snow of Cromla. 
Come to my soul, I said, huntrefs of the 



desert isle* But she pastes her time in tears. 
She thinks of the generous Conlath. Where 
can I find thy peace, Cuthona, lovely maid?

Cuth6n a *).
A distant steep bends oyer the sea, 

with aged trees and mossy rocks. The billow 
rolls at its feet. On its side is the dwelling 
of roes. The people call it Mora. There 
the towers of my love arise. There Conlath 
looks over the sea for his only love; The 
daughters of the chase returned. He beheld 
their downcast eyes. „Where is the daughter 
of Rumar?“ But they answered not. My 
peace dwells on Mora, son of the distant land.

T OSCAR.
Cuthona shall return to her peace: to the 

towers of generous Conlath. He is the friend 
of Toscar! I have feasted in his halls! Rise, 
ye gentle breezes of Erin. Stretch my sails 
towards Mora’s shores. Cuthona shall rest 
on Mora: but the days of Toscar must be 
sad. I shall sit in my cave in the Held of 
the sun. The blast will rustle in my trees. 
I shall think it is Cuthdna’s voice. But she 
is distant far, in the halls of the mighty 
Conlath!,

Cn-tMna, the mournful sou nd of t li e 
waves, a poetical name given her on account of 
her mourning to the sound of the waves ; her name 
in tradition is Gorm - huil, the blye-eyed maid.
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CuTH ONA,

Ha! What cloud is that? It carries the 
ghosts of my fathers. I see the skirts of 
their robes, like grey and watry mist. When 
shall I fall, O Kumar? Sad Cuthona fore­
sees her death. Will not Gonlath behold 
me, before I enter the narrow house? *)

Ossian.
He shall behold thee, O maid’ He comes 

along the heaving sea. The death of Toscar 
is dark on his spear. A wound is in his 
side! He is pale at the cave of Thona. He 
shows his ghastly wound. Where art thou 
with thy tears, Cuthona? The chief of Mora 
dies* The vision grows dim on my mind. 
I behold the chiefs no more! But, O ye bards 
of future times, remember the fall of Gonlath 
with tears. He fell before his day. Sadnefs 
darkened in his hall. His mother looked to 
his shield on the wall, and it was bloody**). 
She knew that her hero fell. Her sorrow 
was heard on Mora. Art thou pale on thy 
rock, Cuthona, beside the fallen chiefs? 
Night comes, and day returns, but none

*) The grave.
**) It was the opinion of the times , that the arms 

left by the heroes at home became bloody the very 
instant their owners were killed , though at ever so 
great a distance.

i
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appears to raise their tomb. Thou frightenest 
the screaming fowls away. Thy tears for 
ever flow. Thou art pale as a watry cloud, 
that rises from a lake!

The sons of green Selma came. They 
found Cuthona cold. They raised a tomb 
over the heroes. She rests at the side of 
Conlath! Come not to my dreams, O Con- 
lath! Thou hast received thy fame. Be thy 
voice far distant from my hall; that sleep 
may descend at night. O that I could forget 
my friends: till my footsteps should cease 
to be seen ’ till I come among .them with 
joy! and lay my aged limbs in the narrow, 
house J

BERPiATHON:
i

A POEM.

A RG UME NT,

Fingal, in his voyage ^to Fochlin^ whither he 
had been invited by Starno the father of 
Agandecca, touched at Berrathon, an is­
land of Scandinavia, where he was kindly 
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entertained by Larthmor, the petty king 
of the place, who was a vassal of the 
supreme kings of Lochlin, The hospitality 
of Larthmor gained him Fingal's friend­
ship , which that hero manifested, after 
the imprisonment of Larthmor by his own 
son, by sending Ossian and Toscar * the 

. father of Malvina, so often mentioned, 
to rescue Larthmor, and to punish the 
unnatural behaviour of Uthal. Uthal was 
handsome, - and, by the ladies, much ad­
mired, Niua-thoma, the beautiful daughter 
of Torthbma, a neighbouring prince, fell 
in love, and fled with him. He proved ill' 
constant: far another lady, whose name 
is not mentioned, gaining his affections, he 
confined Nina - thoma to a desert island, 
near the coast of Berrathon, She was 
relived by Ossian, who, in company with 
Toscar, landing on Berrathon, defeated 
the forces of Uthal, and killed him in a 
single combat, Nina-thoma, whose love 
not dll the bad behaviour of Uthal could 
erase, hearing of his death, died of grief, 
in the mean time, Larthmor is restored, 
and Ossian and Toscar return in triumph 
to Fingal.

The poem opens with an elegy on the death 



of Malvina, the daughter of Toscar, and 
closes with presages of Ossian's death.

Bend thy blue course, O stream! round 
the narrow plain of Lutha *).  Let the green 
woods hang oyer it, from their hills: the 
sun look on it at noon. The thistle is there 
on its rock, and shakes its beard to thp 
wind. The. Hower hangs its heavy head, 
waving, at times, to the gale. „Why dost 
thou awake me, O gale’“ it seems to say, 
„I am covered with the drops of heaven? 
The time of my fading is near, "the blast 
that shall scatter my leaves. To - morrow 
shall the traveller come; he that saw me in 
my beauty shall come. His eyes will search 
the Held , but they will not,find me.“ So 
shall they search in vain, for the voice of 
Cona, after it has failed in the Held, The 
hunter shall come forth in the morning, and 
the voice of my harp shall not be heard. 
„Where is the son of car-borne Fingal? 
The tear will be on his cheek! Then come 
thou, O Malvina; with all thy music, come! 
Lay Ossian in the plain of Lutha; let his 
tomb rise in the lovely Held.

•) Lutha, swift stream.

Malvina! where art thou with thy songs, 
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with the soft sound of thy steps? Sen *) of 
Alpin, art thou near? Where is the daughter 
of Toscar? „I passed, O son of Fingal, by 
Tor-Iutha’s mossy walls. The smoke of the 
hall was ceased. Silence was among the 
trees of the hill. The voice of the chase 
was over. I saw the daughters of the bow. 
1 asked about Malvina, but they answered 
not. They turned their faces away: thin 
darknefs Covered their beauty. ‘ They were 
like stars., on a rainy hill, by night, each 
looking faintly through her mist.c‘
' Pleasant *^) be thy rest, O lovely beam! 
soon hast thou set on our hills! The steps 
of thy departure were stately, like the moon 
on the blue, trembling wave. But thou hast 
left us in darknefs, first-of the maids of 
Lutha! We sit, at the rock, and there is 
no voice; no light but the meteor of fire! 
Soon hast thou set, O Malvina, daughter of 
generous Toscar! But thou risest like the 
beam of the east, among the spirits of thy 
friends, where they sit, in their stormy.halls, 
the chambers of thunder! A cloud hovers

*} His father was one of Fingal’s principal bards, 
and he had a poetical genius.

**) Ossian speaks. He calls Malvina a beam of light, 
and continues the metaphor throughout the para,, 
graph.;

i
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over Cona. Its blue curling sides are high* 
The winds are beneath it, with their wings. 
Within it is the dwelling *) of Fihgal. There 
the hero sits in darknefs. His airy spear is 
in his hand. His shield, half-covered with 
clouds, is like the darkened moon, when 
one half still remains in the wave, and the 
other looks sickly on the field! ,

His friends sit around the king, on 
mist! They hear the songs of Ullinhe 
strikes the half-viewlefs harp. He raises the 
feeble voice. The lesser heroes, with a 
thousand meteors, light the airy hall, Mal* 
vina rises in the midst; a blush is on her 
cheek. She beholds the unknown faces of 
her fathers. She turns aside her humid 
eyes. „Art thou come so soon,“ said Fingal, 
,,daughter of generous Toscar ? Sadnefs 
dwells in the halls of Lutha. My aged son**)  
is sad! I hear the breeze of Cdna, that was 
yyont to lift thy heavy locks. It eomes to

**) Ossian, who had a great friendship for Mal­
vina, both on account of her love for his son ' 
Oscar, and{her attention to himself.

Vol. xvr. C

*) The description of this ideal palace of Fingal is 
agreeable to the notions of those times ,' concern­
ing the state of the deceased, who were sup­
posed to pursue, after death, the pleasures and' 
enjoyments of their former life.
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the hall, but th6u art not there. Its voice is 
mournful among the arms' of thy fathers! 
Go, with thy rustling wing, O breeze* sigh 
on Malvina’s tomb. It rises yonder beneath 
the rock, at the blue stream of Lutha. The 
maids *) are departed to their place, Thod 
alone, O breeze, mournest there!

But who comes from the dusky west, 
supported on a cloud? A smile is on his 
grey^ watry face. His locks of mist fly on the 
wind. He bends forward on his airy spear. 
It is thy father, Malvina! ,,Why shinest thou, 
so soon, on our clouds,“ he says, ,,O lo­
vely light of Lutha! But thou wert sad, my 
daughter. Thy friends had passed away. 
The sons of little men**) were in the hall. 
None remained of the heroes, but Ossian 
king of spears!

And dost thou remember Ossian, car- 
borne Toscar ♦*♦) son of Conloch! The

*) That is, the young virgins who sung the fune­
ral elegy over her tomb.

**) Tradition is entirely silent concerning what 
passed in the north immediately after the death 
of Fingal and all his heroes ; by which it would 
seem that the actions of their successors were not 
to be compared to those pf the renowned Fin- 
galians.

***) Toscar was the son of that Conloch, who 
was also father to the lady, whose unfortunate
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battles of our youth were many. Our swords 
went together to the field. They saw us 
coming like two falling rocks. The sons of 
the stranger fled. ,,There come the war­
riors of Cona’“ they said. „Their steps are 
in the paths of the, flyingDraw near, sou 
of Alpin, to the song of the aged; The 
deeds of other times are in my soul. My 
memory beams on the days that ate past r 
on the days of mighty Toscar, when our path 
was in the deep. Drawnear, son of Alpin J 
to the last sound of the voice of Conal

The king of Morven commanded, t 
raised my sails to the wind. Toscar chief 
of Lutha stood at my side. I rose on the 
dark-blue wave. Our course was to sea- 
surrounded Berrathon*),  the isle of many 
storms. There dwelt, witlihis locks of age, the 
stately strength ofLarthmor; Larthmor, who 
spread the feast of shells to Fingal, when he went 
to Starno’s halls, in the days of Agandecca. 
But when the chief was old, the pride of his 1 
son arose; the pride of fair-hair’d Uthal, the 
love of a thousand maids. He bound the

*) Barrathon, a promontory in the midst 
of wahs.

C 2

death is related in the last episode of the second 
book of Fingal.
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aged Larthmor, and dwelt in his sounding 
halls I '

Long pined the king in his cave, beside 
his roiling sea. Day did not come to his 
dwelling; nor the burning oak by night. But 
the wind of ocean was there, and the parting 
beam of the moon*  The red star looked on 
the king, when it trembled on the western 
wave. Snitho came to Selma’s hall: Snitho 
the friend of Larthmor’s youth He told of 
the king of Berrathon: the wrath, of Fingal 
arose. Thrice he assumed the spear, resolved 
to stretch his hand to Uthal. But the me- 
mory *)  of his deeds rose before the king. 
He sent his son and Toscar. Our joy was 
great on the rolling sea. We often half­
unsheathed our swords. For never before 
had we fought alone, in battles of the spear.

*) The meaning is, that Fingal remembered his 
own great actions, and consequently would not 
sully them by engaging in a petty war against 
Uthal, who was so far his inferior in valour 
and power.

Night came down on the oceah. The 
winds departed on their wings. Oold arid 
pale, is the moon. The red stars lift their 
heads on high. Our course is slow along 
the coast of Berrathon, The white waves 
tumble on the rocks. „What voice is that/4
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said Toscar, „ which comes between the 
sounds of the waves? It is soft but mourn­
ful , like the voice of departed bards. But 
I behold a maid *).  She sits on the rock 
alone. Her head bends on her arni of snow.. 
Her dark hair is in the wind. Hear, son 
of Fingal, her song, it is smooth as the glid­
ing stream.44 We came to the silent bay, » 
and heard the maid of night. *

*) Nina - tlioma, the' daughter of Torthdma, who 
had been confined to a desert island by her 
lover Uthal.

**) Finthormo , the palace of Uthal. The names 
in this episode are not of a Celtic original.

,,How long will ye roll around me, blue-, 
tumbling waters of ocean ? My dwelling was 
not always in caves, nor beneath the whist­
ling tree. The feast was spread in Tor- 
ihoma’s hall. My father delighted in my 
voice. The ybuths beheld me in the steps 
of my lovelinefs. They blessed the dark- 
haired JNina-thoma. It was then thou 
didst come, O Uthal’ like the sun of heaven! 
The souls of the virgins are thine, son of 
generous Larthmor ’ But why dost thou leave 
me alone, in the midst of roaring waters? 
Was my soul-dark with thy d^ath? Did my 
white hand lift the sword? Why then hast 
thou left me alone, king of high Finthormo.**)
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The tear started from my eye, when I 
heard the voice of the maid. I stood before 
her in my arms. I spoke the words of peace! 
„Lovely dweller of the cave! what sigh is 
in thy breast? Shall Ossian lift his sword in 
thy presence, the destruction of thy foes? 
Daughter of Torthoma, rise. I have heard 

, the words of( thy grief. The race of Morven 
are around thee, who never injured the 
weak. Come to our dark-bosomed ship! 
thou brighter than that setting moon! Our 
course is to the rocky Berrathon, to the 
echoing walls of Finthormo.“ She came in 
her beauty; she came with all her lovely 
steps. Silent joy brightened in her face; 
as when the shadows fly from the field of 
spring; the blue-stream is rolling in bright- 
nefs, and the green bush bends oyer its 
course!

The morning rose with its beams. We 
came to Rothma’s bay. A boar rushed from 
t^ie wood: my spear pierced his side, and 
he fell. I rejoiced over the blood *). I 

*) Ossian might have thought that his killing a 
boar on his first landing in Berrathon, was a 
good omen of his future succefs in that island. 
The present Highlanders look, with a degree of ( 
superstition, uppn the succefs of their first action, 
after they have engaged in any desperate un­
dertaking.



foresaw my growing fame. But now the 
sound of Uthal’s train came, from the high 
Finthormo. They spread over the heath to 
the chase of the boar. Himself comes slowly 
on, in the pride of his strength. He lifts 
two pointed spears. On his side is the 
hero’s sword. Three youths carry his po­
lished bows. The bounding of Eve dogs is 
before him. His heroes move on, at a 
distance, admiring the steps of the king, 
Stately was the son of Larthmor • but his 
soul was dark.! Dark as the troubled, face.of 
the moon, when it foretels the storms !

We»rose on the heath before the, king. 
He stopt in the midst of his course. His 
heroes gathered around. A grey - haired 
bard advanced. „Whence are the sons of 
the strangers!* began the bard of song. 
„The children of the unhappy come to 
Bercathon: to the sword of car-borne Uthah 
He spreads no feast in his hall. The blood 
of Strangers is on his streams. If from Sel­
ma’s walls ye come, from the mossy walls 
of Fingal , choose three youths to go to 
your king to tell of the fall of his people. 
Perhaps the hero may come and pour his 
blood on Uthal’s sword. So shall the fame 
of Finthormo arise, like the growing tree 
o£ the vale!“
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„NeVer will it rise, Obard,* I said in 

the pride of my wrath, „He would shrink 
from the presence of Fingal, whose eyes 
are the flames of death. The son of Com- 
hal comes, and kings Vanish before him. They 
are rolled together, like mist, by the'breath 
of his rpge. Shall three tell to Fingal, that 
his people fell? Yes! they may tell it, bard! 
but his people shall fall with fame!"

I stood in the darknefs of my strength, 
Toscar drew his sword at my side. The 
foe came on like a stream. The mipgled 
sound of death arose. Man took man; shield 
met shield; steel mixed its beams with steel. 
Darts hifs through air. Spears ring on mails^ 

■ Swords on broken bucklers bound. As the 
noise of an aged grove beneath the roaring 
wind, when a thousand ghosts break the 
trees by night, such was the din of arms! 
But Uthal fell beneath my sword. The sons 
of Berrathon fled. Jt was then I saw him in 
his beauty, and the tear hung in my eye’ 
„Thou art fallen young tree,* I said, „with 
all thy beauty round thee. Thou art fallen 
on thy plains, and the field is bare. The 
winds come from the desert! there is no 
sound in thy leaves! Lovely art thou in thy 
death, son of car-borne Larthmor.*

Nina-thoma sat on the shore. She heard
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the sound of battle* She turned her red eyes 
on Lethmal, the grey haired bard of Selma* 
He alone had remained on the coast, wjth the 
daughter of Torthoma. „Son of the times of 
old’“ she said, „I hear the noise of deaths 
Thy friends have met with Uthal, and the 
chief is low! O that I had remained on the 
rock, enclosed with the tumbling waves! Then 
would my soul be sad, but his death would 
not reach my ear* Art thou fallen on thy 
heath, O son of high Finthormo! Thou didst 
leave me on a rock; but my soul was full of 
thee. Son of high Finthormo! art thou fal­
len on thy heath

She rose pale in her tears* She saw the, 
bloody shield of Uthal. She saw it in Ossian’s 
hand* Her steps were distracted on the 
heath. She flew. She found him. She fell. 
Her soul came forth in a sigh* Her hair is 
spread on his face. My bursting tears descend* 
A tomb arose on the unhappy. My song of 
woe was heard. „Rest, haplefs children of 
youth! Rest at the noise of that mossy stream! 
The virgins will see your tomb, at the chase, 
and turn away their weeping eyes* Your 
fame will be in song. The voice of the harp 
will be heard in your praise. The daughters 
of Selma shall hear it! Your renown shall be
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in'other lands.. Rest, children of youth, at 
the noise of the mossy stream 1“

Two days we remained on the coast. 
The heroes of Berra thon convened. We 
brought Larthmor to his halls. The feast of 
shells is spread. The joy of the aged was 
great. He looked to the arms of his fathers. 
The arms which he left in his hall, when the 
pride of Uthal rose. We were renowned 
before Larthmor. He blessed the chiefs of 
Morven. He knew not that his son was low, 
the stately strength of Uthal! They had told, 
that he had retired to the woods, with the 
tears of grief. They had told it, but he was 
silent in the tomb of Rothma’s heath.

On the forth day we raised our sails, to 
the roar of the northren wind. Larthmor 
came to the coast. His bards exalted the 
song. The joy of the king was great, he 
looked to Rothma’s gjoomy heath. He saw 
the tomb of his son. The memory of Uthal 
rose. „Who of my heroes," he said, „lies 
there? he seems to have been of the kings 
of men. Was he renowned in my halls be­
fore the pride of Uthal rose?" Ye are silent, 
sons of Berrathon! is the king of heroes low! 
My heart melts for thee, O Uthal! though 
thy hand was against thy father. O that I 
had remained in the cave} that my son had 
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dwelt in Finthotmo! I might have heard the 
tread of his feet, when he went to the chase 
of the boar* I might have heard his voice 
on the blast of my cave. Then would my 
soul be glad: but now darknefs dwells in my 
halls.*

Such were my deeds, son of Alpin, when 
the arm of my youth was strong* Such the*) 
actions of Toscar, the car* borne son of 
Conloch. But Toscar is on his flying cloud. 
I am alone at Lutha. My voice is like the 
last sound of the wind, when it forsakes the 
woods. But Ossian shall not be long alone. 
He sees the mist that shall receive his ghost. 
He beholds the mist that shall form his robe, 
when he appears on his hills. The sons of 
feeble men shall behold mej and admire the 
stature of the chiefs of old. They shall creep 
to their caves. They shall look to the sky 
with fear: for my steps shall be in the clouds. 
Darknefs shall roll on my side.

Lead, son of Alpin, lead the aged to 
his woods. .The winds begin to rise. The 
dark wave of the lake resounds. Bends there 
not a tree from Mora with its branches bare? 
It bends, son of Alpin, in the rustling blast. 
My ha'rp hangs on a blasted branch. The 
sound of its strings is mournful. Does the

*) Ossian speaks.



wind touch thee, O harp, or is it some pas­
sing ghost? It is thp hand of Malvina! feting 
me the harp; son of Alpin. Another song 
shall rise. My £oul shall depart in the sound. 
My fathers shall hear it in their airy hall. 
Their dim faces shall hang, with joy, from 
their clouds; and their hands receive their t 
son. ' The a’ged oak bends over the stream. 
It sighs with all its mofs. The withered fern 
whistles near, and mixes, las it waves, with 
Ossian’s hair.

„Strike the harp, and raise the song: 
be near, with all your wings, ye winds. 
Bear the mournful sound away to Fingal’s 
airy hall. Bear it to Fingal’s hall, that he 
may hear the voice of his son. The voice 
pl him that praised the mighty!“

„The blast of north opens thy gates, O 
king! I behold thee sitting on mist, dimly 
gleaming in all thine arms. Thy form now 
is not the terror of the valiant. It is like a 
watery cloud ; when we see the stars behind 
itr, with their weeping eyes. Thy shield is 
the,aged moon: thy sword a vapour half 
kindled with fire. Dim and feeble is the 
chief, who travelled in brightnefs before * 
But thy steps *) are on the winds of the

*) This description of the power of Fingal agrees 
with the notion of the times concerning the souls 

.1
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desert The storms are darkening in thy, 
hand. Thou takest the sun in thy wrath, 
arid hidest him in thy clouds. The sons of 
little men are afraid. A thousand showers 
descend. But when'thou comest forth in 
thy mildnefs; the gale of the morning is 
near thy course. The sun laughs in his blue 
fields. The grey stream winds in its vale* 
The bushes shake their green heads in the 
wind. The roes bound towards the 'desert.*

»There is a murtnur in the hea^h! the 
stormy winds abate! I hear the voice of 
Fingal. Long has it been absent from mine 
ear! „Come, Ossian, come away,* he says: 
Fingal has received his fame. We passed 
away, like flames that had shone for a season.- 
Our departure was in renown. Though the 
plains of our battles are dark, and silent; 
our fame is in the four grey stones. The 1 
voice of Ossian has been heard The harp 
has been strung in Selma. „Come, Ossian, 
come away,* he says, „come, fly with thy 
fathers on clouds.* I come, I come, thou 
king of men! The life of Ossian fails. I

of the deceased, who, it was supposed, had the 
command of the winds and storms, but took no 

' concern in die affairs of men. 
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thou aged bard? when the mighty have failed? 
But my fame shall remain, and grow like the 
oak of Morven, which lifts its broad head 
to the storm, and rejoices in the course of 
the wind!

. songs. But I shall not hear you, O maids, I 
sleep with fair-haired Ryno.
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Inquiries into the antiquities of nations afford 
.more pleasure than any real advantage to 
mankind* The ingenious may form systems 
of history on probabilities and a few facts; 
but, at a great distance of time, their ac­
counts must be vague and uncertain/ The 
infancy of states and kingdoms is as destitute 
of great events, as of the means of trans­
mitting them to posterity. The arts of 
polished life, by which alone facts can be 
preserved with certainty, are the production 
of a wefl - formed community. It is then 
historians begin to write, and public trans­
actions to be worthy remembrance. The 
actiqns of former times are left in obscurity,

Da 
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or magnified by uncertain traditions. Hence 
it is that we find so much of the marvelous 
in the origin of every nation; posterity 
being always ready to believe any thing, 
however fabulous, that reflects honour on 
their ancestors.

The Greeks and Romaris were remarkable 
for this weaknefs. They swallowed, the most 
absurd fables concerning the high antiquities 
of their respective nations. Good historians, 
however, rose very early amongst them, 
and transmitted, with lustre, their*great 
actions to posterity. It is to them that they 
owe that unrivalled fame they now enjoy, 
while the great actions of other nations are 
involved in fables, or lost in obscurity. 
The Celtic nations afford a striking instance 
of this kind. They, though once the masters 
of Europe from the mouth of the river 
Oby *), in Russia, to Cape Finisterre, the 
western point of GaHicia in Spain, are very 
Jittle mentioned in history. They trusted 
their fame to tradition and th6 songs of their 
bards, which by the vicissitude of human, i 
affairs, are long since lost. Their ancient 
language is the only monument that remains 
of them; and the traces of it being found 
in pla®es so widely distant from each other,

*) Piirt. I. 6.
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serves only to show the extent of their ancient 
power, but throws very little light on their 
history.

• Of all' the Celtic nations, that which 
possessed old Gaul is the most renowned; 
not perhaps on account of worth superior 
to the rest, but for their wars with a people 
who had historians to transmit the fame-of 
their enemies, as well as their own, to 
posterity. Britain was first peopled by them, 

, According to the testimony of the best au­
thors ♦); its situation in respect to Gau! 
makes the opinion probable, but what puts 
it beyond all dispute, is, that the same 
customs and language prevailed among the 
inhabitants of both in the days of Julius 
Caesar *♦).

The colony from Gaul possessed them* 
selves, at first, of that part of Britain'which 
was next to their own country; and spread­
ing northward, by degrees, as they increased 
in numbers, peopled the whole island. Some 
adventurers passing over from those parts of 
Britain that are within sight of Ireland,' 
were the founders of the Irish nation: which 
is a more probable story than the idle fables 
of Milesian and Gallician colonies, Piodorus

*) Caes. I. 5. Tac. Agric, c. 2.
**) Caesar. Pomp, Mel. Tacitus. । I
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Siculus *) mentions it as a thing well known 
in his time, that the inhabitants of Ireland 
were originally Britons, and his testimony 
is unquestionable, when we consider that, 
for many ages, the language and customs of 
both nations were the same.

Tacitus was of opinion that the ancient 
Caledonians were of German extract; but 
even the ancient Germans themselves Were 
Gauls. The present Germans, properly so 
called, were not the same with the ancient 
Celtae. The manners and customs of the 
two nations were similar; but their language 
different. The Germans **) are the genuine 
descendants of the ancient Scandinavians, 
who crossed, in an early period, the Baltic. 
The Celtae ♦*♦), anciently, sent many colonies 
into Germany, all of whom retained their 
own laws, language and customs, till they 
were dissipated in the Roman empire; and 
it is of them, if any colonies came from 
Germany into Scotland, that the ancient 
Caledonians were descended.

But whether the Caledonians were a 
colony of the Celtic Germans, or the same

*) Diod. Sic. I. 5.

*♦) Strabo. I. 7.

***) Caes. I. 6. Liv. I. 5. Tac. de Mor. Germ. 



55

with the Gauls that first possessed therhselves 
of Britain, i$ - a matter of no moment at 
this distance of time. Whatever their origin 
was , we find them very numerous in the 
time of Julius Agricola, which is a presum-* 
tion that they were long before settled in 
the country. The form of their government 
was a mixture of aristocracy and monarchy, 
as it was in all the countries where the 
Druids bore the chief sway,- This order of 
men seems , to have been formed on the same 
principles with the Dactyli Idae and Curetes 
of the ■ancients. . Their pretended intercourse 
with heaven, their magic - and divination 
were >the same* The knowledge of the 
Druids in natural causes, and the properties 
of certain things , the, fruit of .the experi­
ments of ages,, gained’ them a mighty-re­
putation among the people. The esteem of 
the populace soon increased into a veneration 
for the order; which, these cunning and 
ambitious priests took, care to improve, to 
such a degree, that they, in a manner, 
engrossed the management of civil, as well 
as religious, matters. It is generally allowed 
that they did not abuse this extraordinary 
power; the preserving the character of sanctity 
was so essential to their influence, that they 
never broke out into viplepce or oppression.
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Th* chiefs were allowed to execute the laws, 
but the legislative power was entirely in the 
hands of the Druids ♦). It was by their 
authority that the tribes were united, in 
times of the greatest danger, under one 
head. This temporary'king, orVergobretus**), 
was chosen by them,‘and generally laid down 
his office at the end of the war. These 
priests enjoyed long this extraordinary pri­
vilege among the Celtic nations who lay 
beyond the pale of the Roman empire. It 
was' in the beginning of the second century 
that their power among the Caledonians 
began to decline. The traditions concerning 
Trathal and Cormac, ancestors to Fingal, 
are full of the particulars of the fall of the 
Druids; a singular fate, it must be owned, 
of priests, who had once established their 
superstition,

The continual wars of the Caledonians 
against the Romans hindered the better sort 
from initiating themselves, as the custom 
formerly was, into the order of the Druids, 
The precepts of their religion were confined 
to a few, and were not much attended to 
by a people inured to war, The Vergo*

Cae$, I. 6,
**) Fer-gubreth, the man to judge. 1
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bretus, or chief magistrate, was chosen 
without the concurrence of the hierarchy, 
or continued in his dfHce against their will. 
Continual power strengthened his interest 
among the tribes, and enabled him to send 
down, as hereditary to his posterity, the 
oflice he had only received himself by 
election.

On occasion of a new war against the 
King of the World, as tradition emphati­
cally calls the Roman emperor, the Druids,' 
to vindicate the honour of the order,, began 
to resume their ancient privilege of choosing 
the Vergobretus, Garma!, the son of Tar- 
no, being deputed by them, came to the, 
grandfather of the celebrated JFingal, who 
was then Vergobretus, and commanded him, 
in the name of the whole order, to lay 
down his office. Upon his refusal, a civil 
War commenced, which soon ended in al­
most the total extinction of the religious 
order of the Druids* A few that remained, 
retired to the dark, recesses of their groves, 
and the caves they had formerly used for 
their meditations. It is then we find them 
in the circle of stones, and unheeded by the 
world, A total disregard for the order, and. 
uttdr abhorrence of the Druidical rites 
ensued, Under this cloud of public hate, 
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all that had any knowledge of the religion 
of the Druids became extinct, and( the na­
tion fell into the last degree of ignorance 
of their rites and ceremonies.

It is no matter of wonder then, that 
Fingal and his son Ossian disliked the Druids, 
who were the declared enemies to their suc­
cession in the supreme magistracy. It is a 
singular case, it must be allowed, that there- 
are no traces of religion in the poems as­
cribed to Ossian; as the poetical compo­
sitions of other nations are so closely con­
nected with their mythology. But gods are 
not necessary» when the poet has genius. 
It is hard to account for it to those who 
are not made acquainted with the manner 
of the old Scottish bards. That race of men 
carried their notions of martial honour to 
an extravagant pitch. Any aid given their 
heroes in battle, was thought to derogate 
from their fame; and the bards immediately 
transferred the glory of the action to him 
who had given that aid.

Had the poet brought down gods, as 
often as Homer hath done , to assist his 
heroes, his work had not consisted of eu- 
logiums on men, but of hymns to superior 
beings. Those who write in the Galic lan­
guage seldom, mention religion in their pro­



fane poetry ; and when they professedly 
write of religion, they never mix, with their 
compositions , the actions of their heroes, 
This custom alone, even though the reli­
gion of -the Druids had not been previously 
extinguished, may, in some measure, excuse 
the author’s silence concerning the religion 
of ancient times.

To allege, that a nation is void of all 
religion, would betray ignorance of the 
history of mankind, The traditions of their 
fathers, and their own observations on the 
works of nature, together with that super­
stition which is inherent in the human frame, 
have, in all ages, raised in the minds of 
men some idea of a superior being. Hence 
it is, that in the darkest times, and amongst 
the most barbarous nations, the very po­
pulace themselves had some faint notion, at 
least, of a divinity. The Indians , who' 
worship no God, believe that he exists. It 
would be doing injustice to the author of 
these poems, to think, that he had not 
opened his conceptions to that primitive and 
greatest of all truths. But let his religion 
be what it will, it is certain he has not al­
luded to Christianity, or any of its rites, in 
his poems; which ought to fix his opinions, 
at least, to an aera prior to that religion.
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Conjectures, on this subject, must, supply 
the p!ace of proof The persecution b^gun 
by Dioclesian, in the year 3o3, is the most 
probable time in which the first dawning of 
Christianity in the north of Britain can be 
fixed. The humane and mild character of 
Constantius Chlorus, who commanded then 
in Britain, induced the persecuted Christians 
to take refuge under him. Some of them, 
through a zeal to propagate their tenets, or 
through fear, went beyond the pale ,of the 
Roman empire, and settled among the Ca­
ledonians; who were ready to hearken to 
their doctrines, if the religion of the Druids 
was exploded long before.

These missionaries, either through choice^ 
or to give more weight to the doctrine they 
advanced, took possession of the cells and 
groves of the Druids; and it was from this 
retired life they had the name of Culdees ♦), 
which, in the language of the country, signi- 
Bed sequestered persons. It was with one of 
the Culdees that Ossian, in his extreme old 
age, is said to have disputed concerning the 
Christian religion, This dispute, they say, « 
is extant, and is couched in verse, according 
to the custom of the times. The extreme 
ignorance on the part'of Ossian of the Chris-

*} Culdich.
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tian tenets, shows, that that religion had 
only lately been introduced, as it is not.easy 
to conceive, how one of the first* rank could 
be totally unacquainted with a religion- that 
had been known for any time in the country. 
The dispute bears the .genqine marks of an­
tiquity. The obsolete phrases and expressions 
peculiar to the times, prove it to be' no 
forgery. If Ossian then lived at the introduc­
tion of Christianity, as by all appearance he 
did, his epoch will be the latter end of the 
third, and beginning of the fourth century. 
Tradition here steps in with a kind of proof.

The exploits of Fingal against Caracul, *) 
the son of the King of the florid, are 
among the first brave actions of his youlh. 
A complete poem, which relates to this 
Subject, is printed in this'collection.

In the year aio the Omperor Severus, 
after returning from his expedition against 
the Caledonians, at York fell into the tedious 
illnefs of which he afterwards died The 
Caledonians and Mariatae, resuming courage 
from his indisposition , took arms in ordep 
to recover the possessions they x had lost. 
The enraged emperor commanded his army

Carac’huil, terrible eye. Carac-’healla, ter­
rible look, Carac-challainli, asort ofuppei* 
garment.



to march into their country, and to destroy 
it ^ith lire and sword. His orders were 
but ill executed, for his son, Caracalla, was 
at the head of the army, and his thoughts 
were entirely taken up with the hopes of 
his father’s death ,and with schemes to supplant 
his brother Geta. — He scarcely had entered 
the enemy’s country, when news was brought 
him that Severus was dead. — A sudden peace 
is patched up with the Caledonians, and, as 
it appears from Dion Cassius, the country 
they had lost to Severus was restored to 
them.

The Caracul of Fingal is no other than 
Caracalla, who, as the son of Severus, the 
emperor of Rome,. whose dominions were 
extended almost over the known world, was 
not without reason called the Suu of the King 
of- the florid. The space of time between 
2ii, the year Severus died, and thebeginning 
of the fourth century, is not so great, but 
Ossian, the son of Fingal, might ha.ve seen 
the Christians whom the persecution undec 
Dioclesian had driven beyond the pale of the 
Roman empire.

In one of the many lamentations on the 
death of Oscar, a battle which he fought 

( against Caros, King of ships, on the banks 
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of the winding Carun *), is mentioned among 
his great actions. It is more than probable, 
that the Caros mentioned here, is the same 
with the noted usurper Carausius, who assu­
med the purple in the year 387, and seizing 
on Britain, defeated the emperor Maximinian 
Herculius, in several naval engagements, 
which gives propriety to his being called the 
King of Ships. The winding Carun is that 
small river retaining still the name of Carron, ' 
and runs in the neighbourhood of Agricola’s 
wall, which Carausius repaired to obstruct 
the incursions of the Caledonians. Several 
other passages in traditions allude to the wars 
of the Romans; but the two just'mentioned 
clearly fix the epocha of Fingal to the third 
century; and this account agrees exactly with 
the Irish histories, which place the death of 
Fingal, the son of Cornhal, in the year 
and that of Oscar and their own celebrated 
Cairbre, in the year 296.

Some people may imagine, that the al­
lusions to the Roman history might have been 
derived, by tradition, from learned men, 
more than from ancient poems. This must 
then have happened at least three ages ago, 
as these allusions are mentioned often in the 
compositions of those times.

*) Car-avon. win di ng ri ver, '
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Every one knows what a cloud of ignor­
ance and barbarism overspread the north of 
Europe three hundred years ago. The minds 
of mCn, addicted to superstition* contracted 
a narrownefs that destroyed genius. Accord­
ingly we find the compositions of those times 
trivial and puerile to the last degree. But let 
it be allowed, that, amidst all the untoward 
circumstances of the age, a genius might arise; 
it is not easy to determine what could induce 
him to allude to the Roman times. We find 
no fact to favour any designs which could be 
entertained by any man who lived in the 
fifteenth century.

The strongest objection to the antiquity 
of the poems now given to the public under 
the name of Ossian , is the improbability of 
their being handed down by tradition through' 
so many centuries. Ages of barbarism, some 
will say, could not produce poems abound­
ing with the disinterested and generous 
sentiments so conspicuous in the Composi­
tions of Ossian; and could these ages pro­
duce them, it is impossible but they must 
be lost, or altogether corrupted in a long 
succession of barbarous generations.

These objections naturally suggest them­
selves to men unacquainted with the ancient 
st^te of the northren parts of Britain, The

/
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bards , who were an inferior order of the 
Druids , did not share their bad fortune. 
They were spared by the victorious king, as 
it was through their means only he could 
hope for immortality to his fame. They at­
tended him in the camp, and contributed to 
establish his power by their songs. His 
great actions were magnified, and the popu­
lace, who had no ability to examine into his 
character narrowly, were dazzled with his 
fame in the rhimes of the bards. In the mean 
time, men assumed sentiments that are rarely 
to be met with in an age of barbarism. The 
bards who were originally the disciples of 
the Druids, had their minds opened, and 
their ideas enlarged, by being initiated into 
the learning of that celebrated order. They 
could form a perfect hero in their own minds, 
and ascribe that character to their prince. 
The inferior chiefs made this ideal character 
the model of their conduct; and, by degrees, 
brought their minds to that generous spirit 
which breathes in all the poetry of the times. 
The prince, flattered by his bards, and 
rivalled by his own heroes, who imitated 
his character as described in the eulogies 
of his poets, endeavoured to excel his people 
in merit, as he was above them in station, 
This emulation continuing, formed at last

Vol. xyi. E 
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the general character of the nation, happily 
compounded of what in noble in barbarity, 
and virtuous jand generous in a polished 
people.

When virtue in peace, and bravery in 
War, are the characteristics of a nation, their 
actions become interesting, and their fame 
worthy of immortality, A generous spirit is 
warmed with noble actions, and becomes 
ambitious of perpetuating them. This is the 
true source of that divine inspiration, to 
which the poets of all ages pretended. When 
they found their themes inadequate to the 
Warmth of their imaginations, they varnished 
them over with fables, supplied by their own 
fancy, or furnished by absurd traditions. 
These fables , howevet ridiculous , had their 
abettors; posterity, either implicitly believed 
them, or, through a vanity natural to man- 
Kind , pretended that they did. They loved 
to place the founders of their families ija 
the days of fable, when poetry, without the 
fear of contradiction, could give what charac­
ter she pleased of her heroes. It is to this 
Vanity that we owe the preservation of what 
remains of the more ancient poetns Their 
poetical merit made their heroes famous in . 
a country where heroism was much esteemed 
and admired. The posterity of those heroes, 



or those who pretended to be descended 
from them, heard with pleasure the eulogiums 
of their ancestors; bards were employed to' 
repeat the poems, and to record the connec­
tion of their patrons with chiefs so renowned^ 
Every chief, in procefs of time, had a bard 
in his family , and the office became at last 
hereditary. By the succession of these bards,> 
the poems concerning the ancestors of the 
family were handed down from generation 
to generation; they were repeated to the 
whole clan on solemn occasions, and always 
alluded to in the new compositions of the 
bards. This custom came down near to our 
own times; and, after the bards were 
discontinued, a great number in a clan 
retained by memory, or committed to writ­
ing, their compositions, and founded the 
antiquity of their families on the authority of 
their poems.

The use of letters were not known in 
the north of Europe till long after the in­
stitution of the bards: the records of the 
families of their patrons, their own, and 
more ancient poems, were handed down by 
tradition. Their poetical compositions were 
admirably contrived for that purpose. They 
Were adapted to music; and the most perfect 
harmony was observed. Each verse was so

E z 
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connected with those which 'preceded or 
followed it, that if one line had been re­
membered in a stanza, it was almost 
impossible to forget the rest. The cadences 
followed in so natural a gradation, and the 
Words were so adapted to the common turn 
of the voice, after it is raised to a Certain 
key, that it was almost impossible, from a 
similarity of sound, to substitute one word 
for another. This excellence is peculiar to 
the Celtic tongue, and is pgrhaps to be met 
with in no other language. INor does this 
choice of words clog'.the sense, or weaken 
the expression. The numerous flections of 
consonants, and variation in declension, 
make the language very copious.

The descendants of the Celtae, who in­
habited Britain and its isles, were not singular 
in this method of preserving the most 
precious monuments of their nation. The 
ancient laws of the Greeks were couched in 
verse, and handed down by tradition. The 
Spartans, through a long habit, became so 
fond of this custom, that they would never 
allow their laws to be committed to writing. 
The actions of great men, and the eulogiums 
of kings and heroes, were preserved in the 
same manner. All the histoiical monuments 
of the old Germans were comprehended in 
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their ancient songs *); which were either 
hymns to their gods, or elegies in praise of 
their heroes, and were intended to perpetuate 
the great events in their nation, which were 
carefully interwoven with them. This species 
of composition was not committed to writ­
ing, but delivered by. oral tradition **). The 
care they took to have the poems taught to 
their children, the uninterrupted custom of 
repeating them upon certain occasions, and 
the happy measure of the verse, served to 
preserve them for a long time uncorrupted* 
This oral chronicle of the Germans was not 
forgot in the eighth century; and it probably 
would have remained to this day, had not 
learning, which thinks every thing that is not 
committed td writing, fabulous, been in­
troduced* It was from poetical traditions 
that Garcillasso composed his account of the 
Yncas of Peru. The Peruvians had lost all 
other monuments of their history, and it 
was from ancient poems, which his mother, 
a princefs of the blood of the Yncas, taught 
him in his youth, that he collected the ma­
terials of his history, If other nations, then, 
jthat had. often been overrun by enemies,

*) Tacitus de Mor. Germ.
**) Abbe de la Bleterie Remarques snr
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had sent abroad, and 'received colonies, 
could, for many ages, preserve, by oral 
tradition, their laws and histories uncorrupt- 

। ed, it is much more probable that the ancient 
Scots, a people so free of intermixture with 
foreigners, and so strongly attached’ to the 
memory‘of their ancestors, had the works 
of their bards handed down with great purity* 

What is advanced in this short Disserta­
tion, it must be confessed, is mere conjecture. 
Beyond the reach of records(, it settled a 
gloom, which no ingenuity can penetrate* 
The manners described in these poems suit 
the ancient Celtic times, and no other period 
that is known in history. We must, there­
fore, place the heroes far back in antiquity; 
and it matters little who were their contem­
poraries in other parts of the world. If we 

। have placed Fingal in his proper period, we 
do honour to the manners of ba batons times. 
He exercised every manly virtue in Caledonia, 
while Heliogabalus disgraced human nature 
at Rome.
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The history of those nations who originally- 
possessed the north of Europe, is lefs known 
than their manners. Destitute of the use of 
letters, they themselves had not the means 
of transmitting their great actions to remote 
posterity. Foreign writers saw them only at 
a distance, and described them as they found 
them. The vanity of the Romans induced 
them to consider the nations beyond the 
pale of their empire as barbarians; and con­
sequently their history unworthy of being 
investigated. Their manners and singular 
character were matters of curiosity, as they 
committed them to record. Some men, 
otherwise of great merit among ourselves, 
give into Confined ideas on this subject* 
Having early imbibed their idea of exalted 
manners from the Greek and Roman writers, 
they scarcely ever afterwards have the fos-
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titude to allow any dignity of character to 
any nation destitute of the use of letters.

Without derogating from the same of 
Greece and Rome, we may consider 
antiquity beyond the pale of their empire 
worthy of some attention. The nobler 
passions of the mind never shoot forth 
more free and unrestrained than in the 
times we call barbarous. That irregular 
manner of life, and those manly pursuits 
from which barbarity takes its name, are 
highly favourable to a strength of mind un­
known in polished times. In advanced so­
ciety the characters of men are more uniform 
and disguised. The human passions lie in 
some degree concealed behind forms, and 
artificial manners j and the powers of the 
soul, without an opportunity of exerting 
them, lose their vigour. The times of re­
gular government, and polished mariners, 
are therefore to be wished for by the feeble 
and Weak in mind. An unsettled state, and 
those convulsions which attend it, is the 
proper field for an exalted character, and 
the exertion of great parts. Merit there 
fises always superior; no fortuitous event 
can raise the timid and mean into power. 
To those who look upon antiquity in this 
light, it is an agreeable prospect; and they 



alone can have real pleasure in tracing na­
tions to th^ir source.

The establishment of the Celtic states, in 
the north of Europe , is beyond the reach 
of written annals. The traditions and songs 
to which they trusted their history, were 
lost, or altogether corrupted, in their revo­
lutions and migrations, which were so’fre­
quent and universal, that no kingdom in 
Europe is now possessed by its original in­
habitants. Societies were formed, and kingi 
doms erected, from a mixture of,nations, 
who, in procefs of time, lost all knowledge 
of their own origin. If tradition could be 
depended upon, it is only among a people, 
from all times, free from intermixture with 
foreigners. We are to look for these among 
the mountains and inaccessible parts of a 
countryt places, on account of their bar- 
rennefs, uninviting to an enemy, or whose 
natural strength enabled the natives to repel 
invasions, Such are the inhabitants of the 
mountains of Scotland. We, accordingly, 
find, that they , differ materially from those 
who possefs the low and more fertile part 
of the kingdom. Their language is pure and 
original, and their manners are those of an 
ancient and unmixed race of men. Con­
scious of their own antiquity, they long 
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despised others, as a new and mixed people* 
As they lived in a country only fit for 
pasture, they were free from that toil and 
businefs, which engrofs the attention of a 
commercial people* Their amusement con­
sisted in hearing or repeating their songs 
and traditions, and these entirely turned on 
the antiquity of their nation, and the ex­
ploits of their fore - fathers. It is no wonder, 
therefore, that there are more remains of 
antiquity among them, than among any other 
people in Fwope. Traditions , however, 
concerning remote periods are only to be 
regarded in so far as they coincide with con­
temporary writers of undoubted credit and 
Veracity.

No writers begaft their accounts from a 
more early period than the historians of the 
Scots nation. Without records, or even 
tradition itself, they give a long list of an­
cient kings, and a detail of their transactions 
with a scrupulous exactnefs. One might na­
turally suppose, that, when they had no au­
thentic annals, they should, at least, have 
recourse to the traditions of their country, 
and have reduced them into a regular system 
of history. Of both they seem to have been 
equally destitute. Born in the low country, 
and strangers to the ancient language of 
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their nation, they contended themselves 
with copying from one another, and retail­
ing the same fictions, in a new colour and 
drels.

John Fordun was the first who collected 
those fragments of the Scots history, which 
had escaped the brutal policy of Edward I. 
and reduced them into order. His accounts, 
in so far as they concerned recent transac­
tions , deserved credit: beyond a certain 
period, they were fabulous, and unsatisfactory. 
Some time before Fordun wrote, the king 
of England, in a letter to the pope, had 
run up the antiquity of his nation to a very 
remote aera. Fordun, possessed of all the 
national prejudice of the age, was unwilling’ 
that his country should yield, in point of 
antiquity, to a people, then its rivals and 
enemies. Destitute of annals in Scotland, 
he had recourse to Ireland, which, according 
to the vulgar errors of the times , was 
reckoned the first habitation of the Scots. 
He found there, that the Irish bards had 
Carried their pretensions to antiquity as high, 
if not beyond any nation in Europe. It was 
from them he took those improbable fictions, 
which form the first part of his history.

The writers that succeeded Fordun im­
plicitly followed his system, though they 
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.sometimes varied from him in their relations 
of particular transactions, and the order of 
succession of their kings. As they had no 
new lights, and were, equally with him, 
unacquainted with the traditions of their 
country, their histories contain little infor­
mation concerning the origin of the Scots. 
Even Buchanan himself, except the elegance 
and vigour of his style, has very little to 
recommend him. Blinded with political 
prejudices, he seemed more anxious to turn 
the fictions of his predecessors to his own 
purposes, than to detect their misrepresenta­
tions, or investigate truth amidst the darknefs 
which they had thrown 'ound it. It there­
fore appears, that little can be collected 
from their own historians concerning the 
first migration of the Septs into Britain.

That this island was peopled from Gaul 
admits of no doubt. Whether colonies came 
afterwards from the north of Europe, is a 
matter of mere speculation. When South 
Britain yielded to the power of the Ptomans, 
the ynconquered nations to the north of the 
province were distinguished by the name of 
Caledonians, From their very name, it 
appears, that they were of those Gauls, 
who possessed themselves originally of Britain. 
It is compounded of two Celtic words* Catil) 
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signifying Celts, or Gauls, and Thin or Don* 
a hill*, so that Cael- don, or Caledonians, i$ 
as much as to say, the Celts of the hill 
country. The Highlanders, to this day, call 
themselves Cael, and their language Gaelic, 
or Galic, and their country Caeldoch, which 
the Romans softened into Ca-edonia. This, 
of itself, is sufficient to demonstrate, they 
are the genuine descendants of the ancient 
Caledonians, and not a pretended colony 
of Scots, who settled first in the north, in 
the third or fourth century.

From the double meaning of the word 
Gael, which signifies strangers, as well as 
Gauls, or Celts, some have imagined, that 
the ancestors of the Caledonians were of a 
different race from the rest of the Britons, 
and that they received their name upon that 
account. This opinion, say they, is support­
ed by Tacitus, who, from several circum­
stances, concludes, that the Caledonians 
were of German extraction. A discussion 
of a point so intricate at this distance of 
time, could neither be satisfactory nor 
important.

Towards the latter end of the third, and 
beginning of the fourth century, we meet 
with the Scots in the north. Porphyrius *)

*) St. liieiom. ad Ctesiphon.



So 

makes thp first mention of them about that 
time. As the Scots were not heard of before 
that period, most writers supposed them to 
have been a colony newly come to Britain, 
and that the Picts were the only genuine 
descendants of the ancient Caledonians. This 
mistake is easily removed. The Caledonians, 
in procefs of. time, became naturally divided 
into two distinct nations, as possessing parts 
of the country entirely different in their nature 
and soil. The western coast of Scotland is 
hilly and barfen; towards the east, the country 
is plain, and fit for tillage. The inhabitants 
of the mountains, a roving and uncontrouled 
race of men, lived by feeding of cattle, and 
what they killed in hunting. Their employment 
did not fix them to one place. They re­
moved from one heath to another, as suited best 
with their convenience or inclination. They 
were not, therefore, improperly called by 
their neighbours, Scuite, or the wandering 
nation; which is evidently the origin of the 
Roman name of Scoti.

On the other hand, the Caledonians, who 
possessed the east coast of Scotland, as the 
division of the country was plain and fertile, 
applied themselves to agriculture, and raising 
of corn. It was from this, that the Galic 
name of the Picts proceeded; for they are
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called, in that language, Cruithnich} i. e. the 
wheat or corn~eaters. As the Picts lived in a 
country so different in its nature from that 
possessed by the Scots, so their national char­
acter suffered a material change. Unobstruct­
ed by moun/ains or lakes, their communication 
with one another was free and frequent* 
Society, therefore, became sooner established 
among them, than among the Scots, and, 
consequently, they were much sooner governed 
by civil magistrates and laws. This, at last, 
produced so great a difference in the manners 
of the two nations, that they began to forget 
their common origin, and almost continual 
quarrels and animosities subsisted between 
them. These animosities, after some ages, 
ended in the subversion of the Pictish kingdom, 
but not in the total extirpation of the nation, 
according to most of the Scots writers, who 
seemed to think it more for the honour of 
their countrymen to annihilate, than reduce 
a rival people under their obedience. It is 
certain, however, that the very name of the 
Picts was lost, and those that remained were 
so completely incorporated with their con­
querors, that they soon lost all memory of 
their own origin.

The end o^ the Pictish government is 
placed so near that period ? to which au-

Vol. xyi. F 
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thentic annals reach, that it is matter of 
wonder, that we have no monuments of 
their language or history remaining. This 
favours the system I have laid down. Had 
they originally been of a different race from 
the Scots, their language of course would be 
different. The contrary is the case. The names 
of places in the Pictish dominions, and the 
very names of their kings, which are handed 
down to us, are of Galic original, which 
is a convincing proof, that the two nations 
were, of old, one and the same, and only 
divided into two governments, by the effect 
which their situation had upon the genius 
of the people*

The name of Picts is said to have been 
'given by the Romans to the Caledonians, 
who possessed the east coast of Scotland, from 
their painting their bodies. The story is silly, 
and the argument absurd. But let us revere 
antiquity in her very follies. This circum­
stance made some imagine , that the Picts 
were of British extract, and a different race 
of men from the Scots. That more of the 
Britons, who fled northward, from the ty­
ranny of the Romans , settled in the low 
country of Scotland, than among the Scots 
of the montains, may be easily imagined, 
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from the very nature of the country. It was 
they who introduced painting among the Picts. 
From this circumstance, affirm some anti­
quaries, proceeded the name of the latter, 
to distinguish them from the Scots, who never 
had that art among them, and from the Britons, 
Who discontinued it after the Roman conquest.

The Caledonians, most certainly acquired 
a considerable knowledge in navigation, by 
their living on a coast intersected with many 
arms of the sea, and in slands, divided^ 
one from another, by wide and dangerous 
friths. It is, therefore, highly probable, 
that they very early found their way to the 
north of Ireland , which is within sight of 
their own country. That Ireland was first 
peopled from Britain, is, at length, a matter 
that admits of no doubt. The vicinity 
of the two islands ; the exact correspondence 
of the ancient inhabitants of both, in point 
of manners and language, are sufficient 
proofs, even if we had not the testimony of’*) 
authors of undoubted veracity to confirm it. 
The abettors of the most romantic systems 
of Irish antiquities allow it; but they place 
the colony from Britain in an improbable 
and remote aera. I shall easily admit, that 
the colony of the Firbolg) confessedly the

*) Diod, Sic, 1, 5,
Fa
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Belsae\ of Britain, settled in the south ot 
Ireland, before the Cael, or Caledonians, 
discovered the north: but it is not at all 
likely, that the migration of the Firbolg to 
Ireland happened many centuries before the 
Christian aera.

The poem ofTemora throws considerable 
light on this subject. The accounts given in 
it agreex so wnll with wha* the ancients have 
delivered concerning the first population and 
inhabitants of Ireland , that every unbiassed 
person will corifefs them more probable than 
the legends handed down by tradition in that 
country. It appears, that, in the days of 
Trathal, grandfather to Fingal, Ireland was 
possessed by two nations; the Firbolg, or 
Belgae of Britain , who inhabited the south, 
and the Cael, who passed over from Caledo­
nia and the Hebrides to Ulster, The two 
nations, as is usual among an unpolished and 
lately settled people, were divided into small 
dynasties, subject to petty kings, or chiefs, 
independent of one another. In this situa­
tion, it is probable they continued long, 
without any material revolution in the state 
of the island , until Crothar, lord of Atha, a 
country in Connaught, the most potent chief 
of the Firbolg, earned away Gonlama , the 
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daughter of Cathmin , a chief of the Cael, 
who possessed Ulster.

Conlama had been betrothed some time 
before to Turloch , a chief of their own 
nation. Turloch resented the affront offered 
him by Crothar , made an irruption into 
Connaught, and killed Gormul, the brother 
of Crothar, who came to oppose his progrefs. 
Crothar himself then took arms, and either 
killed ov expelled Turloch. The war, upon 
this, became general between the two na­
tions ; and the Cael were reduced to the 
last extremity. In this situation, they ap­
plied, for aid, to Trathal king of Morven, 
■who sent his brother Conar, already famous 
for his great exploits, to their relief. Conar, 
upon his arrival in Ulster, was chosen king, 
by the unanimous consent of the Caledonian 
tribes, who possessed that country. The 
war was renewed with vigour and.succefs; 
but the Firbolg appear to have been rather 
repelled than subdued. In succeeding reigns, 
we learn, from episodes in the same poem, 
that the chiefs of Atha made several efforts 
to become monarchs of Ireland , and to 
expel the race of Conar,

To Conar succeeded his son Cormac, 
who appears to have reigned long. In his 
latter days, he seems to have been driven 
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to the last extremity, by an insurrection of 
the Firbolg, who supported the pretensions 
of the chiefs of Atha to the Irish throne. 
Fingal, who then was very young, came to 
the aid of Cormac, totally defeated Col- 
culla, chief of Atha, and re-established 
Cormac in the sole possession of all Ireland. 
It was then he fell in love with, and took 
to wife, Roscrana, the daughter of Cormac, 
who was the mbther of Ossian,

Cormac was succeeded in the Irish throne 
by his son, Cairbre: Cairbre by Artho, his 
son, who was the father of that Cormac, in 
whose minority the invasion of Swaran 
happened, which is the subject of the poem 
of Fingal. The family of Atha, who had 
not relinquished their pretensions to the 
Irish throne, rebelled in the minority of 
Cormac, defeated his adherents, and mur- 
dered him in the palace of Temora. Cair- 
bar, lord of Atha, upon this mounted the 
throne His usurpation soon ended with his 
life; for Fingal made an expedition into 
Ireland, and restored, after various vicissi­
tudes of fortune, the family of Conar to the 
possession of the kingdom. This war is the 
subject of Temora; the events, though cer­
tainly heightened and embellished by poetryj 
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seem, notwithstanding, to have their foun^ 
dation in true history.

Temora contains not only the history 
of the first migration of the Caledonians 
into Ireland; it also preserves some impor­
tant facts, concerning the first settlement of 
the Firbolg , dr Belgae of Britain, in that 
kingdom, under their leader Larthon, who 
was ancestor to Cairbar and Cathmor, who 
successively mounted the Irish throne, after 
the death of Cormac, the son of Artho. I 
forbear to transcribe the passage, on account 
of its length. It is the song of Fonar, the 
bard; towards the latter end of the seventh 
book of Temora. As the generations from 
Larthon to Cathmor, to whom the episode 
is addressed, are not marked, as are those 
of the family of Conar, the first king of 
Ireland, we can form no judgment of the 
time of the settlement of the Firbolg. It is, 
however, probable it was some time before 
the Cael, or Caledonians, settled in Ulster* 
One important fact may be gathered from 
this history , that the Irish had no king before 
the latter end of the first century , Fingal 
Jived, it is supposed, in the third century; 
so Conar, the first monarch of the Irish, who 
was his grand uhcle, cannot be placed farther 
back than the close of the first. To establish 
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this fact, is to lay, at once, aside the pre­
tended antiquities 'of the Scots and Irish, and 
to get quit of the long list of kings which 
the latter give us for a millennium before.

Of the affairs of Scotland, it is certain, 
nothing can be depended upon prior to the 
reign of Fergus, the son of Ere, who lived 
in the fifth century. The true history of 
Ireland begins somewhat later than that 
period. Sir James Ware *) who was inde­
fatigable in his researches after the anti­
quities of his country, rejects, as mere fiction 
^nd idle romance, all that is related of the 
ancient Irish, before the time of St. Patrick, 
and the reign of Leogaire. It is from this 
consideration, that he begins his history at 
the introduction of Christianity, remarking, 
that all that is delivered down concerning 
the times of paganism, were tales of late in­
vention, strangely mixed with anachronisms 
and inconsistencies. Such being the opinion 
of Ware, who had collected with uncommon 
industry and zeal, all the real and preten- 
dedly ancient manuscripts, concerning the 
history of his country, we may, on his au­
thority , reject the improbable and self­
condemned tales of Keating and O’Flaherty. 
Credulous and puerile to the last degree,

♦) War. de antiq. Hybern. prae. p. i.
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they have disgraced the antiquities they meant 
to establish. It is to be wished, that some 
able Irishman, who understands the language 
and records of his country, may redeem, 
ere it is too late, the genuine antiquities of 
Ireland, from the hands of these idle fabulists.

By comparing the history in these poems 
with the legends of the Scots and Irish writers, 
and by afterwards examining both by the test 
of the Roman authors, it is easy to discover / 
which is the most probable, Probability is 
all that can be established on the authority 
of tradition, ever dubious and uncertain. 
But when it favours the hypothesis laid down, 
by contemporary writers of undoubted vera­
city, and, as it were, finishes the figure of 
which they only drew the outlines, it ought, 
in the judgment of sober reason, to be 
preferred to accounts framed in dark and 
distant periods, with little judgment, and upon 
no authority,

Concerning the period of more than a 
century which intervenes between Fingal 
and the reign of Fergus, the son of Erd, 
or Arcath, tradition is dark and contradictory. 
Some trace up the family of Fergus to a son * 
of Fingal of that name, who makes a con- \ 
siderable figure in Ossian’s poems. The । 
three ^Ider sons of Fingal, Ossian, Fillan,
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. and Ryno, dying without issue, the succes­

sion, of course, devolved upon Fergus, the 
fourth son, and his posterity. This Fergus, 
say some traditions, was the father ofCongal, 
whose son was Arcath. the father of Fergus, 
properly called ihe first king of Scots, as it 
was in his time the Gael, who possessed 

\ the western coast of Scotland', began to be 
distinguished, by foreigners, by the name 
of Scots. From thenceforward, the Scots 
and Picts, as distinct nations, became objects 
of attention to rhe historians of other 
countries. The internal state of the two 
Caledonian kingdoms has always continued, 
and ever must remain, in obscurity and fable.

It is in this epoch we must fix the be­
ginning of the decay of that species of 
heroism which subsisted in the days of Fin­
gal. There are three stages in human society. 
The first is the result of consanguinity, and' 
the natural affection of the members of a 
family, to one another. The second begins 
when property is established, and men enter 
into associations for mutual defence, against 
the invasions and injustice of neighbours. 
Mankind submit, in the third, to certain 
laws and subordinations of government, to 
which they trust the safety of their persons 
and property. As the first is formed on 
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nature, so, of course, it is the most disin­
terested and noble. Men, in the last, have 
leisure to cultivate the mind, and to restore 
it, with reflection, to a primaeval dignity 
of sentiment. The middle state is the reign 
of complete barbarism and ignorance. About 
the beginning of the fifth century, the Scots 
and Picts were advanced into the second 
stage, and consequently, into those circum­
scribed sentiments which always distinguish 
barbarity. The events which soon after 
happened, did not at all contribute to enlarge 
their ideas, or mend their national character.

About the year 4a^, the Romans, on. 
account of domestic commotions, entirely 
forsook. Britain, finding it impossible to 
defend so distant a frontier. The Picts and 
Scots, seizing this favourable opportunity, 
made incursions into the deserted province,. 
The Britons, enervated by the slavery of 
several centuries, and those vices which are 
inseparable from an advanced state of ci­
vility, were ndt able to withstand the im­
petuous, though irregular attacks of a bar­
barous enemy. In the utmost distrefs, they 
applied to their old masters, the Romans, 
and (after the unfortunate state of the empire» 
could not spare aid) to the Saxons, a nation 
equally barbarous and brave with the enemies 
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of whom they were so much afraid. Though 
the bravery of the Saxons repelled the 
Caledonian nations for a time, yet the latter 
found means to extend themselves con­
siderably , towards the south. It is in this 
period we must place the origin of the arts 
of civil life among the Scots. The seat of 
government was removed from the mountains, 
to the plain and more fertile provinces of 
the south, to be near the common enemy, 
in case of sudden incursions. Instead of 
roving through unfrequented wilds, in search 
of subsistence, by means of hunting, men 
applied to agriculture, and raising of corn. 
This manner of life was the first means of 
changing the national character. The next 
thing which contributed to it was their mixture 
with strangers.

In ihe countries which the Scots had con­
quered from the Britons, it is probable the 
most of the old inhabitants remained., These 
incorporating with the conquerors, taught 
them agriculture, and other arts, which they 
themselves had received from the Romans. 
The Scots, however, in number as well as 
power, being the most predominant, re­
tained still their language, and as many of 
the customs of their ancestors, as suited 
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with the nature of the country they possessed* 
Even the union of the two Caledonian king­
doms did not much affect the national cha­
racter. Being originally descended hom ihe 
same stock, the manners of the Picts and 
Scots were as similar as the different natures 
of the countries they possessed permitted.

What brought about a total change in the 
genius of the Scotch nation, was their wars, 
and other transactions with the Saxons. Se­
veral counties in the south of Scotland were 
alternately possessed by the two nations. They 
were ceded, in the ninth age, to the Scots, 
and it is probable that most of the Saxon in­
habitants remained in possession of their 
lands. During the several conquests and re­
volutions in England, many fled for refuge 
into Scotland, to avoid the oppression of 
foreigners, or the tyranny of domestic usur­
pers; in so much, that the Saxon race form­
ed perhaps near one half of the Scottish king­
dom. The Saxon manners and language 
daily gained ground on the tongue and 
customs of the ancient Caledonians, till at 
last the latter were entirely relegated to the 
inhabitants of the mountains, who were still 
unmixed with strangers.

It was after the accession of territory 
which the Scots received, upon the retreat of
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the Romans from Britain, that the inhabi­
tants o£ the Highlands Were divided into clans* 
The king, when he kept his court in the 
mountains, was considered by the whole 
nation . as the chief of their blood. Their 
small number, as well as the presence of 
their prince, prevented those divisions which 
afterwards sprung forth into so many separate 
tribes. When the seat of government was 
removed1 to the south, those who remained 
in the Highlands were of course neglected. 
They naturally formed themselves into small 
societies, independent of one another. Each 
society had its Own Regulus , who either 
was, or in the succession of a few gene­
rations, was regarded as chief of their blood. 
The nature' of the country favoured an in­
stitution of this sort. A, few valleys, divided 
from one another by extensive heaths and 
impassable mountains, form the face of the 
Highlands. In these valleys the chiefs fixed 
their residence. Round them, and almost 
within sight of their dwellings , were the 
habitations of their relations and dependents.

The seats of the Highland chiefs were 
‘ neither disagreeable or inconvenient. Sur­

rounded with mountains and hanging woods, 
they, were covered from the inclemency of 
the weather, Near them generally ran a
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pretty large river, which, discharging itself 
not far off, into an arm of the sea, or ex­
tensive lake, swarmed with variety of R^h, 
The woods were stocked with wild fowl; 
and the heal ha and mountains behind them 
were the natmal seat of the red-deer and 
roe* If we make allowance for the, backward 
State of agriculture, the valleys, were not 
unfertile; affording, if not ’ all the con­
veniences, at least the necessaries, of life. 
Here the chief lived, the supreme Judge and 
lawgiver of his own people; but his sway 
was neither severe nor unjust, As the po­
pulace regarded him as the chief of their 
blood, so he, in return, considered them 
as members of his family. His commands, 
therefore, though absolute and decisive, par­
took more of the authority of a* father than 
of the rigour of a judge. Though the whole 
territory of the tribe waA considered as the 
property of the chief, yet his vassals made 
him no other consideration lor their lands, 
than services, neither burdensome nor 

- frequent. As he seldom, went from home, 
he was at no expence His table was sup­
plied by his own herds, and what his 
numerous attendants killed in hunting.

In this rural kind of magnificence, the 
Highland cniefs lived, for many ages. At a
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distance from the seat of government, and 
secured by the inaccessiblenefs of their 
country, they were free and independent. 
As they had little communication with strangers, 

\ the customs ; of their ancestors remained 
among them, and their language retained 
its original purity. Naturally fond of mili­
tary fame, and remarkably attached to the 
memory of their ancestors, they delighted 
in traditions and songs, concerning the ex­
ploits of their nation, and especially of their 
own particular families. A succession of 
bards was retained in every clan, to hand 
down the memorable actions of their fore­
fathers. As Fingal and his chiefs were the 
most renowned names in tradition, the 
bards took care toplace them in the genealogy 
of every great family. They became famous 
among the people, and an object of fiction 
and poetry to the bards.

The bards erected their immediate 
patrons into heroes, and celebrated them in 
their songs. As the circle of their know­
ledge was narrow, their ideas was confined 
in proportion. A few happy expressions, 
and the planners they represent, may please 
those who understand the language; their 
obscurity and inaccuracy would disgust in 
a translation. It was chiefly for this reason.
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that I have rejected wholly the works of the 
bards in my publications. Ossian acted in 
a more extensive sphere, and his ideas ought 
to be more noble and universal; neither 
gives he, I presume, so many of those 
peculiarities which are only understood in 
a certain period or country. The other 
bards have their beauties, but not in this 
species of composition. Their rhimes, only 
calculated to kindle a martial spirit among 
the vulgar, afford very little pleasure to 
genuine taste. This observation only regards 
their poems of the heroic kind; in every 
inferior species of poetry they are more 
succefsful. They exprefs the tender melan­
choly of desponding love, with simplicity 
and nature. So wed adapted are the sounds 
of the words to the sentiments, that, even 
without any knowledge of the language, 
they pierce and dissolve the heart. Succefs­
ful love is expressed with peculiar tendernefs 
and elegance. In all their compositions, 
except the heroic, which was solely calculat* 
ed to animate the vulgar, they give us the 
genuine language of the heart, without any 
of those affected ornaments of phraseology, 
which, though intended to 'beautify senti­
ments , divest them of their natural force. 
The ideas, it is confessed? are too local, to

Vol. XVL G
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be admired in another language* to those 
Who are acquainted with the manners they 
represent, and the scenes they^ describe, 
they must afford pleasure and satisfaction, 
s It was the locality of their description 
and sentiment, that, probably has kept them 
hitherto in the obscurity of an almost lost 
language. The ideas of an unpolished period 
are so contrary to the present, advanced 
state of society, that more than a common 
mediocrity of taste is required, to relish them 
as they deserve. Those who alone are 
capable of transferring ancient poetry into a 
modern language, might be better employed 
in giving originals of their own, were it 
not for that wretched . envy and meannefs 
which affects to despise contemporary genius. 
My first publication was merely accidental. 
Had I then met with lefs approbation, my 
after pursuits would have been more pro­
fitable; at least 1 might have continued to 
be stupid, without being branded with 
dulnefs. /

These poems may furnish light to anti- 
quaries, as well as some pleasure to the 
lovers of poetry. The first population of 
Ireland, its first kings, and several circum­
stances, which regard its connection of old 
With the south and north of Britain, are 
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presented in several episodes. The subject 
and catastrophe of the poem are found­
ed upon facts, which regarded the hrst 
peopling of that country, and the contests 
between the two British nations, who qriginally 
inhabited that island. In a preceding part 
of this Dissertation, I have shown how 
superior the probability of this system is to 
the undigested Hetions of the Irish bards, 
and the more fecent and ^regular legends of 
both kish and Scottish historians. I mean, 
not to give offence to the abettors of the 
high antiquities of the two nations, though 
I have all along expressed my doubts con­
cerning the veracity and abilities of those 
who delivter down their ancient history. For 
my own part, I prefer the national fame, 
arising from a few certain facts, to the 
legendary and uncertain annals of ages of 
remote and obscure antiquity. No kingdom 
now established in Europe can pretend to 
equal antiquity with that of the Scots, in­
considerable as it may appear in other respects, 
even according to my system; so that it is 
altogether needlefs to fix its origin a fictious 
millennium before.

Since the first publication of these poems, 
many insinuations have been made, and 
doubts arisen, concerning their authenticity,

Ga
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Whether these suspicions are suggested by 
prejudice, or are only the effects of malice, 
I neither know nor care. Those who have 
doubted my veracity, have paid a compliment 
to my genius i and , were even the allegation 
true, my self-denial might have atoned for 
my faulty Without vanity I say it, 1 think 
I could write tolerable poetry, and I assure 
my antagonists, that I should not translate 
what 1 could not imitate.

As prejudice is the effect of ignorance, 
j am not surprised at its being general An. 
age that produces few marks of genius ought 
to be sparing of admiration. The truth is, 
the bulk of mankind have ever been led, by 
reputation more than taste, in articles of 
literature. If all the Romans, who admired 
Virgil, undeistood his beauties, he would 
have scarce deserved to have come down to 
us. through so many centuries. Unlefs genius 
Were in fashion, Homer himself might have 
written in vain. He that wishes to come 
with weight, on the superficial, must skim 
the surface, in their own shallow way. Were 
my aim to gain the many, 1 would write 
a madrigal sooner than an heroic poem. La- 
berius himself would be always sure of more 
followers than Sophocles.
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Some who doubt the authenticity of this 
Work, -.with peculiar acutenefs appropriate them 
to the Irish nation. Though it is not easy 
to conceive how these poems can belong to 
Ireland and to me, at once, I shall examine 
the subject, without further animadversion 
on the blunder.

Of ail the nations descended from the 
ancient Celtae, the Scots and Irish, are the 
most similar in language, customs, and man­
ners. This at gues a more intimate connection 
between them, than a remote descent from 
the great Celtic stock. It is evident, in short, 
that at someone period or other, they formed 
one society, were subject to the same go­
vernment, and were, in all respects, one 
and the same people. How they became 
divided, which the colony, or which the 
mother nation, I have in another work amply 
discussed. The first circumstance that induced 
me to disregard the vulgarly-received opinion 
of the Hibernian extraction of the Scottish 
nation, was my observations on their ancient 
language. That dialect of the Celtic tongue, 
spoken in the north of Scotland, is much 
more pure, more agreeable to its mpther 
language, ^nd more abounding with primitives, 
than that now spoken, or even that which 
has been written, for some centuries back, 
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amongst the most unmixed part of the Trish 
nation. A Scotchman, tolerably conversant 
in his own language, understands an Irish 
composition, from that derivative analogy 
which it has to the Galic of North Britain. 
An Irishman, on the other hand, without 
the aid of study, can never understand a 
composition in the Galic tongue. This affords 
a proof, that the Scotch'Galic is the most 
original, and consequently the language of 
a more ancient and unmixed people. The 
Irish, however backward they may be to 
allow apy thing to the prejudice of their anti­
quity s seem inadvertently ,td acknowledge it, 
by the very appellation they give to the 
dialect they speak. They call their own 
language' Gaelic Eirinarch, i e. Caledonian, 
Irish, when, on the contrary, they call the 
dialect of North Britain a Chaclic, qt the 
Caledonian tongue, emphatically. A circum­
stance of this nature tends more to decide 
Which is the most ancient nation, than the 
united testimonies of a whole legion of ignorant 
bards and senachies, who, perhaps, never 
dreamed of bringing the Scots from Spain 
to Ireland, till some one of them, more 
learned than the rest, dicovered, that the 
Romans called the first Iberia, and the latter 
Hibernia. On such a slight foundation were 
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probably built the romantic fictions, concern­
ing the Milesians of Ireland.

From internal proofs,it sufficiently appears, 
that the poems published under the name of 
Ossian, are not of Irish composition. The 
favourite chimera, that Ireland is the mother 
country of the Scots, is totally subverted and 
ruined. The fictions concerning the anti­
quities of that country, which were forming 
for ages, and growing as they came down, 
on the hands of successive senachies and 
jile^is, are found, at last, to be the spurious 
brood of modern and ignorant ages. To 
those who know how tenacious the Irish are, 
of their pretended Iberian descent, this alone 
is proof sufficient, that poems, so subversive 
of their system , could never be produced by 
an Hibernian bard. But when we look to 
the language, it is so different from the Irish 
dialect, that it would be as ridiculous to 
think, that Milton’s Paradise Lost could 
be wrote by a Scottish peasant, as to suppose, 

( that the poems ascribed to Ossian were writ 
in Ireland.

The pretensions of Ireland to Ossian 
proceed from another quarter. There are 
handed down, in that country, traditional 
poems, concerning the 'Fiona, or the heroCs 
of Fion Mac Comnal> This lion, say the 
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Irish annalists, was general of the militia of 
Ireland, in the reign of Cormac, in the third 
century. Where Keating and O’Flaherty 
learned, that Ireland had an embodied militia 
so early, is not easy for me Jo determine. 
Their information certainly did not come 
from the Irish poems concerning Fion. I 
have just now, in my hands, all that remain 
of those compositions; but, unluckily for 
the antiquities of Ireland, they appear to be 
the work of a very modern period. Every 
stanza, nay almost every line, affords strik­
ing proofs that they cannot be three centuries 
old. Their allusions to the manners and 
customs of the fifteenth century,1 are so many, 
teat it is matter of Wonder to nie, how 
any one could dream of their antiquity. They 
are entirely writ in that romantic taste 
which prevailed two ages ago. Giants, en­
chanted castles, dwarfs, palfreys, witches 
and magicians, from the whole circle of the 
poet’s invention.. The celebrated Fion could 
scarcely move from one hillock to another, 
without encountering a giant, or being en­
tangled in the circles of a magician. Witches, 
on broomsticks^ were continually hovering 
round him, like crows; and he had freed 
enchanted virgins in every valley in Ireland. 
Jn short, Fion, great as he was, passed a 
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disagreeable life. Not only had he to engage 
all the mischiefs in his own, country, foreign 
armies invaded him, assisted by magicians 
and witches, and headed by kings, as tall 
as the main-mast of a first rate. It must 
be owned,- however, that Fion was not in­
ferior to them in height.

A clios air Crom leach, druim-ard, 
Chos eile air Crom-meal dubh, 
Thoga Fion le lamh mhoir 
An d’uisge o L. u b h a i r na fruth.

With one foot on Cromleacli his brow. 
The other on Crommal the dark, i 
Fion took up with his large hand 
The water from Tub ar of jtlre streams.

Cromleach and Crommal were two mountains 
in the neighbourhood of one another, in 
Ulster, and the river Lmbar ran through the 
intermediate valley. The property of such 
a monster as this Fion, I should never have 
disputed with any nation. But the bard 
himself, in the poem from which the above 
quotation is taken, cedes him to Scotland.

Fion o Alien, siol nan laoich!
Fion from Albion, race of heroes!

Were it allowable to contradict the authority 
of a bard at this distance of time, I should 
have given as my opinion, that this enormous 
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Fion was the race of the Hibernian giants, 
of Ruanus, or some other celebrated name/ 
ratber than a native of Caledonia, whose 
inhabitants, now at least, are not remarkable 
for their stature. As for the poetry, I leave 
it to the reader.

If Fion was so remarkable for his stature, 
his heroes had also other extraordinary pro- 
pjerties,- In weight all the sons of strangers 
yielded to the celebrated Ton-iosal; and for 
hardnefs of skull, and. perhaps, for thick- 

' nefs too, the valiant Oscar stood unrivalled 
and alone. Ossian hin^self had many singular 
and lefs delicate qualifications. than playing 
on the harp; and the brave Cuthullin was of 
so diminutive a size, as to be taken for a ‘ 
child of two years of age, by the gigantic 
Swaran. To illustrate this subject, 1 shall 
here lay before the reader, the history of 
some of the Irish poems, concerning Fion 
Mac Cornual^ A translation of these pieces, 
if well executed, might afford satisfaction, 
in'an uncommon way, to the public. But 
this ought to be the work of a native of 
Ireland. To draw forth, from obscurity, the 
poems of my own country, has wasted all 
the time I had allotted for the muses 5 
besides, I am too diffident of my own 
abilities to undertake such a work. A gentle-
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man in Dublin accused me to the public, 
of committing blunders and absurdities, in 
translating the language of my own country, 
and that before any translation of mine 
appeared How the gentleman came to 
see my blunders, before I committed them, 
is not easy to determine; if he did not con­
clude, that, as a Scotsman, and, of course 
descended of the Milesian race, I might 
have committed some of those oversights,

*) In Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, of the first De­
cember 1761, appeared the following Advertise­
ment: two weeks before my first publication 
appeared in London.

Speedily will be published, by a gentleman of 
this kingdom, who hath been, for some time 
past, employed in translating and writing histo­
rical notes to

FINGAL, A POEM, %
Originally wrote in the Irish or Erse language. 
In the preface to which, the translator, who is 
a perfect -master of the Irish tongue, will give 
an account of the manners and customs of the 
ancient Irish or Scotch; and therefore, most 
humbly entreats the public, to-wait for'his edi* 
tion, which will appear in a short time, as lie 
vyill set forth all the blunders and absurdities in 
the edition now printing in London, and show 
the ignorance . of s the English translator in his 
knowledge of Irish grammar, not understanding 
any part of that accidence.
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which, perhaps very unjustly, are said to be 
peculiar to them.

From the whole tenor of the Irish poerps, 
concerning the Fiona, it appears, that Fion 
JWac Comnal flourished in the reign of Coy- 
mac, which is placed, by the universal con­
sent of the senachies, in the third century. 
They> even fix the death of Fingal in the 
year 286, yet his son Ossian is made con­
temporary with St Patrick., who preached 
the gospel in Ireland about the middle of 
the fifth age. Ossian, though, at that time, 
he must have been two hundred and fifty 
years of age, had a daughter young enough 
to become wife to the saint. On account 
of this' family connection, Patrick of the 
Psalms, for so the apostle of Ireland is 
emphatically called in the poems, took great 
delight in the company of Ossian, and in 
hearing the great actions of his family. The 
saint sometimes threw off the austerity of 
his profession, drunk freely, and had his 
soul properly warmed with wine, to receive 
with becoming enthusiasm, the poems of 

, his father-in-law. One of the poems begins 
with this piece of useful information:

Lo don rabh PadAic na mhur. 
Gun Sailm air uidh, ach a got.



Gliluais e thigh Ossian mhic F li i o n» 
O san leis bn bhinn a ghloir.

The title of this poem is Teantach mor na 
Fiona, It appears to have been founded on 
the same story with the battle of Lora, The 
circumstances and catastrophe in both are 
much the same; but the Irish Ossian disco­
vers the age in which he lived, by an 
unlucky anachronism* After describing the 
total route of Erragon, he very gravely 
concludes with this remarkable anecdote, that 
none of the foe escaped, but a few, who 
were permitted to go on a pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land, Thit cirumstance fixes the date 
of the composition of the piece some centuries 
after the famous croisade; for, it is evident; 
that the poet thought the time of the croisade 
so ancient, that he confounds it with the 
age of Fingal* Erragon, in the course of 
this poem, is often called,

Riogh Lo chlin an do shloigh.
King of Denmark of two nations, 

which alludes to the union of the kingdoms 
ofJNorwayand Denmark, a circumstance which 
happened under Margaret de Waldemar, in 
the close of the fourteenth age* Modern, 
howevdr, as this pretended Ossian was, it is 
certain, he lived before the Irish had dreamed 
of appropriating Fion^ or Fingal» to them-
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selves. He concludes the poem, with this 
reflection:

Na fagha se comhtlndm nan n’ arm,
Erragon Mac Annir nan lann glas
’San n’ Albin ni n’ abaitair Triath
Agus ghlaoite an n’ Fliiona as. ,

„Had Erragon, son of Annir of gleaming swords, 
avoided the ecjual contest of arms; (single 
combat'), no chief should have afterwards been 
numbered in Albion, and the heroes of Fion 
should no more be named,“

The next poem that falls under our ob­
servation is Cath-cabhra, or, The death of 
Oscar. This piece is founded on the saipe 
story which we have in the first book of 
Temora. So little thought the author of 
Oathcabhra of making Oscar his countryman, 
that, in the course of two hundred lines, 
of which the poems consist, he puts the 
following expression thrice in the mouth of 
the hero:

Albin an sa d’ roina m’ arach. —
Albion -where I was born and bred.

The poem contains almost all the incidents 
in, the first book of Temora. In one circum- 
stance the bard differs materially from Ossian* 
Oscar, alter he. was mortally wounded by 
Cairbar, was carried by his people to a neigh­
bouring hill, which commanded a prospect 
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of the sea. A fleet appeared at a distance, 
and the hero exclaims with joy:

Loingeas mo slman-athair at’ an 
’S had a tiiiolid le cabliair chugain, 
O Albin na n’ ioma stiiagh.

»Tt is the fleet of my grandfather, coming 
with aid to our field, from Albion of many 
waves!“ — The testimony of this bard is 
sufficient to confute the idle fictions of 
Keating and O’Flaherty; for, though he is 
far from being ancient, it is probable, he 
flourished a full century before these historians. 
He appears, however, to have been a much 
better Christian than chronologer; for Fion, 
though he is placed two centuries before St, 
Patrick, very devoutly recommends the soul 
of his grandson to his ^Redeemer.

Duan a Gharibb Mac- Stam is another 
Irish poem in high repute. The grandeur 
of its images, and its propriety of sentiment, 
might have induced me to give a translation 
of it, had not 1 some expectations, which 
are now over, of seeing it in the collection 
of the Irish Ossian’s poems, promised twelve 
years since to the public. The , author 
descends sometimes from the region of the 
sublime to low and indecent description ; 
the last of whi6h, the ’rish translator, no 
(loubt, will choose to leave in the obscurity 
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of the original. Tn this piece Cuthullin is 
used with very little ceremony, for he is often 
called the dog of Tara, in the county of 
Meath. This severe title of the redoubtable 
Cuthullin, the most renowned of Irish 
champions, pioceeded from the poet’s ignor­
ance of etymology. Cu. voice, or com­
mander, signifies also a dog. The poet chose 
the last, as the most noble appellation for 
his hero.

The subject of the poem is the same 
with that of the epic poem of Fingal. Caribh 
Mac - Stam is thd same with Ossian’s Swaran, 
the son of Stamo. His single combats with, 
^nd his victory over all the heroes of 
Ireland, excepting the celebrated dog of 
Tara, i. e. Cuthullin, afford matter for two 
hundred lines of tolerable poetry. Car lb h's 
progrefs in search of Cuthullin, and his 
intrigue with the gigantic Emir-bragal, that 
hero’s wife, enables the poet to extend his 
piece to four-hundred lines. This author, 
it is true, makes Cuthullin a native of Ireland $ 
the gigantic Emir-bragal he calls the guiding 
star of the women of Ireland. The property^ 
of this enormous lady I shall not dispute 
with him, or any o|her. But, as he speaks 
with great tendernefs of the daughters of 
the convent) and throws out (some hints 
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against the English nation, it is probable he 
lived in too modern a period to be intimately 
acquainted with the genealogy of Cuthulliri.

Another Irish Ossian, for there wete 
many, as appears from their difference in 
language and sentiment, speaks very dog­
matically of Fion Mac- Comnal, as an Irish­
man, Little can be said for the judgment 
of this poet, and Jefs for his delicacy of 
sentiment. The history of one of his episodes, 
may, at once, stand as a specimen of hi# 
want of both. Ireland, in the days of Fcoht 
happened to be threatened with art invasion, 
by three great potentates, the kings of 
Lochbn, Sweden, and France. It is needlefs 
to insist upon the impropriety of a French 
invasion of Ireland; it is sufficient for me to 
be faithful to the language of my author. 
Fion,i upon receiving intelligence of the 
intended invasion, sent Gaolt, Ossian, and 
Oscar, to watch the bay, in which it was 
apprehended the enemy was to land. Oscar 
was the worst choise of a scout that could 
be made; for, brave as he was, he had th« 
bad property of falling very often asleep 
on his post, nor* was it possible to awake 
him, without cutting off one of his fingers, 
or dashing a large stone against his head. 
.When the enemy appeared, Oscar, very un-

Voh XVI. H 
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fortunately, was asleep, Ossian arid Ca-olt 
consulted about the method of wakening 
him, and they, at last, fixed on the stone, 
as fhe lefs dangerous expedient.

Gnu tliog Caoilte a chlach,, nacli gan, 
Agus a n’ aigliai’ chican gun bliuail; 
Tri mil an tulloQh gun chri1, etc.

„Ca-olt took up a heavy stone, and struck 
it against the hero’s head. The hill shook 
for three miles,; as the stone rebounded and 
rolled away.“ Oscar rose in wrath, and his 
father gravely desired him to spend his rage 
on his enemies, which he did to so good 
purpose, that he singly routed a whole wing 
of their army. The confederate kings ad­
vanced, notwithstanding, till they came to 
a narrow pafs, possessed ’ by the celebrated 
Toniosal. This name is very significant of 
the singular property of the hero who bore 
it.. Ton-iosal, though brave, was so heavy 
and unwieldy, that when he sat down, it 
took the; whole force, of an hundred men to 
set him upright on his feet again, Luckily 
for the preservation of Ireland, the hero 
happened to be standing when the enemy 
appeared?; and he gave so good an account 
of them, that Fion, upon his arrival,'found 
little to do, hut to divide the spoil among 
his soldiers. ' /
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All these extraordinary heroes, Fion, 
Ossian, Oscar, and Ca-olt, says the poet, 
Were

Siol Erin na gorm lann
The Sons of Erin of blue steel.

Neither shall I much dispute the matter with 
him: he has my consent also to appropriate 
to Ireland the celebrated Ton-iosal. 1 shall 
only say, that they are different persons from 
those of the same name, in the Scotch poems; 
and that, though the stupendous valour of 
the first is so remarkable, they have not been. 
equallyj lucky with the latter, in their poet. 
It is somewhat extraordinary that Fion, who 
lived some ages before St. Patrick, swears 
like a very good Christian:

Air an Dia do qjiun.1 gach case.
By God, who shapec| every case.

It is worthy of being remarked, that, in the 
line quoted, Ossian, who lived in St. Patrick’s 
days, seems to have understood something 
of the English, a language not then subsisting. 
A person, more sanguine for the honour of his 
country than I am, might argue from this cir­
cumstance , that this pretendedly- Irish, Ossian 
was a native of Scotland; for my countrymen 
are universally allowed to have an exclfisjv^ 
right to the second sight.

. From the instances given, the reader may 
Ha 
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form a complete idea of the Trish compositions 
concerning the Fiona, The greatest part of 
them make the heroes of Fion, v

Siol Albin a n’nioma caoile.
The r a c e 6 f Albion of many firths.

The rest make them Datives of Ireland. But, 
the truth is, that their authority is of little 
consequence on either side. From the in­
stances I have given, they appear to have 
been the work of a very modern periods 
The pious ejaculations they contain, their 
allusions to the'manners of thetimes* fix them 
to the fifteenth qentury. Had even the authors 
of these pieces avoided all allusions to their 
own times, it is impossible that the poemis 
could pafs for ancient, in the eyes of any 
person tolerably conversant with the Irish 
tongue. The idiom is so corupted, and so 
many words borrowed from the English, 
that the language must have made consider­
able progrefs in Ireland before the poems 
were written*

It remains now to show, how the Irish 
bards begun to appropriate the Scottish 
Ossian, and his heroes, to their own country. 
After the English conquest, many of the 
natives of Ireland, averse to a foreign yoke, 
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with the conquerors, or, at least, paid little 
regard to their government. The Scots, in 
those ages. Were often in. open war, And 
never in cordial friendship with the English, 
The similiarity of manners and language, 
the traditions concerning their common 
origin, and, above all, their having to do 
with the same enemy, created a free and 
friendly intercourse between the Scottish 
and Irish nations. As the custom of retain­
ing bards and senachieswas common to both; 
so each, no doubt, had formed a system , 
of history , it matters not how .much soever 
fabulous, concerning their.respective origin* 
It was the natural policy of the times, to 
reconcile the traditions of both nations to­
gether, and, if possible, to reduce them ' 
from .the same original stock,:

The Saxon manners and language had, , 
at that time, made great progrefs in the 
south of Scotland, The ancient language, 
and the traditional history of jthe nation, 
became confinpd entirely to the inhabitants 
of the Highlands, then fallen, from several 
concurring circumstances, into the last degree 
of ignorance and barbarism. The Irish, who 
for some ages before the conquest, had. 
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possessed a competent share of that kind 
of learning, which then prevailed in Europe, 
found it no difficult matter to impose- their 
own fictions on the ignorant Highland sena- 
clues. By llarteringthe vanity of the Highlanders 
with their long list of Hetemonian kings and 
heroes they, without contradiction, assumed 
to themselves the character of being the 
mother nation of the Spots of Britain. At 
this time, certainly, was established that 
Hibernian system of the original of the Scots, 
which afterwards, for want of any other,, 
was universally received. The Scots of the 
low country, who, by losing the language 
of their ancestors, lost, together with it, 
their national traditions, received, implicitly, 
the history of their country, from Irish, 
refugees, or from Highland senachies, per* 
suaded over into the Hibernian system.

These circumstances are far from being 
ideal. We have remaining many particular 
traditions, which bear testimony to a fact, 
of itself abundantly probable. What makes 
the matter incontestible.is, that the ancient 
traditional accounts of the genuine origin of 
the Scots, have been handed down without 
interruption. Though a few ignorant senachies 



might be persuaded out of their own opinion, 
by the smoothnefs of an Irish tale, 'it was 
impossible to eradicate, from among thebulk 
of the people, their own national traditions.' 
These traditions afterwards so much prevailed, 
that the Highlanders continue totally unac­
quainted with the pretended Hibernian ex­
tract of the Scots nation. Ignorant chronicle 
writers, strangers to the ancient language of 
their country, preserved only from’falling to 
the ground so improbable a story.

This subject, perhaps, is pursued further 
than it deserves; but a discussion of the pre­
tensions of Ireland, was become in some 
measure necessary. If the Irish poems, con­
cerning the Fionas should appear ridiculous, 
it is but justice to' observe, that they are 
scarcely more so than the poems of other 
nations, at that period. On other subjects, 
the bards of Ireland have displayed a genius 
for poetry. It was, alone, in matters of anti­
quity, that they were monstrous in their fables. 
Their love-sonnets, and their elegies on the 
death of persons worthy or renowned, abound 
with simplicity, and a wild harmony of num­
bers, They become more than an atonement 
for their errors, in every other Species of 
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poetry. But the beauty of these species depends 
so much on a certain curiosa felicitax of ex­
pressionin the original, that they must appear 
much to disadvantage in another language.
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Among the monuments remaining of the 
ancient state of nations, few are more valuable 
thari their poems or songs. History, when 
it treats of remote and dark, ages, is seldom 
very instructive. The beginnings of society, 
in every country, are involved in fabulous 
confusion; and though they were not, they 
would furnish few events worth recording. 
But, in every period of society, human manners 
are a curious spectacle; and the most natural 
pictures of ancient manners are exhibited in 
the ancient poems of nations These present 
to us, what is much more valuable than the 
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histojjy of such transactions as a rude age 
can afford, The history of human imagina­
tion and passion. They make us acquainted 
with the notions and feelings of our fellow­
creatures in the most ardefs ages; discover­
ing what objects they admired , and 'what 
pleasures they pursued, before those refine­
ments of society had taken place, which 
enlarge indeed, and diversify the transactions, 
but disguise the manners of mankind!

Besides this merit, which ancient poems 
have with philosophical observers of human 
nature, they have another with persons of 
taste. They promise some of the highest 
beauties of poetical writing. Irregular and 
unpolished we may expect the productions of 
uncultivated ages to be; but abounding, at 
the same time, with that enthusiasm, that 
vehemence of fire, which are the soul of 
poetry. For many circumstances of those 
times wfiich we call barbarous, are favourable 
to the poetical spirit. That state, in which 
human nature shoots wild and free, though, 
unfit for other improvements, certainly encour­
ages the high exertions of fancy and passion.

In the infancy of societies, men live 
scattered and . dispersed, in the midst of 
solitary rural scenes, where the beauties of 
nature are their chief entertainment. They
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meet with many objects, to them new and 
strange; their wonder and surprise are 
frequently excited; and by the sudden changes 
of fortune occurring in their unsettled state 
of life, their passions are raised to the utmost, 
their passions have nothing to restrainthem: 
their imagination has nt hi ng to check it* 
They display themselves to one another 
without disguise; and converse and act in 
the uncovered simplicity of nature. As their 
feelings are strong, so their language, of 
itself, assumes a poetical turn. Prone to 
exaggerate, they describe every thing in the 
strongest colours; which of course renders 
their speech picturesque and figurative* , 
Figurative language owes its rise chiefly to 
two causes; to the want of proper names for 
objects, and to the influence of imagination 
and passion over the form of expression. 
Both these causes concur in the infancy of 
society. Figures are commonly considered 
as artificial modes of speech, devised by 
orators and poets, after the world had advanced 
to a refined state. Tfie contrary of this i* 
the truth. Men never have used so many 
>figures of style, as in those rude ages , when; 
besides the power of a warm imagination to 

• suggest lively images, the want of propei*
and precise terms for the ideas1 they would
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exprefs, obliged them to have recourse to 
circumlocution , metaphor, comparison , and 
all those substituted forms of expression, 

1, which give a poetical air tp language* An 
American chief, at this day, harangues at 
the head of his tribe, in a more bold and 
'metaphorical style, than a modern European 
Would adventure to use in an epic poem.

In the progcefs of society, the genius 
and manners of men undergo a change more 
favourable to accuracy than to sprightlinefs 
and subjimity. As the world advances, the 
understanding gains ground upon the imagi­
nation; the understanding is more exercised} 
the imagination Jefs, Fewer objects occur 
that ate new or surprising. Men apply 
themselves to- trace the causes of things; they 
correct and refine one another; they subdue 
or disguise their passions; they form their 
exterior manners upon one uniform standard 
of politenefs and civility. Human nature is 
pruned according to method and rule. Lan­
guage advances from sterility to copiousnefs, 
and at the same time, from fervour and 
enthusiasm, to correctnefs and precision. 
Style becomes more chaste; but lefs animated* 
The progrels of the world in this respect 
resembles the progrefs of age in man. The 
powers of imagination are most vigorous and 
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predominant in youth: those of the under­
standing ripen more slowly, and often attain 
not to their maturity, till the imagination 
begins to Hag. Hence poetry, which is the 
child of imagination, is frequently most 
glowing and animated in the first ages of 
society As the ideas of our youth are 
remembered with a peculiar pleasure on 
account of their livelinefs and vivacity; so ( 
the most, ancient-poems have often proved 
the greatest favourites of nations.

Poetry has been said to be more ancient 
than prose; and, however paradoxical such 
an assertion may seem, yet, in a qualified 
sense, it is true* Men certainly never con­
versed with one another in regular numbers; 
but even their ordinary language would, in 
ancient times, for the reasons before assign­
ed, approach toa poetical style; and the 
first compositions transmitted to posterity, 
beyond doubt, were, in a literal sense, poems; 
that is, compositions in which imagination 
had the chief hand, formed into some kind 
of numbers, and pronounced with a musical 
modulation or tone. Music or song has 
been found coeval with society among the 
most barbarous nations* The only subjects 
which could prompt men, in their first rude 
state,-to utter their thoughts in compositions 
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of any length, were such as naturally assumed 
the tone of poetry; praises of their gods, 
or of their ancestors; commemorations of 
their own warlike exploits; or lamentations 
over their misfortunes. And, before writ­
ing was invended, no other compositions, 
except songs or poems, could take such hold 
of the imagination and memory, aS- to be 
preserved by oral tradition, and handed down 
from one race to another. z

Hence we may expect to find poems among 
the antiquities of all nations, It is probable 
too, that an extensive search' would discover a 
certain degree of resemblance among all the 
most ancient poetical productions, from what­
ever country they have proceeded. In a si­
milar state, of manners, similar objects and 
passions operating upon the imaginations of 
men, will stamp their productions with the 
same general character. Some diversity 
will, no doubt, be occasioned by climate 
and genius. But mankind • never hear such 
resembling features, as they do in the begin­
nings of society. Its subsequent revolutions 
give rise to the principal distinctions among 
nations; and divert, into channals widely 
separated, that current of human genius and 
manners, which descends originally from 
one spring. What we have been long ac­
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customed to call ths oriental vein of poetry^ 
because some of the earliest poetical pro-*  
ductions have come to us from the east, is 
probably no more oriental than occidental; 
it is characteristic^! of an age rather than a 
country; and belongs, in some measure, to 
all nations at a certain period. Of this the 
works of Ossian seem to furnish a remark­
able proof.

*) Olaus Wormius, in the appendix to his Treatise 
de Literatura Runica, has given a particular ac­
count of the Gothic poetry, commonly called 
Runic, from Runes, which signifies the Gpthic

Vol. XVI. 1

Our present subject leads us to investigate 
the ancient poetical remains, not so much 
of the east, or of the Greeks and Romans, 
as of the northern nations; in order to 
discover whether the Gothic poetry has any 
resemblance to the Celtic or Galic, which 
we are about, to consider. Though the 
Goths, under which name we usually com­
prehended all the Scandinavian tribes, were 
a people altogether fierce and martial, and 
noted, to a proverb, for their ignorance of 
the liberal arts, yet they too, from the ear­
liest times, had their poets and their songs. 
Their poets were distinguished by the title 
of Scalders, and their songs were termed 
^yrer*).  Saxo Grammaticus, a Danish historian 
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of considerable note, yvho flourished in the 
thirteenth century, informs us, that very many

letters. His informs us that there were no fewer 
than 136 different kinds' of measure, ot verse, 
used in their Vyse-s; and though we are ac­
customed to call rhyme a Gothic invention , h© 
says exprefsly, that among, all these measures, 
rhyme, or correspondence of final syllables, was 
never employed. He analyses the structure of 
one of these kinds of verse, that in which the 
poem of Lodbrdg, afterwards quoted, is written; 
which exhibits a very singular species of harmony, 
if it can be allowed that name, depending neither 
upon rhyme nor upon metrical feet, or quantity 
of syllables , but chiefly upon the number of the 
syllables, and the* disposition of the letters. In 
every stanza was an equal number of lines : in 
every line six syllables. In each distich, it was 
requisite that three words should begin with the 
same letter; two of the corresponding words 
placed in the first line of the distich, the third, 
in the second line. In each line were also re­
quired two syllables, but never the final ones, 
formed either ot the same consonants, or same 
vowels. As an example of this measure, Olaus 
gives us these two Latin lines constructed exactly 
according to the above rules of Runic verse:

Christas caput nostrum 
Coronet te bonis.

The initial letters of Christus, Caput, and Coronet, 
make the three corresponding letters pf the 

■ distich; In the first line, the first syllables of
Christas and of nostrum; in the second line, the 
On in coronet and in bonis make the requisite 
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of these songs, containing the.ancient tradi­
tionary stories of the country, were found 
engraven upon rocks, in the old Kunie cha­
racter, several of which he has translated, 
into Latin, and inserted into his history. But 
his versions are plainly so paraphrastical, and 
forced into such an imitation of the style 
and the measures of the Roman poe^s, that- 
one can form no judgment from them of the 
native spirit of the original. A more curious 
monument of the true Gothic poetry is 
preserved by Olaus Wormius, in his book de 
Literatura Runica. It is an Epicedium, / or 
funeral song, composed by Regner Lodbrog$

)
correspondence of syllables. Frequent inversions 
and transpositions were per^nitted in this poetry; 
which would naturally follow from such laborious 
attention to the collocation of words.

The curious in this subject may consult like­
wise Dr. Hick’s Thesaurus Linguarum Septen- 
trionalium; particularly the 23d chapter of his 
Grammatica Anglo - §axonica et Maeso-Gothica; 
where they will find a lull account of the struc­
ture of the Anglo Saxon verse, which nearly 
resembled the Gothic. They will find also some 
specimens both of Gothic and Saxon poetry. An 
extract, which Dr. Hicks has given from the ■ 
work of one of the Danish Scalders,. intituled 
Hervarer Saga, containing an evocation from the 
dead, may be found in the 6th volume of ^lis- 
•ellany Poems , published, by Mr. Dryden.

- / I 2 x , 
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and translated by Olaus, word for word from 
the original. This Lodbrog was a King of 
Denmark, who lived in the eighth century, 
famous for his wars and victories; and, at 
the same time, an eminent Sc alder ox poet. 
It Was his mitfortune to fall at last into the 
hands of one of his enemies, by whom he 
was thrown into prison, and condemned to 
be destroyed by serpents. In this situation, 
he solaced himself with rehearsing all the 
exploits of his life. The poem is divided 
into twentynine stanzas, of ten lines each; 
and every stanza begins with these words, 
Pugnavimus ensibus. We have fought with 
our swords, Olaus’s version is in many places 
so obscure as to he hardly intelligible. I 
have subjoined the whole below, exactly as 
he has published it; and shall translate as 
much as may give the English reader an idea 
of the spirit and strain of this kind of poetry *).

' O i-
Pugnavimus ensibus
Hand post longum tempus 
Cum in Gotlandia accessimus 
Ad serpentis immensi necem 
Tunc impetravimus Thoram 
Ex hoc vocarunt me vinun 
Quod serpentem transfodi 
Hirsutain braccam ob illam cedem

\
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„We have fought with our swards. I 
^Was young, when, towards the east, in the

Cuspide ictum intuli in colubrum 
Fero lucidorum stupendiorum.

Multum juvenis fni quando acquisivimus
Orientem versus in Oreonico freto
Vulnerum amnes avidae serac
Et.flavipedi avi
Accepimus ibidem sonuerunt
Ad sublimes galeas '
Dura ferra magnam escam 
Omnis erat oceanus vulnus /
Vadavit corvus in sanguine Caesorum.

3*
Alte tulimus tunc lanceas
Quando viginti annos numeravimus ♦
Et celebrem laudem comparavimus passim
Vicimus octo barones
In oriente ante Dimini portum
Aquilae impetravimus tunc sufficientem
Hospitii sumptnm'in ilia strage
Sudor decidit in vulnerum 
Oceano perdidit exercitus aetatem.

4.
Pugnae facta copia
Cum Helsingianos postulavimus
Ad auhim Odini
Naves direximus in ostium Vistula?
Mucro potuir turn morderc
Omnis erat vulnus unda '
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„bay of OrebrG We made torrents of blood 
„flow, to gorge the ravenous beast of prey.

Terra rubefacta Calico
Frendebar gladius in loricas ' 
gladius findebat Clypeos.

I
" 5* ' , .

Kfemini neminem tunc fugisae
Priusquam in navibus 1
Heraudus in bello caderet 
Non findit navibus ' \
Alin? baro pradstantior
Mare ad portum
In navibus longis post ilium 
Sic attulit princpps passim 
Alacre in belluni cor,

6. ' • - • '
Exercitus abjScit tlypeqs ’

■ Cum hasta volavif
Ardtia ad virorum pectora
Momordit Scarforum ca’utcs
Glauditis in pugna
Sanguineus erat Clypeus >
Antequain Rafno rex caderet, . "
Fluxit rex virortim capitibus
Calidus in loricas sudor.

Habere potuenmt turn corvi
Ante Indiorum.insiilas
Sufficientem praedam dilaniandam
Acquisivimus feris carnivores
Plenum prandium uuico actu

*
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and the yellow-footed bird. There resound­
ed the hard steel upon the lofty 'helmets of

Difficile erat unius faceted mentiotieih
Oriente sole
Spicula vidi pungere
Propqlerunt arcus ex se ferra.

8.
Altum mugierunt enses
Antequam in Laneo campo
Eislinus rex cecidit
Processimus auro ditati
Ad terram prostratorum dimicandum
Gladius secuit Clypeomm-
Pictures |in galearum conventu "
Cervicum mustum ex vulneribus
Diffushm per cerebrum fiSsum. ■ 

;r '
9-

Tenuimus Clypeos in sanguine 
Cum hastam unximus .
Ante Boring holmum
Telorum nubes disrumpunt clypeam
Extrusit arcus ex se metallum
Vdlnir cecidit in conflictu
Non erat illo rex major 
Coesi dispersi late per littora 
Ferae amplectebantur escam.

io.
Fugna manifeste crescebat
Antequam Freyr rex caderet 
In Flandorum terra
Caepit caeruleuS ad incidcndum



men. The whole ocean Was one Wound.
Th? crow waded in the blood of the alain.

Sanguine illitus in auream
Loricam in pugna
Durus armorum mncro olim
Virgo deploravit matutinam lanienam
Multa praeda dabatur feris., *

XI.
Centies centenos vidi j a cere
In navi bus
Ubi AEnglanes vocatur
Navigavimus ad pugnam
Per sex dies an^equam cxercitns caderct
Transegimus mucronum missam
In exortu solis
Coactus est pro nostris gladiis
Valdiofur in bello occumbere.

12.
’ Suit pluvia sanguinis de gladiis

Praeccps in Bardafyrde
Pallidum corpus pro accipitribus
Murmuravit arcus ubi mucro
Acriter mordebat Loricas
In conflictu
Odini Pileus Galea
Cufurrit arcus ad vulnus
VeneAte acutus conspersus sndore sanguineo.

X3-
Tenuimus magica scuta
Alte in pugnae ludo 
Ante Hiadningum smum
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„When we had numbered twenty years, we 
^lifted our spears on high, and every where

Videre licuit turn viros 
Qui gladiis lacerarunt Clypeos 
In gladiatorie murmure 
Galeae attritae virorum 
Erat sicut splendidam virgineni 
In lecto juxta se collocarc»

I4»
Dura venit tempestas Clypeis
Cadaver cecidit in terrain 
In Nortunibria 
Erat Circa matutinum tempus 
Hominibus necessum erat fugere 
Ex praelio ubi acute
Cassidis campos mordehant gladii 
Erat hoc vehiti Juvenem viduam 
In primaria sede osculari.

if*
Herthiofe evasit fortunatus 
In Australibns Orcadibus ipse 
Victoriae in no.stris hominibus 
Cogebatur in armorum nimbo 
Rogvaldus occumbere
Iste venit summits super accipitres /
Luctus in gladiorum ludo 
Strenue jactabat concussor ' 
Galeae sanguinis teli* 

id.
Quilibet jacebat transversim supra alinm
Guadebat pugna laetus
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^spread onr (renown. Eight barons we over-
„came in the cast, before the port o-f Do-

Accipiter ob gladionun ludum 
Non fecit acquilam ant aprum 
Qiu Ijlanldiam gubernavit 
Conventus fiebat fcrri ct/Clypei 
Marstanps rex jejunis • ! • 
Fiebat in vedrae sinu 
Praeda data corvis.

•»

17.
Bellatorem multum vidi.cadere 
Mantfe ante machaeram 
Virum in mucronuhi dissidio 
Filio meo incidir mature 
Gladius juxta cor • 
Egillus fecit Agnerum epoliatum 
Impertertitum virum vita 
Sonuit lancea prope Ham'di 
Griseam loricam splendebant'vexilla.

18* • • 
Verborum tenaces vidi dissecare 
Haut minutim pro lupis 
Endjli maris cnsibus 
Erat per Hebdomadae spacium 
Quasi muliercs Vinum apportarent 
Rubefactae erant naves 
Valdc in strcpitu armonim 
Scissa erat lorica 
In Scioldungorum praelio^
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„minum; and plentifully we feasted the eagle. 
„in that slaughter. The warm stream of

19- '
Pulchricomum vidi crepinsculascere
Virginis amatorem circa manitinum . . , '1
Et confabulationis amicuin. viduarum । 
Erat sicut calidum balneum
Vinei vasis nympha portarat. ...... ■ 
Nos in lilac freto ...........   ■'
Antiquam Orn reX'Cadcret 
Sanguineuni Clypcum vidi ruptum 
Hoc invertit virorum vitam.

20. . ,
Egitnus gladiorum ad caedeni 
Ludum in Lindis insula 
Cum regibus_tribiis

1 Fauci portuerunt inde laetari
Cecidit multus in rictum ferarum ,
Accipiter dilaniay.it carneni cum lupo 
Ut satur in^c.discederet
Hybernorum sanguis, in oceanuni ... ,
Copiose decidit per mactationis tempns,

2I*
Alte gladius mordebat Clypcos 
Tunc cum aurci coIoris . ' ,
Hasta fricabat loricas
Videre licuit in Onlitgs insula J- ' ■ ■
Per secula niulfum post
Ibi fuit ad gladiorum ludbs
Reges processerunt , , • ■
Rubicundum erat Circa insttlana ’ ‘
Ar volans Draco vnlnenim. ’ ■

dilaniay.it
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„ wounds rap into the ocean. The army Jell 
^before us. When we steered our ships into

22.
Quid est viro forti merte certius 
Etsi ipse in armorum nimbo 
Adversus collocatus sit
Saepe deplorat aetatem
Qui nunquam premitur
Malum ferunt timidum incitare
Aquilam ad gladionun ludutn
Meticulosus venit nuspiam 
Cordi suo usui.

A > 23*

Hoc numero aequum ut precedat
In conractu gladiorum
Juvenis unus contra alteram
Non retrocedat vir a viro
Hoc fuit viri fortis nobilitas din
Semper debet amoris amicus virginuM
Audax esse in fremitu armorum.

24.
Hoc videtur mihi re vera
Quod fata seefnimur t
Rarus transgreditur fata Parearum
Non destinavi Ellae
De vitae exitu tneae
Cum ego sangqinem semimortuus tegerum
Et naves in aquas portrusi
Passim impetravimus turn feris 
Escam in Scotiae sinubus.
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„the mouth of the Vistula, we aent the Hel- 
„singians to the hall of Odin. Then did th?

2£. 1 <
Hoc ridere me facit semper
Quod Balderi patris scamna
Parata scio in aula •.
Bibemus cerevisiam brevi '
Ex concavis crateribus craniorum
Non gemic vir fort is contra mortem
Magnifici in Odini domibus 
Non venio desperabundis 
Verbis ad Odihi aulam.

26.
Hie vellent nunc omnes
Filii Aslangae gladiis
Ainarum bellum excitare
Si exacte scirent
Calamitates nostras
Quern non pauci angues
Vcncnati me discerpunc
Matrem acccpi nieis
Filiis ita tu corda valeant.

, . 27*.
Valde inclinatur ad haereditatem 
Crudele stat nocumentum a vipera 
Anguis inhabitat aulam cordis 
Speramus alterius ad Othini 
Virgam in Ellae sanguine
Filiis meis livescet
Sua ira rubescet
Non acres juvenes
Sessionem tranquillam facient.'
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„sword bite. The waters'were all one wound, 
j,The earth was dyed red with the warm 
^stream. The sword rung upon the coats of 
„mail, and clove the bucklers in twain. None 
„fled 014 that day, till among his ^hips 
„Heraud,us fell. Than him no braver baron 
„cleaves the sea with a ship; a cheerful heart 
„did he ever bring to the combat. Then the 
„host threw away their shields, when the 
^uplifted spear flew at the breasts of heroes^
The sword bit the Scarfian rocks; bloody

/

■ Habeo quinquagies 
Vradia sub signis facta .

' Ex belli invitatiohe et semel 
Minime putavi hqmintuu 
Quod mo futurus esset 
Juvenis didici mucronem rubcfacerc 
Alius, rex praestantior 
Nos Asae invidabunt .
Non esthtgenda mors.

29.
Fert aniimls finite 

. Invitant me liysae
Quas ex Othini aula 
Othinis mihi misit 
Laetus cercvisiam cum Asis 
In summa cede bibam 
Vitae elapsae sunt horae 
Kidens moriar.

1
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„was the shield in battle, until Rafiio the 
siting was slain. From the heads of war* 
„riors the warm sweat streamed down their 
„armour. The crows around the Indirian 
^islands had an ample prey. It were diffi- 
„cult, to single out on'e among, so many deaths. 
„At the rising of the sun I beheld the spears 
^piercing the bodies of foes, and .the bows 
^throwing forth their steel - pointed arrows. 
„Loud roared the swords in the plains o£ 
„Lano. -r- The virgins long bewailed the 
^slaughter of that morning/* In this strain 
the poet continues to describe several other 
military exploits. The images are not much 
varied: the noise of arms, the streaming of 
blood f $nd the feasting the birds of prey, 
often recurring. He mentions the death of 
two of his sons in battle; and the lamenta­
tion he describes as made for one of them is 
very singular. A Grecian or Itoman poet 
would have introduced the virgins or nymphs 
of the wood, bewailing the untimely fall of 
a young hero. But, says, our Gothic poet, 
^When Rogvaldus was slain, for him mourii- 
„ed all the hawks of heaven," as lamenting 
a benefactor who had so liberally supplied 
them with prey; „for boldly,« as he adds, 
„in the strife of swords, did the breaker of 
^helmets throw the spear of fcilood."
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the highest bravery and contempt of death. 
„What is more Certain to the brave man than 
„ death, though amidst the storm of swords 
„he stands always ready to oppose it ? He 
„only regrets this life who hath never known 
5,distrefs. The timorous man allures the do- 
^vouring eagle to the field of battle. The 
>,coward, wherever he comes, is uselefs to 
„himself. This I esteem honourable, that 
„the yduth should advance to the combat 
„fairly matched one against another; nor man 
„retreat from man. Long was this the war- 
„rior’s highest glory. He who aspires to the 
jjlove of virgins, ought always to be fore- 
„most in the roar of arms. It appears -to me 
j,of truth, that we are led by the Fates. Sel- 
„dom can any overcome the appointment of 
^destiny. Little did I foresee that Ella *) was 
„to have my life in his hands, in that day 
„when fainting I concealed my blood, and 
„pushed forth my ships into the waves; after' 
„we had spread a repast for the beasts of 
„prey throughout the Scottish bays. But this 
„makes me always rejoice, that in the halls 
„of our father Balder (or Odin) I know there 
„are seats prepared, where, in a short time,

*) This was the name of his enemy who had con­
demned him to death.
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»we shall be drinking ale out of the hollow 
„skulls of our enemies. , In the house of the 
„mighty Odin, no brave man Jamenfs death, 
„I come not with the voice of despair to 
MOdin’s hall.. How eagerly would all the sons 
„of Aslauga now rush to war, did they know 
„the distrefs of their father, whom a multitude 
„of venomous serpents tear! I have given to 
„my children a mother who hath filled their 
^hearts with valour. I am fast approaching 
„to my end, A cruel death awaits me from 
„the viper’s bite, A snake dwells in the midst 
„of my heart. I hope that the sword of some 
„of my sons shall yet be stained with the 
„blood of Ella. The valiant youths will wax 
„red with anger, and will not sit in peace, 
„Fifty and one times have I reared the sian- 
„dard in battle. In my youth, I learned to 
„dye the sword in blood: my hope was then, 
„that no king among men would be more 
^renowned than me. The goddesses of death 
„will now soon call me$ I must not mourn 
„my death. JNow I end my song, The god- 
„desses invite me away; they whom Odin 
„has sent to me from his hall, I will sit upon 
„a lofty seat, and drink ale joyfully with the 
^goddesses of death. The hours .of my life 
„are run out. I will smile when I die.“

This is such poetry as we might expect 
Vol. XVI. K 
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from a barbarous nation. It breathes a most 
ferocious spirit. It is wild, harsh, and irre­
gular; but, at the same tim,e, animated and 
strong; the style, in the original, fhll of 
Olaus’s notes, highly metaphorical and figured.

But when we open the works of Ossian, 
a very different scene presents itself. There 
we find the lire and the enthusiasm of the 
most early times, combined with an amazing 
degree of regularity and art. We find ten- 
dernefs, and even delicacy of sentiment, 
greatly predominate over fiercenefs and bar­
barity. Our hearts are melted with the softest 
feelings, and at the same time elevated with 
the highest ideas of magnanimity, generosity, 
and true heroism. When we turn from the 
poetry of Lodbrog to that of Ossian, it is 
like passing from a savage desert, into a 
fertile and cultivated country. How is this 
to be accounted for? or by what means to be 
reconciled whh the remote antiquity attri­
buted to these poems? This is a curious point} 
and requires to be illustrated.

That the ancient Scots were of Celtic 
original, is past all doubt. Their conformity 
with the Celtic nations in language, manners, 
and religion, proves it to a full demonstra­
tion. The Celtae, a great and mighty people, 
altogether distinct from the Goths and Teu-
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tones, once extended their dominion over 
all the west of Europe; but seem to have had 
their most full and complete establishment in 
Gaul. Wherever the Celtae or Gauls are 
mentioned by ancient writers, we seldom fail 
to hear of their Druids and their Bards; the 
institution of which two orders, was the 
capital distinction of their manners and policy. 
The Druids were their philosophers and 
priests; the Bards, their poets and recorders 
of heroic actions: And both these orders of 
men seem to have subsisted among them, as 
chief members of the state, from time imme­
morial. *)  We must not therefore imagine 
the Celtae to have been altogether a grofs 
and rude nation. They possessed from very 
remote ages a formed system of discipline 
and manners, which appears to have had a 
deep and lasting influence. Ammianus Mar- 

*) TUV •TlUoptWV ffl, Bx^ooi •rg

nxreiSf AfihiJk. Bx^oi f*sv > vpwrM
Strabo, lib. iv.

"Etfi trap awob TrotvTM ks Bag&if ovo*
/ua&a-it, tsTet /xg.r^ 'ofyavcyi, Tabs axotwn
’as /xa vfMXTi, as os fihcta-tpsuis&i* Diodor. Sicul. 
1- 5-

Ta & xvtuv 01
orwrai J*’ 'ani ust Aiyoyrs;,
Posidonius ap Athenaeum, 1. 6,

K 2
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cellinus gives them this exprefs testimony, 
that there flourished among them the study 
of the most laudable arts; introduced by the 
bards, whose office it was to sing in heroic 
verse the gallant actions of illustrious men; 
and by the Druids, who lived together in 
colleges or societies, after the Pythagorean 
manner, and philosophising upon the highest 
subjects, asserted the immortality of the 
human soul. *)  Though Julius Caesar, in 
his account of Gaul, does not exprefsly men­
tion the bards, yet it is plain, that undec 
the title of Druids, he comprehends that 
whole college or order, of which the bards, 
who, it is probable, were the disciples of 
the Druids, undoubtedly made a part. It 
deserves remark, that, according to his ac­

*) Per haec loca (epeaking of Gaul) liominibus 
paulatim excultis vigil ere studia laudabi-

, 1 ium do c trianarum ; inchoata per Bardos et 
Euliages et Druidas. Et Bardi quidem fortia 
virorum illustrium facta heroicis composita ver- 
sibus cum dulcibus lyrae modulis cantitarunt. 
Euhages veto scrutantes serium et sublimia na­
turae pandere conabantur. Intel- Iios, Druidae 
ingeniis celsiores*, ut auctoritas Pythagorap de- 
crevit, sodalitiis adstricti consortiis, questionibus 
altafum occultarumque rerum erecti stmt; et 
despanctes Humana promultiarunt animas immor- 
tales. Amni; Marceliinus, I. 15* caP- 9’
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count, the Druidical institution first took 
rise in Britain, and passed from thence into 
Gaul; so that they who aspired to be thoju- 
rough masters of that learning were wont to 
resort to Britain. He adds too, that such, 
as were to be initiated among the Druids, 
were obliged to commit to their memory a 
great number of verses, insomuch that some 
employed twenty year£ in this course of 
education; and that they did not think it 
lawful to record these poems in writing, but 
sacredly handed them down by tradition 
from race to race. *)

So strong was the attachment of the 
Celtic nations to their poetry and their 
bards, that, amidst all the changes of their 
government and manners, even long after 
the order of the Druids was extinct, and 
the national religion altered, the bards con­
tinued to flourish; not as a set of strolling 
songsters, like the Greek 'Auht or rhapsodists, 
in Homer’s time, but is an order of men 
highly respected in the state, and supported 
by a public establishment. We find them, 
according to the testimonies of Strabo and 
Diodorus, before the age of Augustus Cae­
sar; and we find them remaining under the 
same name, and exercising the same functions

*) Vid. Caesar de Bello Gall. lib. 6. 
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as of old, in Ireland, and in the north of 
Scotland, almost down to our own times. It is 
well known, that in both these countries, 
every Regains or chief had his own bard, who 
was considered as an officier of rank in his 
court; and had lancb assigned him, which 
descended to his family. Of the honour in 
which the bards were held, many instances 
bccur in Ossian’s poems. On all important 
occasions , they were the ambassadors be­
tween contending chiefs; and their persons 
were held sacred. „Cairbar feared to stretch 
„his sword to the bards, though hjs sou! 
„was dark. Loose the bards, said his bro- 
„ther Cathmor, they are the sons of other 
i,times. Their voice shall be heard in other 
„ages, when /he kings of Temora have
failed/4

From all this, the Celtic tribes clearly 
appear to have been addicted in so high a 
degree to poetry, and to have made it so 
much their duty from the earliest times, as 
may remove our wonder at meeting with a 
vein of higher poetical refinement among 
them, than was at first sight to have been 
expected among nations, whom we are ac­
customed to call barbarous. Barbarity , I 
must observe» is a very equivocal term ; it 
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admits of many different forms and degrees; 
and though, in all of them, it excludes 
polished manners, it is, however, not in­
consistent with generous sentiments and 
tender affections. *) What degrees of

*j Surely among the wild Laplanders, if anywhere* 
barbarity is in its most perfect state. Yet their 
lovesongs , which Scheffer has given ns in his 
I.apponia, are a proof that natural tendemefs of 
sentiment may be fopnd in a country, into which 
the least glimmering of science has never pene­
trated. To most English readers these songs aro 
well known by the elegant translations pf them 
in the Spectator, No. 366 and 400. I shall subjoin 
Schefler’s Latin version of one of them, which 
lias the appearance of being strictly literal.

Sol, clarissimum ejnitte lumen in paludem 
Ona. Si enisus in summa picearum cacumina 
scirem hie visitrum Ona paludem, in ea eniterer, 
ut viderem inter quos arnica, mea esset Hores; 
omnes suscindcrem. frutices ibi cnatos, omnes 
ramos praesecarem, hos virentes ramos. Cursum 
nubium essem secutus, quae iter suunr instituunt 
versus paludem Ona, si ad te volare possem alis, 
cornicum alis. Sed mihi desunt alae, alae quer- 
qnedulae, pedesque, ansennn. pedes plantaeve 
bonae, quae defene me valeant ad te. Satis ex- 
pectasti din; per tot dies, tot dies tuos optimos, 
oculis tuis jucundissimis , cordc tuo amicissimo. 
Quod si longissime velles effugere, cito tamen to 
cansequerer. Quid lirmius validiusve esse potest 
qnam contorti nervi, catenaeve ferreae, quae 
diuissiine ligant? Sic amor contorquct caput 
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friendship, love, and heroism, may possibly 
be found to prevail in a rude state of so­
ciety, no one can say. Astonishing instan­
ces of them we know, from history , have 
sometimes appeared; and a few characters 
distinguished by those high qualities, might 
lay a foundation for a set of manners being 
introduced into the songs of the bards, 
more refined, it is probable, and exalted, 
according to the usual poetical licence, than 
the real manners of the country. In parti­
cular, with respect to heroism, the great em­
ployment of the Celtic bards, was to deli­
neate the characters, and sing the praises of 
heroes. So Lucan:

Vos quoque qui fortes animos, belloqueperemptos, 
Laudibus in Longum vates diffunditis aevum 
Plurima securi fudistis carmina bardi.

Pliars. I. i.

Now, when we consider a college or 
order of men, who, cultivating poetry 
throughout d long series of ages, had their

nostrum, mutat cogitationes et sentcntias, Pne- 
, TOrum voluntas, voluntas vend; juvenum cogita­

tiones , longae cogitationes. ' Quos si audbem 
omnes, a via, a via justa declinarem. Unum est 
consilium quod capiam ; ita scio viam rectiorem 
me reperturum. Schefferi Lapponia, c. 25.
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imaginations continually employed on the 
ideas of heroism; who had all the poems 
and panegyrics which were composed by their 
predecessors, handed down to them with 
care, who rivalled and endeavoured to outstrip 
those who had gone before them, each in 
the celebration of his particular hero; Is it 
not natural to think, that at length the 
character of a hero would appear in their 
songs with the highest lustre, and be adorned 
with qualities truly noble? Some of the 
qualities indeed which distinguish a Fingal, 
moderation, humanity, and clemency, would 
not probably be the first ideas of heroism 
occurring to a barbarous people: but no 
sooner had such ideas begun to dawn on the 
minds of poets, than, as the human mind 
easily opens to the native representations of 
human perfection, they would be seized and 
embraced: they would enter into their pane­
gyrics; they would afford materials for succeed­
ing bards to work upon and improve; they 
would contribute not a little to exalt the 
public manners. For such songs as these, 
familiar to the Celtic warriors from their 
childhood, and throughout their whole life, 
both in war and in peace, their principal 
entertainment must have had a' very consi­
derable influence in propagating among them 
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real manners, nearly approaching to the 
poetical, and in forming even such a hero 
as Fingal. Especially when we consider, 
that among their limited objects of ambition, 

'among the few advantages which, in a savage 
statesman could obtain over man, the chief 
was Fame, and that immortality which they 
expected to receive from their virtues and 
exploits, in the songs of baids*).

Having made these remarks on the Celtic 
poetry and bards in general, I shall next 
consider the particular advantages which Ossian 
possessed. He appears clearly to have Jived 
in a period which enjoyed all the benefit I 
just now mentioned of traditionary poetry. 
The exploits of Trathal, Trenmor, and the 

4 other ancestors of Fingal, are spoken of as 
familiarly known. Ancient bards are frequently 
alluded to. In one remarkable passage, Ossjan 
describes himself as living in a sort of 
classical age, enlightened by the memorials 
of former times, which were conveyed in

z *) When Edward I. conquered Wales, he put to 
death all the Welsh bards. This cruel policy 
plainly shows, how great an influence he imagin- 

( ed the songs of these bards to have over the 
minds of the people; and of what nature he 
judged that influence to be. The Welsh bards 
were of the same Celtic race with th6 Scottish 
and Irish.



the songs «of bards; and points at a period 
of-darknefs and ignorance which lay beyond 
the reach of tradition, „His words,“ says he, 
„came only by halves to our ears; they were 
„dark aS the tales of other times . before the 
flight of the song arose/4 Ossian himself 
appears to have been endowed by nature 
with an exquisite sensibility of heart; prone 
to that tender melancholy which is so often 
an attendant bn great genius; and susceptible 
equally of strong and of soft emotions, 1 He 
was not only a professed bard, educated 
with care as we may easily believe, to, all 
the poetical art then known, and connected, 
as he shows us himself, in intimate friendship 
with the other contemporary bards, but a 
warrior also, and thesonofthe most renowned 
hero and prince of his age. This formed a 
conjunction of circumstances uncommonly 
favourable towards exalting the imagination 
of a poet. He relates expeditions in which, 
he had been engaged; he sings of battles, 
in which he had fought and overcome; he 
had beheld the most illustrious scenes which 
that age could exhibit, both of heroism in 
war, and magnificence in peace. For, however 
rude the magnificence of those times may 
seem to us, we must remember that all ideas 
of magnificence are comparative, and that 
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the age of Fingal was an aera of distinguished 
splendour in that part of the world. Fingal 
reigned over a considerable territory; he was 
enriched with the spoils of the R/>man province; 
he was ennobled by his victories and great 
actions; and was in all respects a personage 
of much higher dignity than any of the 
chieftans, or heads of clans, who lived in 
the same country, after a more extensive 
monarchy was established.

The manners of Ossian’s age, so far as 
we can gather them from his writings, were 
abundantly favourable to a poetical genius. 
The two dispiriting vices, to which Longinus 
imputes the decline of poetry, covetousnefs 
and effeminacy, were as yet unknown. The 

* cafes of men were few. They lived a roving 
indolent life; hunting and war their principal 
employments; and their chief amusements, 
the music of bards, and „the feast of shells,44 
The great object pursued by heroic spirits, 

' was to ^receive their famethat is, to become 
worthy of being celebrated in the songs of 
bards; and „to have their name on the four 
„grey stones.44 To die, unlamented by a 
bard , was deemed so great a misfortune, as 
even to disturb their ghosts in another state. 
„They wander in thick mists beside the reedy 
»lake; but never shall they rise, without the 



„song, . to the dwelling of winds.* After 
death, they expected to follow employments 
of the same nature with those which had 
amused them on earth; to fly with their friends 
on clouds, to pursue airy deer, and to listen 
to their praise in the mouths of bards. In 
such times as these, in a country where 
poetry had been so long cultivated, and so 
highly honoured, is it any wonder, that 
among the race and succession of bards, 
one Homer should arise; aman, who, endowed 
with a natural happy genius, favoured by 
peculiar advantages of birth and condition, 
and meeting, in the course of his life, with 
a variety of incidents proper to fire his ima­
gination, and to touch his heart, should 
attain a degree of eminence in poetry, worthy 
to draw the admiration of more relined ages?

The compositions of Ossian are so strongly 
marked with characters of antiquity, that, 
although there were no external proof to 
support that antiquity, hardly any reader of 
judgment and taste could hesitate in referring 
them to a very remote aera. There are four 
great stages through which men successively 
pafs in the progrefs of society. The first and 
earliest is the life of hunters; pasturage suc­
ceeds to this, as the ideas of property begin 
to take root; next agriculture; and lastly, 
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commerce. Throughout Ossian’s poems, we 
plainly .find ourselves in t|ie first of these 
periods of society; during which, hunting 
was the chief employment of men, and the 
principal method of their procuring sub­
sistence. - Pasturage was not indeed wholly 
unknown; For we hear of dividing the herds 
in the case of a divorce; but the allusions 
to herds and to cattle are not many; and of 
agriculture we find no traces. No cities appear 
to have been built in the territories ofFingafi 
No arts are mentioned except that of navi­
gation and of working in iron *).  Every 
thing presents to us the most simple and 

*) Then- skill in navigation need not at all surprise 
us. Living in the western islands, along the 
coast, or in a country Which is every where in­
tersected with arms of the sea, one of the first 
objects of their attention, from the earliest time, 
must have been, how to traverse the waters. 
Hence that knowledge of the stars, so necessary 
for guiding them by night, of which we find 
several traces in Ossian’s works ; particularly in 
the beautiful description of Cathmor’s shield, in 
the 7<h bhok of Temora. Among all the northern 
maritime nations-, navigation was very early 
studied. Piratical incursions were the 4hief 
means they employed for acquiring booty, and. 
Were among the first exploits which distinguished 
them in the world. Even the savage Americans 
Were,.at their first discovery, found to possefs



i5g

unimproved manners. At their feasts; the 
heroes prepared their own repast; they sat 
round' the light of the burning oak; the 
wind lifted, their locks, and whistled through 
their open halls. Whatever was beyond the 
necessaries of life was known to them only 
as the spoil of the Roman province; „the 
„gol.d of the stranger; the lights of the 
4,str anger; the steeds of the stranger, the 
^children of the rein.c‘ >

This representation of Ossian’s times, 
must strike us the more, as, genuine and 
authentic, when it is compared with a poem, 
of later date, which Mr. Macpherson 'has 
preserved in one of his notes. It is that 
wherein five bards are represented as passing 
the evening in the house of a chief, and each 
of them separately giving his description of 
the night. The night scenery is beautiful;

the most surprising skill and dexterity in navigat­
ing their immense lakes and rivers.

The description of Cuthullin’s chariot, in the 
first book of Fingal, has been objected to by .some, 
as representing greater magnificence than is con­
sistent with the supposed poverty of that age. 
But this chariot is plainly only a horse litter; 
and the gems mentioned in the description, are 
no other than the shining 'stones or pebbles, 
known to be frequently found along the western 
coast of Scotland.- . 
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z and the author has plainly imitated t;he style 
and manner of Ossian: but he has allowed 
some images to appear which betray a later 
period of society. For We meet with windows 
clapping, the herds of goats and cows seek- 

, ing shelter, the shepherd wandering, corn 
on the plain, and the wakeful hind, rebuilding 
the shocks of corn which had been over­
turned by the tempest. Whereas, in Os­
sian’s works, from beginning to end, all is 
consistent; no modern allusion drops from 
him; but every where, the same face of rude 
nature appears; a country wholly uncultivat* 
ed,'thinly inhabited, and recently peopled. 
The grafs of the rock, the flower of the 
heath, the thistle with its beard, are the 
chief ornaments of his landscapes. „The 
desert,“ says Fingal, „is enought for me, with 
„all its woods and deer.“

The circle of ideas and transactions is 
no wider than suits such an age; nor any 
greater diversity ihtroduced into characters, 
than the events of that period would naturally 
display Valour and bodily strength are the 
admired qualities. Contentions arise, as is 
usual among savage nations, from the slightest 
causes. To be affronted at a tournament, or 
to be omitted in the invitation to a feast, 
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kindles a war. Women are often carried 
away by force; .and the whole tribe, as in 
the Homeric times, rise to avenge the wrong* 
The heroes show refinement of sentiment 
indeed on several occasions, but none ofz 
manners* They speak, of their past actions 
with freedom, boast of their exploits, and 
sing their own praise. In their battles, it js 
evident, that drums, trumpets, of bagpipes 
were not known or used. They had no 
expedient for giving the military alarms but 
striking a shield, or raising a loud cry; And 
hence the loud and terrible voice of Fingal 
is often mentioned as a necessary qualification 
of a great general; like the
of Homer. Of military discipline or skill, 
they appear to have been entirely destitute. 
Their armies seem not to have been numerous; 
their battles were disorderly; and terminated, 
for the most part, by a personal combat, or 
wrestling of the two chiefs; after which, „the ' 
„bard sung the song of peace, and the battle 
„ceased along the field/4

The manner of composition bears all the 
marks of the greatest antiquity. No artful 
transitions; nor full and extended connection 
of parts; such as we find among the poets of 
later times, when order and regularity of 
composition were more studied and known;

Vol. XVI. ' 5 L 
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but a style always rapid and vehement; in 
narration concise even to abruptnefs, and 
leaving several circumstances to be supplied 
by the reader’s imagination. The language has 
all that figurative cast, which as 1 before showed, 
partly a glowing and undisciplined imagiha* 
tion, partly the sterility of language, and 
the want of proper terms, have always in­
troduced into the eaYly speech of nations; 
and, in several respects, it carries a remark­
able resemblance to the style of the Old 
Testament. It deserves particular notice, as 
one of the most genuine and । decisive cha­
racters of antiquity, that very few general 
terms, or abstract ideas , are to be met with 
in the whole collection of Ossian’s works. 
The ideas of men, at first, were all parti­
cular. They had not words to exprefs ge­
neral conceptions. These were the conse­
quence of more profound reflection , and 
longer acquaintance with the arts of thought 
and of speech. Ossian, accordingly, almost 
never expresses himself in the abstract. His 
ideas extended little farther than to the 
objects he saw around him. A public, a 
community, the universe, were conceptions 
beyond his sphere. Even a mountain, a 
sea, or a lake, which he has occasion to 
mention, though only in a simile, are for 



the most part particularized; it is the hill o£ 
Cromla, the storm, of thh sea of Malmor, or 
the reeds of the lake of Lego. A mode o£ 
expression, which, while it is characteristi­
cal of ancient ages, is at the same time 
favourable to descriptive poetry,: For the 
same reasons, personification is a poetical 
figure not very common with Ossian. Inani­
mate objects, such as winds, trees, flowers^ 
he sometimes personifies with great beauty. 
But the personifications which are so familiar 
to later poets, of Fame, Time, Terror, 
Virtue, and the rest of that clafs, were un­
known to the Celtic bard. These were 
modes of conception too abstract for, his 
age.'

All these are marks so undoubted, and 
some of them too so nice and delicate, of 
the most early times, as put the high antiquity 
of these poems out of question. Especially 
when we consider, that if there had been 
any imposture in this case, it must have been 
contrived and executed in the Highlands of 
Scotland, two or three centuries ago; as up 
to this period, both by nianuscripts, and by 
the testimony of a multitude of living wit­
nesses , concerning the uncontrovertible 
tradition of these poems, they can clbarly be 
traced. Now, this is a period when that;
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country enjoyed no advantages for a composi­
tion of this kind, which it may not be sup­
posed to have enjoyed in as great, if not 
in a greater degree, a thousand years before. 
To suppose that two or three hundred years 
ago, when we well know the Highlands to 
have been in a state of grofs ignorance and 
barbarity, there should have arisen in that 
country a poet, of such exquisite genius, 
and of such deep knowledge of mankind, 
and of history, as to divest himself of the 
ideas and manners of his own age, and to 
give us a just and natural picture of ,a state 

। of society ancienter by a thousand years;
one who could support this counterfeited 
antiquity through such a large collection of 
poems, without the least inconsistency; and 
who, possessed of all this genius and art, 
had, at the same time, the self-denial of 
concealing himself, and of ascribing his 
own works to an antiquated bard , without 
the imposture being detected; is a Suppo­
sition that transcends all bounds of credi­
bility.

There are, besides, two other circum­
stances to be attended to, still of greater 
weight, if possible, against this hypothesis. 
One is, the total absence of religious ideas 
from this work; for which the translator 
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has, in his preface, given a very probable 
account, on the footing of its being the 
work, of Ossian. The Druidical superstition 
was, in the days of Ossian, on the point 
of its final extinction; and for particular 
reasons, odious to the family of Fingal;’ 
whilst the Christian faith was not yet establish­
ed. But had it been the work of one to 
whom the ideas of Christianity were familiar 
from his infancy; and who had superadded 
to them also the bigoted superstition of a 
dark age and country; it is impossible, but 
in some passage or other, the traces of them 
would have appeared. The other circumstance 
is, the entire silence which reigns with respect, 
to all the great clans or families which are 
now established in the Highlands. The origin 
of these several clans is known to be very 
ancient: And it is as well known that there 
is no passion by which a native Highlander 
is more distinguished than by attachment to 
his clan, and jealousy for its honour. That 
a Highland bard, in forging a work relating 
to the antiquities of his country, should have 
inserted no circumstance which pointed out 
the rise of his own clan, which ascertained 
its antiquity, or increased its glory, is, of 
all suppositions that can be formed, the most 
improbable; and the silence on this head
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'amounts to a demonstration that the author 
lived before any of the present great clans 
Were formed or known.

Assuming it then, as we well may, for 
certain, that the poems now under considera­
tion are genuine venerable monuments of 
Very remote antiquity; I proceed to make 
some remarks upon their general spirit and 
strain. 5 The two great characteristics of 
Ossian’s-poetry, are tendernefs and sublimity. 
It breathes nothing of the gay and cheerful 
kind; an air of solemnity and seriousnefs 
is diffused over the whole. Ossian is perhaps 
the only po^t who never relaxes, or lets 
himself down into the light and amusing 
strain; which I readily admit to be no small 

‘disadvantage to him, with the bulk of readers. 
He' moves perpetually in the high region of 
the grand and the pathetic. One key note 
is struck at* the beginning, and supported 
to the* end; nor is any ornament intro­
duced, but what is perfectly concordant with 
the general tone or melody. The events 
recorded are all serious and grave; the 
scenery throughout wild and romantic. The 
extended heath by the sea-shore; the moun- < 
tain shaded with rtiist; the torrent rushing 
through a solitary valley; the scattered oaks, 
and the tombs of warriors overgrown with



mofs; all produce a solemn attention in the 
mind, and prepare it for great and extra­
ordinary events* We find not in Ossian, 
an imagination that sports itself, and dresses 
out gay trifles to please the fancy. His 
poetry, more perhaps than that of any other 
writer, deserves to be styled The Poetry of 
the Heart, It is a heart penetrated with 
noble sentiments, and with sublime and tender 
passions; a heart that glows , and'kindles 
the fancy; a heart that is full, and pours 
itself forth. Ossian did not write, like 
modern poets, to please readers and critics. 
He sung from the love of poetry and song. 
His delight was to think of the heroes among 
whom he had flourished; to recal the affect­
ing incidents of his life; to dwell upon his, 
past wars, and loves, and friendships; till, 
as he expresses it himself, ,»there comes a 
„voice to Ossian, and awakes his soul. It is 
„the voice of years that are gone ; they roll 

, „before me with all their deeds;« and under 
this true poetic inspiration, giving vent to 
his genius, no wonder we should so often 
hear, and acknowledge in his strains, the 
powerful and ever-pleasing voice of nature,

— Arte, natura potentior omni. —•
Est Deus in nobis, agitanta calescimus illo.
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It is necessary here to observe, that the 
beauties of »Ossian’s writings cannot be felt 
by those who have given them only a single 
or a hasty perusal. His manner is so different 
from that of the poets to whom we are most 
accustomed; his style is so concise, and so 
much crowded with imagery; the mind is 
kept at such a stretch in accompanying the 
author; that an ordinary reader is at first 
apt to be dazzled and fatigued, rather than 
pleased. His poems require to be taken up 
at intervals, and to be frequently reviewed; 

' and then it is impossible but >his beauties 
must open to every reader who is capable 
of sensibility. Those who have the highest 
degree of it, will relish them the most.

As Homer is, of all the great poets, 
the one whose manner, and whose times, 

1 come the nearest to Ossian’s, we are na­
turally fed to run a parallel insome instances 
between the Greek and the Celtic bard. For 
though Homer lived more than a thousand 
years before Ossian, it is not from the age 
of the world, but from the state of society, 
that we are to judge of resembling times, 
The Greek has, in several points, a mani­
fest superiority. He introduces a greater 

/ variety of incidents; he possesses a lairger 
compafs of ideas; has more diversity in his
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characters; and a much deeper knowledge 
of human nature. It was not to be expect­
ed, that in any of these particulars, Qssian 
could equal Homer. For Homer lived in a 
country where society was much farther ad- , 
vanced; he had beheld many more objects; 
cities built and flourishing; laws instituted'; 
order, discipline, and arts, begun. His field 
of observation was much larger, and more 
splendid; his knowledge, of course, more 
extensive; his mind also, it shall be granted, 
more penetrating. But if Ossian’s ideas and 
objects be lefs diversified than those of 
Homer, they are all, however, of the kind 
fittest for poetry: The bravery and gene­
rosity of heroes, the tendernefs of lovers, 
the attachments pf friends, parents, and 
children. In a rude age and country, though 

' the events that happen be few, the undis- 
sipated mind broods over them more; they 
Strike the imagination, and fire the passions 
in a higher degree; and of consequence be­
come happier materials to a poetical genius, 
than the same events when scattered through 
the wide circle of more varied action, and 
cultivated life.

Homer is a more cheerful and sprightly 
poet than Ossian. You discern in him all 
the Greek vivacity; whereas Ossian uniformly
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maintains the gravity and solemnity of a 
Cekic hero. This too, is in a great mea­
sure to be accounted for from the differentsitua- 
tions in which they lived, partly personal, and 
partly national. Ossian had survived all his 
friends, and was disposed to melancholy by the 
incidents of his life. But, besides this, cheer- 
fulnefs is one of the many blessings which 
we owe to formed society. The solitary 
wild state is always a serious one. Bating 
the sudden and violent bursts of mirth, 
which sometimes break, forth at their dances 
and feasts, the savage American tribes have 
been noted by a]I travellers for their gravity 
and taciturnity. Somewhat of this taciturnity 
may be also remarked in Ossian. On all 
occasions, he is frugal of his words; and never 
gives you more of an image or a description 
than ii just sufficient to place it before you in 
one clear point of view. It is a blaze of 
lightning, which flashes and vanishes. Homer 
is more. extended in his descriptions; and 
fills them up with a greater variety of cir- 
cumstances. Both the poets ere dramatic; 
that is, they introduce their personages fre- 

; quently speaking before us. But Ossian is 
concise and rapid in his speeches, as he is 
in every other thing. Homer, with the 
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Greek vivacity, had also some portion of 
the Greek loquacity. His speeches, indeed, 
are highly characteristical; and to them we 
are much indebted for that admirable dis­
play he has given of human nature. Yet if 
he be tedious any where, it is in th^se; 
some of them are triffling; and some of 
them plainly unseasonable. Both poets are 
eminently sublime ; but a difference may be 
remarked in the species of their sublimity. 
Homer’s sublimity is accompanied with more 
impetuosity and fire; Ossian’s with more of 
a solemn and awful grandeur. Homer hurries 
yon along; Ossian elevates, and fixes you in 
astonishment. Homer is most, sublime in 
actions and battles; Ossian, in description 
and sentiment* In the pathetic, Homer, 
when he chooses to exert it, has greatpow£r; 
but Ossiad exerts that power much oftener, 
and has the character of tendernefs far more 
'deeply imprinted on his works. No poet 
knew better how’ to seize and melt the heart. 
With regard to dignity of sentiment, the 
pre-eminence must clearly be given to Os­
sian. This is indeed a surprising circumstance, 
that in point of humanity, magnanimity, 
virtuous feelings of every kind, our rude 
Celtic bard should be distinguished to such a 
degree. that not only the heroes of Homer, 
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fire left far behind by those of Ossian.

After these general observations on the 
genius and spirit of our author, I now proceed 
to a nearer view, and more accurate exami­
nation of his works: and as Fingal is the first 
great poem in this coljection. it is proper to 
begin with it, “To refuse the title of an epic 
poem to Fingal, because it is not, in every 
little particular, exactly conformable to the 
practice of Homer and Virgil, were the mere 
squeamishnefs and pedantry of criticism. 
Examined even according to Aristotle’s rules, 
it will be fourd to have all the essential 
requisites of a true and regular epic; and to 
have several of them in so high a degree, 
aS at first view to raise our astonishment on 
finding Ossian’s composition so agreeable to 
rules of which he was entirely ignorant. But 
our astonishment will cease when we consi­
der from what source Aristotle drew those 
rules. Homer knew no more pf the laws 
of criticism than Ossian ; but guided by nature, 
he composed in versea regular story, founded 
on heroic actions , which all posterity admired, 
Aristotle, with great sagacity and penetration, 
traced the causes of this general admiration. 
He observed what it was in Homer’s com­
position, and in the conduct of his story, 
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which gave it such power to please; from 
this observation he deduced the rules, svhich 
poets might to follow, who would write and 
please like Homer; and to a composition 
formed according to such rules, he gave the 
name of an epic poem. Hence his whole 
system arose. Aristotle studied nature in 
Homer. Homer and-Ossian both wrote, from 
nature. No wonder that among all the three, 
there should be such agreement and conformity.

The fundamental rules delivered by Aris- ' 
totle, concerning an epic poem, are.these: 
That the action which is the ground-work 
of the poem, should be one, complete, and 
great; that it should be feigned, not merely 
historical; that it should be enlivened with 
characters and manners, and heightened by 
the marvellous.

But before entering on any of these, it 
may perhaps bet asked, what is the moral 
of Fingal? For, according to M. Bossu, an1 
epic poem is no other Ihan an allegory, 
contrived to illustrate some moral truth. The 
poet, says this critic, must begin with fix­
ing on some maxim or instruction which he 
intends to inculcate on mankind. He next 
forms a fable, like one of AEsop’s, wholly 
with a view to the moral; and having thus 
Settled and arranged his plan, he then looks



into traditionary history for names and in­
cidents, to give his fable some air of probability* 
Nevej did a more frigid, pedantic notion, 
enter into the mind of a critic. We may 
safely pronounce , that he who should com­
pose an epic poem after this manner, who 
should first lay down a moral and contrive, 
a plan, before he had' thought of his per­
sonages and actors, might deliver indeed 
very sound instruction, “but would find few 
readers. There cannot be the least doubt 

/that the first object which strikes an*epic 
poet, which fires his genius, and gives him 
any idea of his work, is the action or sub­
ject' he is to celebrate. Hardly is there any 
tale, any subj’ect a poet can choose for 
such a work, but will afford some general 
moral instruction. An epic poem is, by its 

t nature, one of the most moral of all poeti­
cal compositions; but its moral tendency is 
by no means to be limited to some common­
place maxim, which may be gathered from 
the Story. It arises from the admiration of 
heroic actions, which such a composition is 
peculiarly calculated to produce; from the 
virtuous emotions which the characters and 
incidents raise, whilst we read it; from the 
happy impreSsions which all the parts se­
parately, as well as the whole together. 
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leave upon the mind. However, if a general 
moral be still insisted on, Fingal obviously 
furnishes one, not inferior to that of any 
other poet, viz. That Wisdom and Bravery 
always triumph over brutal force: or another, 
nobler still; That the most complete victory- 
over an enemy is obtained by that modera­
tion and generosity which convert him into 
a friend.

The unity of the Epic action, which, of 
all Aristotle’s tides, is the chief and most 
material, is so strictly preserved in Fingal, 
that it must be perceived by every reader. 
It is a more complete unity than what arises 
from relating the actions of one man, which 
the Greek critic justly censures as imperfect; 
it is the unity of one enterprise , the deliver­
ance of Ireland from the invasion of Swaran: 
An enterprise which has surely the full Heroic 
dignity. All the incidents recorded bear a 
constant reference to one end; no double 
plot is carried on; but the parts unite into 
a regular whole: And as the action is one 
and great, so it is an entire or complete 
action. For we find, as the critic farther 
requires, a beginning, a middle, and an end; 
a Nodus, or intrigue in the poem; diffi­
culties occurring through Cuthullip’s rashnefs 
and bad succels; those difficulties gradually 
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surmounted; and at last the work, conducted 
to that happy conclusion which is held es­
sential to Epic Poetry, Unity is indeed ob­
served with greater exactnefs in Fingal, than 
in almost any other Epic composition; for 
not only is unity of subject maintained, but 
that of time and place also. The Autumn 
is clearly pointed out as the season of the 
action; and from beginning to end the scene 
is never shifted from the heath of Lena, 
along the sea-shore. The duration of the 
actidn in Fingal, is much shorter than in 
the Iliad or AEneid, but sure there may be 
shorter as well as longer Heroic Poems; and 
if the authority of Aristotle be also required 
for this, he says exprcfsly that the Epic 
composition is indefinite as to the time of 
its duration. Accordingly the action of the 
Iliad lasts only forty-seven days, whilst 
that of the AEneid is continued for more than 
a year.

Throughout the whole of Fingal, there 
reigns that grandeur of sentiment, style, 
and imagery, which ought ever to distin­
guish this high species of poetry. The story 
is conducted with no small art. The . poet 
goes not back to a tedious recital of the" 
beginning of the war with Swaran; but 
hastening to the main action, he falls in
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exactly, by a most happy coincidence of 
thought, with the rule of Horace.

Semper ad. eventum festinat, et in medias res. 
Non secus ac notas, auditorem rapit — 
Nec gemino belluni Trojanuni auditur ab ovo.

I) e A r t e P o e t.

He invokes no muse,-for he acknowr 
ledgedpone; but his occasional addresses to 
Malvina have a finer effect than the invocar 
tion of any muse. He sets out with no for- ' 
mal proposition-of his subject; but the subject 
naturally and. easily unfolds itself; the poem 
opening in an animated manner, with the' 
situation of Guthullin, and the arrival of a 
scout, who informs, him o£ Swaran’s landing. 
Mention is presently made of Fingal, and o1f 
the expected assistance from the ships of 
the lonely isle, in order to give further 
light to the subject. For the poet often 
shows his addrefs in gradually preparing 
us for the events he is to introduce* and in 
particular the preparation for the appearance 
of Fingal, the previous expectations that arp 
raised;, and the extreme magnificence fully 
answering these expectations, with which 
the hero is at length presented to us, are 
all worked up with such skilful copduct, as ' 
would do honour to any poet of the most 
refined times^ Homer’s art in magnifying the

Vol. XVI. . M
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character of Achilles has been universally 
admired. Ossian certainly shows no lefs art 
in aggrandizing Fingal. Nothing could be 
more happily imagined for this purpose than 
the whole management of the last battle, 
wherein Gaul, the son of Morni, had be­
sought Fingal to retire, and to leave to him 
and his other chiefs the honour of the day* 
The generosity of-the king in agreeing to 
this proposal; the majesty with which he 
retreats to the hill, from whence he was tor 
behold the engagement, attended by his bards, 
and waving the lightning of his sword; his 
perceiving the chiefs overpowered by numbers, 
but from unwillingnefs to deprive them of 
the glory of victory, by coming in person 
to their assistance, first sending Ullin, the 
bard, to animate their courage; and at last, 
when the danger becomes more pressing, his 
rising in his might, and interposing,-like a 
divinity, to decide the doubtful fate of the 
day; are all circumstances contrived with so 
much art, as plainly discover the Celtic bards 
to have been not unpractised in heroic poetry.

The story which is the foundation of the 
Iliad is in itself aS simple as that of Fingal. 
A quarrel arises between Achilles and Aga­
memnon concerning a female slave; on which 
Achilles , apprehending himself to be injured, 
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withdraws his assistance from the rest of the 
Greeks. The Greeks fall into great distrefs,, 
and beseech him to be reconciled to them. 
He refuses to fight for them in person, but 
sends his friend Patroclus; and upon his 
being Slain, goes forth to revenge his death, 
and kills Hector. The subject of Fingal, i$ 
this: Swaran comes to invade Ireland: Guth­
ullin. the guardian of the young king, had 
applied for assistance to Fingal, who reigned 
in the opposite coast of Scotland. But be­
fore Fingal’s arrival, he is hurried by rash 
counsel to encounter Swaran. He is de­
feated; he retreats; and desponds, Fing'al 
arrives in this coniuncture. The battle is 
for some time dubious; but in the end he 
conquers Swaran and the remembrance of 
Swaran’s being the brother of Agandecca, 
who had once saved his life, makes .him 
dismifs him honourably. Homer, it is true, 
has filled up his story with a much ? greater 
variety of particulars than Ossian; and in 
this has shown a compafs of invention su­
perior to that of the other poet. But it 
must not be forgotten , that though Homer 
be more circumstantial, his incidents, how­
ever, are Jefs diversified in kind than those 
of Ossian. War and bloodshed reign through­
out the Iliad and, nothwithstanding all the

Ma 
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fertility of Homer’s invention, there is so 
much uniformity in,his subjects, that there 
are few readers, who, before the close, are 
not tired with perpetual fighting. Whereas, 
in Ossian, the mind is relieved by a more 
.agreeable diversity. There is a liner mix­
ture of. war and heroism, with love and 
friendship, of martial with tender scenes, 
than is to be met with, perhaps, in any 
other poet. The Episodes, too, have great 
propriety; as natural, and proper to that 
age and country: consisting of the songs of 
bards , which are known to have been the 
great entertainment of the Celtic heroes in 
war, as well: as in peace. These songs are 
not introduced at random; if you except the 
Episode of Duchom-mar and Morna, in the 
first book, which, though beautiful, is more 
unartful than any of the rest; they have 
always some particular relation to the actor 
who is interested, or to the events which are 
^oihg on; and, whilst they vary the scene, 
they preserve a sufficient connection with the 
main subject , by the fitnefs and propriety of 
their introduction.

As Fingal’s love to Agandecca influences 
some circumstances of the poem, particularly 
the honourable dismission df Swaran at the 
end; it was necessary that we should be let
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into this part , of the hero’s story* But as it 
lay without the compafs of the present action, 
it could be regularly introduced nowhere, 
except in an Episode* Accordingly, th$ 
poet, with as much propriety as if Aristotle 
himself had directed the plan, has contrived 
an Episode for this purpose in the song of 
Carril, at the beginning of the third book. 

The conclusion of the poem is strictly 
according to rule, and is every w?y noble 
and pleasing. The reconciliation of the 
contending heroes, the consolation of Guth­
ullin, and the general felicity that crowns 
the^ action, sooth the mind in a very agree­
able manner, and form that passage from 
agitation and trouble, to perfect quiet and 
repose, which critics require as the proper 
termination of the Epic Work. „Thus they 
^passed the night in song, and brought back 
„the morning with joy, Fingal arose on 
„the heath; and shook his glittering spear in 
„his hand. He moved first’towards the plains 
„of Lena; and we followed like a ridge of 
„fire. Spread the sail, said the king of 
„Morven, and catch the winds that pour from 
„Lena. We rose on the wave with songs; 
„and rushed with joy through the foam of 
„the ocean u — So much for the unity and 
general conduct of the Epic action in Fingal,
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With' regard to that property of the 
subject which Aristotle requires, that it 
should be feigned, not historical, he must 
not be understood so strictly as if he meant 
to exclude all subjects which have any founda­
tion in truth. For such exclusion would 
both be unreasonable in itself, and, what 
is more, would be contrary to the practice 
of Homer, who is known to have founded 
his Iliad on historical facts concerning the 
war of Troy, which was famous throughout 
all Greece, Aristotle means no more, than 
that it is the businefs of a poet not to be a 
mere annalist of facts, but to embellish truth 
with beautiful, probable, and useful fictions; 
to copy nature, as he himself explains it, 
like painters, who preserve a likenefs, but 
exhibit their objects more grand and beau­
tiful than they are in reality. That Ossian 
has followed this course, and, building upon 
true history, has sufficiently adorned it with 
poetical fiction for . aggrandizing his : cha­
racters and facts, will not, J believe, be 
questioned by most readers. At the same 
time, the foundation which those facts and 

\ characters had in truth, and the share which 
the poet himself had in the transactions 
which he records, must be considered as no 
small advantage to his work. For truth
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makes an impression .on the mind far beyond 
any fiction; and no man, let his imagina­
tion be ever so strong, relates any events so 
feelingly as those in which he has been in­
terested; paints any scene so naturally as 
one which he has seen; or draws any cha-, 
racters in such strong colours as those which 
he has,personally known. It is considered 
as an advantage m the Epic subject to be 
taken from a period so distant, as by being 
involved in the darknefs of tradition ? may 
give licence to fable. Though Ossian’s sub­
ject may at first view appear unfavourable 
in this respect, as being taken from his own 
times, yet, when we reflect that he lived 
to an extreme old age; that he relates whac 
had been transacted in another country, at 
the distance of many years, and after all 
that race of men who had been the actors 
were gone off the stage; we shall find the 
objection in a great measure obviated. In 
so rude an age, when no written records 
were known, when tradition was loose, and 
accuracy of any kind little attended to, what 
was great and heroic in one generation,: 
easily ripened into the marvellous in the 
next.

The natural representation of human 
characters in an Epic Poem is highly essen-
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tial to its merit; and, i in respect of this, 
there can be no doubt of Homer’s excelling 
all the heroic poets who have ever wrote. 
But though Ossian be much inferior to Homer 
in this article, he will be found to be equal 
at least, if not superior, to Virgil; and has 
indeed given al! the display of huntan nature, 
which the simple occurences of his times 
could be expected to furnish. No dead uni­
formity of character prevails in Fingal; but, 
on the contrary, the principal characters 
are not only clearly distinguished, but some­
times artfully contrasted, so as to illustrate 
each other, Ossian’s heroes are, like Homer’s, 
all brave; but their bravery, like those of 
Homer’s too , is of different kinds. For in­
stance, the prudent, the sedate, the modest, 
and circumspect. Connal, is finely opposed 
to the presumptuous , rash, overbearing, but 

'■■’gallant and generous Calmar. Calmar hurries
Cuthullih into actibri by his temerity; and 
when he sees the bad effect of his counsels, 
he will not survive the disgrace, Connal, ’ 

‘like another Ulysses, attends Cuthullin' to 
his retreat, counsels and comforts him under 
his misfortune. The fierce, the proud, and 
highspirited Swaran, is admirably contrasted 
with the calm, the moderate, and generous 
Fingal. The character of Oscar is a favourite



one throughout the whole poems. The ami­
able warmth of the young warrior; his 
eager impetuosity in the day of action; his 
passion for fame; his submission to his 
father; his tendernefs for Malvina; are the 
strokes of a masterly pencil: The strokes 
are few; but it is the hand of nature, and 
attracts the heart. Ossian’s own character, 
the old man, the hero, and the bard, all in 
one, presents to us through the whole work 
a most respectable and venerable figure, 
which we always contemplate with pleasure* 
Cuthullin is a hero of the highest clafs; dar­
ing, magnanimous, and exquisitely sensible 
to honour. We become attached to his in­
terest, and are deeply touched with his 
distrefs; and after the admiration raised for 
him in the first part of the poem, it is a 
Strong proof of Ossian’s masterly genius that 
he dutst adventure tb produce to us another । 
hero, compared with whom, even the great 
Cuthullih should be only an inferior per­
sonage; and who should rise as far above

/ him, as Guthullin rises above the rest.
Here indeed , in the character and de­

scription of Fingal, Ossian triumphs almost 
unrivalled; For we may boldly defy all anti­
quity to show us any hero equal to Fingal. 
Homer’s Hector possessed several great and
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amiable qualifies; but Hector is a secondary 
personage in the Iliad, not the hero of the 
work. We see him only occasionally; we 
know much lefs of him than we do of 
Fingal; who not only, in this Epic Poem, 
but in Temora, and throughout the rest of 
Ossian’s works, is presented in all that variety 
of lights which give the full display of a 
character. And though Hector faithfully 
discharges his duty to bis country, his friends, 
and his family, he is tinctured, however, 
with a degree of the same savage ferocity, 
which prevails among all the Homeric heroes. 
For we, find him insulting over the fallen 
Patroclus, with the most cruel taunts, and 
telling him, when he lies in the agony of 
death, that Achilles cannot help him now; 
and that, in a short time, his body, strip-, 
ped naked, and deprived of funeral honours, 
shall be devoured by tlie vultures *). Where­
as in the character of Fingal, concur almost 
all the qualities that ennoble human*nature; 
that can either make us admire the hero, or 
love the man, He is not only unconquer­
able in war., but he makes his people happy 
by his wisdom in the days of peace, is truly, 
the father of his people. He is known by 
the epithet of ^Fingal of the mildest look;*

*) Iliad, xvi. 83o. il. xvn. 127. 
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and distinguished, on etdry occasion, by 
humanity and generosity. He is merciful to 
his foes*); full of affection to his children; 
full of concern about his friends; and never 
mentions Agandecca, his first love, without 
the utmost tendernefs. He is the universal 
protector of the distressed; „None ever went 
„sad from Fingal.“ — ,„O Oscar! bend the 
^strong in arms; but spare the feeble hand. 
„Be thou a stream of many tides against the 
„foes of thy people: but like the gale that 
„moves the .grafs, to those who ask. thine 
„aid. So Trenmor lived; such Trathal was; 
„and such has Fingal been. My arm was 
„the support of the injured; the weak rested 
^behind the lightning of my steel.* These 
were the maxims of true heroism, to which 
be formed his grandson. His fame is re­
presented as every where spread; the greatest

*) When he commands his sons, after Swaran is 
taken prisoner, to „pursne the lest of Lochlin, 
„ovej the heath of Lena; that no vessel may 
9,hereafter bound on the dark-rolling waves of 
„Inistore ;tc he meansnot assuredly, as some have 
misrepresented him, to order a general slaughter 
of the foes, and to prevent their saving them­
selves by flight; but, like a wise general, he 
commands his chiefs to render the victory com­
plete , by a total rout of the enemy; that they 
might adventure no more for tlie future, to fit 
out any fleet against him or his allies'.
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heroes acknowledge his superiority; his 
enemies tremble at his name; and the high­
est encomium that can be bestowed on one 
whom the poet would most exalt, is to say, 
that his soul was like the soul of Fingal.

To do justice to the poet’s merit, in 
Supporting such a character as this, I must 
observe, what is not commonly attendecT to, 
that there is no part of poetical execution 
more difficult, than to draw a pm feet character 

<.in such a manner, as to render it distinct and 
affecting to the mind. Some strokes of human 
imperfection and frailly are- what usually give 
us the most clear view, and the most sen­
sible impression .of a character; because they 
present to us a rrian , such as we have seen; 
they recal known features of human nature. 
When poets attempt to go beyond this 
range, and describe a faultlefs hero, they, 
for the most’'part, set before us a sort of 
vague undistinguishable character, such as 
the imagination cannot lay hold of, or realise 
to itself, as the object of affection. We 
know how much Virgil has failed in this 
particular. His perfect hero, Aeneas, is an un* 
animated insipid personage, whom we may 
pretend to admire, but whom no one can 
heartily love. But whht Virgil has failed in, 
Ossian to our astonishment, has succelsfully 
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executed. His Fingal , though exhibited 
without any of the common human failings, 
is nevertheless a real'man; a character which 
touches and interests every reader. To this 
it has much contributed , that the poet lias 
represented him as an old man^ and by this 
has gained the advantage of throwing around 
him a great many circumstances, peculiar 
to that age, which paint him to the fancy 
in a more distinct light. He is surrounded 
with his family; he instructs his children in 
the principles of virtue $ he is narrative of 
his past exploits; he is venerable with the 
grey locks of age; he is frequently disposed 
to moralise, like an old man, on human ; 
vanity and the prospect of death. There is 
more art, at least more felicity, in this, 
than may at first be imagined. For youth 
and old age are the two states of human 
life capable of being placed in the most 
picturesque lights. Middle age is more ge­
neral and vague; and has fewer circumstan­
ces peculiar to the idea of it. And when 
any object is in a situation that admits it to 
be rendered particular, and to be clothed 
with a variety of circumstances, it always stands 
out more clear and full in poetical description?

Besides human petsonages, divine or 
supernatural agents are often introduced 
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into epic poetry; forming what is called the 
machinery of it; which most critics hold to 
be an' essential part* The marvellous, it 
must be admitted, has always a great charm 
for the bulk, of readers. It gratifies the 
imaginations and affords room for striking 
and sublime description. No wonder, there­
fore, that all poets should have a strong 
propensity towards it. But I must observe, 
that nothing is more difficult, than to adjust 
properly the marvellous with the probable. 
If a poet sacrifice probability, and fill his 
work with extravagant supernatural scenes, he 
spreads over it an appearance of romance 
and'childish fiction; he transports his readers 
from this world, into a fantastic visionary 
region; and loses that weight and dignity 
wmch should reign in epic poetry. No 
work, from which probability is altogether 
banished, can make a lasting or deep im­
pression. Human actions and manners are 
always the most interesting objects which can 
be presented to a human mind. All machi­
nery, therefore, is faulty, which with-draws 
these too much from view; or obscures them 
und^r a cloud of incredible fictions. Besides 
being temperately employed, machinery 
ought always to have some foundation in 
popular belief, A poet is by no means at 
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liberty to invent what system of the marvellous 
he pleases: He must avail himself either oE 
the religious faith, or the superstitious cre­
dulity of the country wherein he lives , so as 
to give an air of probability to events which 
are most contrary to the common course of 
nature.

In these respects, Ossian appears to me 
to have been remarkably happy. He has 
indeed followed the same course with Homer* 
For it is perfectly absurd to imagine, as 
some critics have done, that Homer’s mythology 
was invented by him, in 'consequence of 
profound reflections on the benefit it would 
yield to poetry. Homer was no such refining 
genius. He found the traditionary stories 
on which he built his Iliad, mingled with 
popular legends concerning the intervention 
of the godsj and, he adopted these, because 
they amused the fancy. Ossian, in like 
manner, found the tales of his country full 
of ghosts and spirits: It is likely he believed 
them himself; and he introduced them, because 
they gave his poems that solemn and marvellous 
cast which suited his genius. This was the 
only machinery he could employ with propriety; 
because it was the only intervention of su­
pernatural beings which agreed xwith the 
common belief of the country. It Was happy; 
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because it did .not interfere in the least with 
.the proper display of human characters and 
actions; because it had lefs of the incredible' 
than most other kinds of poetical machinery;

' and because it served to diversify the scene, 
$nd to heighten the subject by an awful 
grandeur, which is the great design of 
machinery.

As Ossian’s mythology is peculiar to 
himself, and makes a considerable figure in 
his other poems, as well as in Fingal, it may 
be proper to make some observations on it, 
independent of its subserviency to epic com­
position. It turns, for the most part, on the 
appearances of departed .spirits. These, 
consonantly to the notions of every rude age, 
are represented not as purely immaterial, but 
as thin airy forms, which can be visible or 
invisible at pleasure; their voice is feeble; 
their arm is weak; but they are yndowed 
with knowledge more than human. In a 
separate state, they retain the same dispo- 

. sitions which animated them in this life. 
They ride on the wind; they bend their airy 
bows; and pursue deer formed of clouds. 
The ghosts of departed bards continue to 
sing. The ghosts of departed heroes frequent 
the fields of their former fame. „They rest 
^together in their caves, and talk of mortal
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„men. Their songs are of other worlds, 
„They‘ come sometimes to the ear of rest, 
„and raise their feeble voice.“ All this 
presents to us much the same set of ideas, 
concerning spirits, as we find in the eleventh 
book, of the Odyssey, where Ulysses visits 
the regions of the dead, and in thetwenty. 
third book, of the Iliad, the ghost of Pa* 
troclus, after appearing to Achilles, vanishes 
precisely like one of Ossian’s, emitting a 
shrill, feeble cry, and melting away like 
smoke. 1

But though Homer’s and Ossian’s ideas 
concerning ghosts were of the same nature, 
we cannot but observe, that Ossian’s ghosts 
are drawn with mutih stronger and livelier 
colours than those of Homer. Ossian de­
scribes ghosts with, all the particularity of 
one who had seen and conversed with them, 
and whose imagination was full of the.im-, 
pression the^ had left upon it. He calls up 
those awful and tremendous ideas which the

— Simulacra modis pallentia miri^i

are fitted to raise in the human mind; and 
which, in Shakspeare’s style, „harrow up the 
„soul.“ Crugal’s ghost, in particular, in the 
beginning of the second book of Fingal,, 
may vie with any appearance of this kind,

Vol. xyi. N \ 
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described by any epic or' tragic poet what­
ever, Most poets would have contented 
themselves with telling us, that he resembled, 
in every particular, the living Crugal; that 
his form and drefs were the samei, only his 
face more pale and sad; and that he bore 
the mark of the wound by which he fell. 
But Ossian sets before our eyes a spirit front 
the invisible world, distinguished by all 
those features, which a strong astonished 
imagination would give to a ghost. „A dark- 
„red stream, of lire comes down from the 
„hill. Crugal sat upon the beam; he that 
^lately fell by the hand of Swaran, striving 
„in the battle of heroes. His face is like 
„the beam of the setting moon. His robes 
„are of the clouds of the hill. His eyes are like 
„two decaying flames. Dark is the wound 
„of his breast. — The stars dim* twinkled 
^throdgh his form; and his voice was like 
„the sound of a distant stream." The cir- 
cmhstpnce of the stars being beheld, »dim* 
^twinkling through his form," is wonderfully 
picturesque; and conveys the most lively 
impression of his thin and shadowy sub­
stance. The attitude in which he is after­
wards placed, and the speech put into his 
mouth, are full of that solemn and awful 
sublimity, which suits the subject. „Dun and 



,Jn tears, he stood and stretched his paJe 
„hand over the hero* Faintly he raised his 
^feeble voice, like the gale of the reedy 
„Lego. — My ghost, O Connal! is on my 
^native hills; but my corse is on th*1 sands 
„.of Ullin. Thou shall never talk with Grugal, 
„or find his lone steps in the heath. I am 
flight as the blast of 'CromJa; and J move 

-„like the shadow of mist. Connal, son of 
„Colgar! I see the dark cloud of death. It 
„hovers over the plains of Lena. The sons 
„of green Erin shall fall. Remove from rhe 
„field of ghosts. — Like the darkened moon 
„he retired in the midst of the whistling 
„blast.“

Several other appearances of spirits might 
be pointed out, as amongst the most sublime 
passages of Ossian’s poetry. The circum­
stances of them are considerably diversified; 
and the scenery always suited to the occa­
sion. „Oscar slowly ascends the hill. The 
„ meteors of night set on the heath before him. 
„A distant torrent faintly roars. Unfrequent 
^blasts rush through aged oaks. The half- 
„enlightened moon sinks dim and red behind 
5,her hill. Feeble voices are heard on the , 
„heath. Oscar drew his sword.* — Nothing 
can prepare the fancy more happily for the 
awful scene that is to follow. „Trenmor cam©

Na



„from his hill, at the voice of his mighty son. 
„A cloud, like the steed of the stranger, sup- 
„ported his airy limbs. His robe is of the 
„mist of Lano, that brings death to the people. 
„His sword is a green meteor, half extinguished. 
»His face is without , form, and dark. He 
„sighed thrich over the hero: And thrice, 
„the winds of the night roared around. Many 
„were his words to Oscar. — He slowly va- 
„nisfied, like a mist that melts on the sunny 
„hill.a To appearances of this kind, we can 
find no parallel among the Greek or Roman 
poets. They bring to mind that noble de­
scription in the book of Job: „In thoughts 
„from the visions of the night;, when deep 
„sleep falleth on men, fear came upon me, 
„and trembling, which made all my bones 
„to shake. Then a spirit passed before my 
„face. The hair of my flesh stood up. It 
„stood still; but j could not discern the form 
^thereof. An image was before mine eyes. 
„There was silence; and I heard a voice —. 
„Shall mortal man be more just than God*J?“

As Ossian’s supernatural beings are de­
scribed with a surprising force of imagination, 
so they are ,introduced with propriety. We 
have only three ghosts in Fingal: That of 
Crugal, which comes to warn the host of

*) job, iv. i3~t7i
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impending destruction, and to advise.them 
to save themselves by retreat ; thaX of Eviraflip, 
the spouse of Ossian, which calls him to rise 
and rescue their son from danger; and that 
of Agandecca, which, just before the last 
engagement with Swaran, moves Fingal to 
pity, by mourning for the approaching de­
struction of her kinsmen and people. In the 
other poems, ghosts spmetiines appeal*, when 
invoked, to foretel futurity; frequently, 
according to thg notions of these times, they 
come as forerunners of misfortune or deatp, 
to those whom they visit; sometimes they 
inform their friends. at a distance, of, their 
own death; and sometimes they are introduced 
to heighten the scenery on some great and 
solemn occasion. „A hundred oaks burn to 
„the wind; and faint light gleams over the 
„heath. The ghosts of A*’dven Pafs through 
„the beam, and show their dim nd distant 
„forms. Comala is half unseen on her meteor; 
„and Hidallan is sullen, and dim.M — „The 
„awful faces of other limes looked from the 
„clouds of Grona.“ t „Fercuth! I saw the 
„ghost of night. Silent he stood on thaubank; 
„his robe of mist flew on the wind. I could 
„behold his tears. An aged man he seemed, 
„and full of thoughts

The ghosts of strangers mingle not with 
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those of the natives* „She is seen; but not 
„like the daughters of the hill* Her robes 
„are from the strangers land; and she is still 
„alode “ When the ghost of one whom we. 
had formerly known is introduced, the pro- 
p»iety of the living character is still preserved. 
This : is remarkable in the appearance of 
Calmar’s ghost, in the poem intituled, The 
death of Cuthullin* He seems to forbode 
Cuthulhn’s death, and to beckon him to his 
cave. Cuthullin reproaches him for supposing 
that he could be intimidated by such prognos­
tics. „Why dost thou bend thy dark eyes 
„on me, ' ghost of the car - borne Calmar? 
^Would'st thou frighten me, O Matha’s son! 
„from the battles of Cormac? Thy-hand was 
wUpt feeble in war; neither was thy voice 
„for peace. How art thou changed, chief of 
„LaraJ if now thou dost advise to fly! Retire 
„thou to thy cave: Thou aft not Calmar’s 
„ghost: He delighted in battle; and his arm 
„was like the thunder of heaven*“ ‘ Calmar 
makes no return to this seeming reproach: 
But, „He retired in his blast with joy; for 
^he had heard the voice of his praise.“ This 
„is precisely the ghost of Achilles in Homer; 
who, notwithstanding all the dissatisfaction, 
he expresses with his state in the region of 
the dead , as soon as he had heard his son
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Neoptolemus praised for his gallant behaviour, 
strode away with silent joy j to rejoin the 
rest of the shades*).

It is a great advantage of Ossian’s mytho­
logy, that it is not local and temporary, like 
that of most other ancient poets; which of 
course is apt to seem ridiculous, after the 
superstitions have passed away on which it 
was founded. Ossian’s mythology is, to 
speak so, the mythology of human nature; 
for it is founded on what has been the 
popular belief in all agesand countries, and 
under all forms of religion, concerning the 
appearances of departed spirits. Homer’s 
machinery is always lively and amusing; but 
far from being always supported with proper 
dignity. The indecent squabbles among his 
gods, surely do no honour to epic poetry, 
Whereas Ossian’s machinery has dignity upon 
all occasions. It is indeed a dignity of the 
dark and awful kind; but this is proper; be­
cause coincident with the strain and spirit 
of the poetry. A light and gay mythology, 
like Homer’s, would have been perfectly 
unsuitable to the subjects on which Ossian’s 
genius was employed. But though his machinery 
be always solemn, it is not, however, always 
dreary or dismal; it is enlivened, as much

*) Odyss. lib. u,
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as the subject would permit, by those pleasant 
and beautiful appearances, which he sometimes 
introduces, of the spirits of the hill. These 
are gentle spirits, descending on sun beams; 
fair-moving on the plain; their forms white 
and bright; their voices sweet; and their 
visits to men propitious. The greatest praise 
that can be given, to the beauty of a living 
woman, is to say, „She is fair as the ghost' 
„of the hill, when'it moves in a sun-beam 
„at noon, over the silence of Morven.M — 
„The hunter $hall hear my voice from his 
„booth. He shall fear, but love my voice. 
„For sweet shall my voice be for my friends; 
„for pleasant were they to me?

' Besides ghosts , or the spirits of de­
parted men, we find in Ossian some in­
stances ofj other kinds of machinery. Spirits 
of a superior nature to ghosts are sometime^ 
alluded to, which have power to; embroil 
the deep;,' to call forth winds and storms, 
and pour them on the land of the stranger; 
to overturn forests, and to send death 
among the people. We have prodigies too; 
a shower of blood; and when some disaster 
is befalling at a distance, the sound of death 
heard on the strings of Ossian’s harp: all 
perfectly consonant, not only to the peculiar

/ 
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ideas of northern nations, but to the general 
current of a superstitious imagination in all 
countries. The description of Fingal’s airy 
hall, in the poem called Berrathon, and of 
the ascent of Malvina into it, deserves par­
ticular notice, as remarkably noble and 
magnificent. But above all, the engagement 
of Fingal with the spirit of Loda, in Carric- 
thura, cannot be mentioned without admi­
ration. I forbear transcribing the passage, 
as it must have drawn the attention of every 
one who has read the works of Ossian. The 
undaunted courage of Fingal, opposed to all 
the terrors of the Scandinavian god ; the appear­
ance and the speech of the awful spirit; the 
wound which he receives, and the shriek which 
he sends forth, „as rolled into himself, he rose 
^uponthe windarc* full of the most amazing 
and terrible majesty. 1 know no passage • 
more sublime in the writings of any unin­
spired author. The fiction is calculated to 
aggrandize the hero , which it does fo a 
high degree; nor is it so unnatural or wild 
a fiction as might at first be thought. Ac­
cording to the notions of those times, super­
natural beings were material, and conse­
quently vulnerable. The spirit of Loda was 
not acknowledged as a deity by Fingal; he 
did not worship at the stone of his power; 
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he plainly considered him as the god of his 
enemies only; as a local deity, whose domi­
nion extended no farther than to the regions 
where he was worshipped; who had, there­
fore , no title to threaten him, and no claim 
to his submission. We know there are poetic 
cal precedents of,great authority, for fictions 
fully as extravagant; and if Hdmer be for­
given (or making Diomed attack and wound 
in battle, the gods whom that chief himself 
worshipped , Ossian surely is pardonable for 
making his hero superior to the god of a 
foreign territory. *)

*) The scene of this encounter of Fingal with the 
spirit of Loda is laid in Inistore, or the islands of 
Orkney; and in the description of Fingal’s landing 
there; it is said, „A rock bends along the coast 
„with all its echoing wood. On the top is th® 
9,circle of Loda, with the mossy stone of power." 
In confirmation of Ossian’s topography, it is proper

’ to acquaint the reader, that in these islands, as I 
have been well informed, there are many pillars, 
and, circles of stones, still remaining, known by 
the name of the stones and circles of Loda, dr 
Loden; to which some degree of superstitious 
regard is annexed to this day. These islands, until 
the year i4fi8> made a part of the Danish dominions. 
Their ancient language, of which there are yet 
some remains amqng the natives, is called the 
Norse; and is a dialect, not of the Celtic, but of 
the Scandinavian tongue. The manners and the 
superstitions of the inhabitants are quite distinct
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Notwithstanding the poetical advantages 
which I have ascribed to Ossian’s machinery, 
I acknowledge it would have been much 
more beautiful and perfect, had the author 
discovered some knowledge of a Supreme 
Being. Although his silence on this head 
has been accounted for by the learned and 
ingenious translator in a very probable 
manner, yet still it must be held a consider­
able disadvantage to the poetry* For the 
most august and lofty ideas that can em­
bellish poetry are derived from the belief of 
a divine administration of the universe: And 
hence the invocation of a Supreme Being, or 
at least of some superior powers, who are 
conceived as presiding over human affairs, the 
solemnities of religious worship, prayers pre­
ferred , and assistance implored on critical 
occasions, appear with great dignity in the 
Works of almost all poets, as chief ornaments 
of their compositions* The absence of all- 
such religious ideas from Ossian’s poetry, is

from those of the Highlands and western isles of 
Scotland. Their ancient songs-, too, are of a 
different strain and character, turning upon magical 
incantations and evocations from the dead, which 
were the favourite subjects of the old Runic poetry. 
They have many traditions among them, of wars 
in former times with the inhabitants of the wes­
tern islands.
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a sensible blank in it; the more to be regretted, 
as we can easily imagine what an illustrious 
figure they would have made under the ma­
nagement of such a genius as his; and how 
finely they, would have been adapted to many 
situations which occur in his works.

After so particular an examination of 
Fingal, it were needlefs to enter into as full a 
discussion of the conduct of Temora, theother 
epic poem Many, of the same observations, 
especially with regard to the great chaiacter- 
istics of heroic poetry, apply to both. The 
high merit, however, of Temora, requires 
that we should not pals it by without some 
remarks.

The scene of Temora, as of Fingal, is 
laid in Ireland;'and the action is of a -poste­
rior date. ■ The subject is, an expedition of 
the hero , to dethrone and punish a bloody 
usurper,, and to restore the possession of the 

j kingdom to the posterity of the lawful prince; 
an undertaking worthy of the justice and 
heroism cd the great Fingal. The action is 
one and complete. The poem opens with 
the descent of Fingal on the coast, and. the 
constflation held among the chiefs of the 
enemie. The murder of the young prince 
Cormac, which was ' the cause of the war, 
being antecedent to the epic action, js inr-
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traduced with great propriety as an episode 
in the first book. In the progrefs of the 
poem, three battles are described, which 
rise in their importance above one another; 
the'succefs is various, and the issue for some 
time doubtful; ti!lt at last, Fingal brought 
jnto distrefs, by the wound of his great ge­
neral Gaul, and the death of his son Filian, 
assumes the command himself, and having 
slain the Irish king in single combat, restores 
the rightful heir to'his throne.

Temora has perhaps lefs lire than the other 
epic poem; but, in return, it has more variety, 
more tendernefs, and more magnificence. 
The reigning idea, so often presented to us, 
of „Fingal in the last of his fields/4 is vener­
able and affecting, nor could any more noble 
conclusion be thought of, than the aged Hero, 
after so many succefsfu’ achievements, taking 
his leave of battles , and with all the solemni­
ties of those times resigning his spear to his 
son. The events are lets crowded in Temora 
than in Fingal; actions and characters are 
more particularly, displayed; we are let into 
the transactions of both hosts; and informed 
of the adv- ntures of the night as well as of 
the day. The still pathetic, and the roman­
tic scenery of several of the night adventures, 
so remarkably suited to Ossian’s genius, oc-
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casion a line diversity in the poem, and are 
happily contrasted with the military operations 
of the day.

In most of our author’s poems, the hor­
rors of war are softened by intermixed scenes 
of love and friendship. In Fingal, these are 
introduced as episodes; in Temora, we have 
an incident of this nature, wrought into the 
tody of the piece, in the adventure of Cath- 
nior and Sulmalla. This forms one of the 
most conspicuous beauties of that poem. The 
dislrefs of Sulmalla, disguised and unknown 
among strangers, her tender and anxious 
concern for the safety of Cathmor, her dream, 
and her melting remembrance of the land of 
he fathers; Cathmor’s emotion when he first 
discovers her, his struggles to conceal and 
supprefs his passion, lest it should unman him 
in die midst of war, though „his soul poured 
„forth in secret, when he beheld her fearful 
„eye;“ and the last interview between them, 
when overcome by her tendernefs, he lets 
her know he had discovered her, and con­
fesses his passion; are all wrought up with 
the most exquisite sensibility and delicacy.

Besides the characters which appeared in 
Fingal, several new ones are here introduced; 
a d though, as they are a|l the characters of 



warriors, bravery is the predominant feature, 
they are neverthelefs diversified in a sensible 
and striking manner.. Foldath, for instance, 
the general of Caihmor, exhibits the perfect 
picture of a savage chieftan; Bold and daring, 
but presumptuous, cruel, and overbearing. 
He is distinguished on his first appearance,, 
as the friend of the tyrant Cairbar; „His 
^stride is haughty; his red eye rolls in wrath.4* 
In his person and whole deportmerit, he is 
contrasted with the mild and wise Hidalla, 
another leader of the same army, on whose 
humanity and gentlenefs he looks with great: 
contempt. He professedly delights in strife 
and blood. He insults over the fallen. He 
is imperious in his counsels, and factions, 
when they are not followed. He i$ unrelent­
ing in all his schemes of revenge, even ^o 
the length of denying the funeral song to 
the dead; which, from the injury thereby- 
done to their ghosts, was in those days 
considered as the greatest barbarity. Fierce 
to the last, he comforts himself in his dying 
moments, with thinking that his ghost shalt 
often leave its blast to rejoice over the 
graves of those he had slain, Yet Ossian, 
ever prone to the pathetic, has contrived to 
throw into his account of the death, even 
of this man, some tender circumstances; by
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the moving description .of his daughter Dar* 
dulena, the last of> his race.

The character of Foldath tends much to 
exalt that of Cathmor, the chief commander, 
which is distinguished by die most humane 
virtues. He abhors all fraud and cruelty, is 
famous for his-hospitality to strangers; open 
to every generous sentiment, and to every 
soft and compassionate feeling. He is so 
amiable, as to divide the reader’s attachment 
between him and the hero of the poem; 
though our author has artfully managed it so 
as to make Cathmor himself indirectly 
acknowledge Fingal’s superiority, and to ap­
pear somewhat apprehensive of the event, 
after the death of Fillan, which he knew 
would call forth Fingal in all his might. It 
is. very remarkable, that although Ossian 
has introduced into his poems three com* 
plete heroes, Cuthullin, Cathmor, and Fin* 
gal, he has, however, sensibly distinguished 
each of their characters. Cuthullin is par­
ticularly honourable; Cathmor particul'arly 
amiable; Fingal wise and great, retaining an 
ascendant peculiar to himself in whatever 
light he is viewed.

But the favourite figure in Temora, and 
the one most highly finished, is Fillan. His 
character is of that sort for which Ossian
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shows a particular foiidaefa; an eager, fer^ 
vent, young warrior, fired with all the im­
patient enthusiasm for military ^lory, pe­
culiar to that time of life. He had sketched 
this in the description of his own sod Os­
car; but as he extended it more fully in 
Fillan, and as the character is so consonant 
to the epic strain, though, so far as I re­
member , not placed in such a conspicuous 
light by any other epic poet, it may be 
worth while to attend a little to Ossian’s 
management of it in this instance.

Fillan was the youngest of ail the sons 
of Fingal; youngerr it is plain, than his 
nephew Oscar, by whose fame and great 
deeds in war, we may naturally suppose his 
ambition to have been highly stimulated. 
Withal, as he is younger, he is described 
as more rash and fiery. His first appearance 
is soon after Oscar’s death, when he was 
employed to watch the motions of the foe 
by night. In a conversation with his brother 
Ossian, on that occasion, we learn that it 
was not long since he began to lift the spear. 
„Few are the marks of my sword in battle; 
„but, my »soul is fire." He is with some 
difficulty restrained by Ossian from going to 
attack, the enemy; and complains to him, 
that his father had never allowed him any

Vol. XVL ' O
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opportunity Of signalizing his valour, „The 
«king hath not remarked my sword; 1 go 
„forth with the crowd; I return without my 
„fame.“ Soon after, when Fingal, accord- 

• ing to custom, was to appoint one of his 
chiefs to command the army, and each was 
Standing forth, and putting in his claim to 
this honour, Fillan is presented in the fol­
lowing most picturesque and natural attitude. 
„On his spear stood \the son of Clatho ,■ in 
„the wandering of his locks-. Thrice he raised 

' Mhis eyes to Fingal; his voice thrice, failed
„him as he spoke, Fillan could not boast of 
^battles; at once he strode away. Bent over 
„a distant stream he stood; the tear hung 
»in his eye. He struck, at times, the 
^thistle’s head, with his inverted spear.“ No 
lets natural and beautiful is the description 
of Fingal’s paternal emotion on this occasion, 
„Nor is he unseen of Fingal, bide-long he 
„beheld his son. He beheld him with burst- 
„ing joy. He hid the big tear with his 
flocks, and turned amidst his crowded soul.tt 
The command, for that day, being given to 
Gaul, Fillan rushes amidst the thickest d£ 
the foe, saves Gaul’s life, who is wounded 
by a random arrow, andT distinguishes him­
self so in battle, that „the days of old return 
»Qn Fingal’s mind, as he beholds the re-
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„nown of his son. As the sun rejoices from 
„the cloud, dver the tree his beams have 
^raised, whilst it shakes its lonely head on 
„the heath, so joyful is the king over Fillan.ic 
Sedate, however, and wise, he mixes the 
praise which he bestows on him with some 
reprehension of his rashnefs. „My, son., ,I 
„saw thy deeds, and my soul was glad. Thou 
„art brave, son of Clatho; but headlong in 
„the strife. So did not Fingal advance, 
„thoi*gh he never feared a foe. Let thy 
„people; be a ridge behind thee,; they are 
„thy strength in, the field. Then shalt thou 
„be long renowned, and behold the tombs 
„of thy fathers/6 >• if .

On the next day, the greatest and the 
last of Fillan’s life, the charge is committed 
to him of leading on the' host to battle. 
Fingal’s speech to his troops on this occasion 
is full of noble sentiment; and, where he 
recommends his son to their care , extremely 
touching. „A young beam is before you; few 
„are his steps to war. They are few, but he is 
„valiant; defend my dark, haired son. Bring 
„him back with joy; hereafter he may stand 
„alne. His form is like his fathers; his 
„soul is a flamp of their fire,“ When the 
battle begins, the poet puts forth his strength 
to describe the exploits of the young here?;

O 2
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who, at last encountering, and killing with 
his own hand, Foldath, the opposite general, 
attains the pinnacle of glory. In what fol­
lows, when the fate of Fillan is drawing near, 
Ossian, if any Where, excels himself, Fpldath 
being slain, and a general rout begun, there 
was no resource left to the enemy but in 

। the great Cathmor himself, who, in this ex­
tremity, descends from the hill, where, ac- 

' cording to the custom of those princes, he 
surveyed the battle. Observe how this 
critical event is wrought up by the poet. 
^Wide spreading over echoing Lubar, the 
^flight of Bolga is rolled along. Fillan hung 
^forward on their step; and strewed the 
„heath with dead. Fingal rejoiced over his 
^son, — Blue - shielded Cathmor* rose. — 
„Son of Alpin, bring the harp! Give Fillan’s 
upraise to the wind; raise high his praise in 
^my hall, while yet he seines in war. Leave, 
„biue ~eyed (jlatho I leave thy hall ; behold 
„that early beam of thine* The host is wither- 
„ed in its course. No farther look — it 
„is <Jark — light-trembling from the harp, 
^strike, virgins! strikethesound.“ Thesudden 
interruption^ and suspense of the narration 
on Cathmor’s rising from his hill, the abrupt 
bursting into the praise of Fillan, and the 
passionate apostrophe to his mother Clatho, 
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are admirable efforts of poetical art, in order 
to interest us in Filian’s danger; and the 
whole is heightened by the immediate follow­
ing simile, one of the most magnificent and; 
sublime that is to be met* with in any poet, 
and which, if it had been found in Homer, 
would have been the frequent subject of ad­
miration to ciitics: „Fillan is like a spirit of 
^heaven, that descends from the skirt of 
„his blast. The troubled ocean feels his. 
„steps, as he strides from wave to wave. 
„His path kindles behind him; islands shaffe 
„their heads on the heaving seas.w

But the poet’s art is not yet exhausted. 
The fall of this noble young warrior, or, ifi 
Ossian's style, the extinction of this beam of 
heaven, could not be rendered too interesting 
and affecting. Our attention is naturally 
drawn towards Fingal. He beholds from his 
hill the rising of Cathmor, and the danger of 
his son. But what shall he do? „Shal! Fingal 
„rise to his aid, and take the sword of Luno? 
„What then shall become of thy fame, son of 
„white-bosomed Clatho? Turn not thine 
„eyes from Fingal, daughter of Inistore! ( 
„?hall not quench thy early beam, Mo cloud 
Mof mine shall rise, my son, upon thy soul of 
„tire.M — Struggling between concern for 
the fame, and fear for the safety, of his son,
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he withdraws from the sight of the engage­
ment; and dispatches Ossian in haste to the 
field, with this affectionate and delicate in­
junction': ^Father of Oscar!“ addressing him 
by a title which, on this occasion, has the 
highest propriety, „Father of Oscar! lift the 
j,spear; defend the youn£ in arms. But coh- 
„ceal thy steps from Fillan’s eyes. He must 
»not know that I doubt his steel,“ Ossian 
arrived too late. But unwilling to describe 
Lilian vanquished, the poet suppresses all 
fhe circumstances of the combat with Cath- 
mor; and only shows us the dying hero. 
We see him animated to the end with the 
siame martial and ardent Spirit; breathing hi$ 
last in bitter regret for being so early cut 
off from the held of gMry, „Ossian, lay 
„w in that hollow tock! Raise rid stone 
^above me, lest one should ask about my 
„fame. I am fallen in the first of my fields; 
^fallen without renown. 'Let thy voice alone 
,,send Joy to my flying ^oul. Why should 
„the bard know where dwells the early-fallen 
»Fillan.‘c He who, after tracing the circum­
stances of this story, shall deny that our 
batd is possessed of high sentiment and high 
art, must be strangely prejudiced indeed. 
Let him read the story df Pallas in Virgil, 
which is of a similar kind; and after all the
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praise he may Justly bestow bn the elegant 
rind finished description ofthat amiable author, 
let him say which of the two poets unfold 
most of the human soul. I wave insisting on 
any more of the particulars in Temora; as 
my aim is rather to lead the reader into the 
genius and spirit of Ossian’s poetry, than to 
dwell bn all his beauties.

The' Judgment and art discovered in 
conducting works of such length as Fingal 
and Temora, distinguish them from the other 
poems in this collection. The smaller pieces, 
however, contain particular beauties no lels 
eminent. They are historical poems, generally 
of the elegiac kind; and plainly discover 
themselves to be the work of the same author,' 
One consistent face of manners is everywhere 
presented to us; one spirit of poetry reigns; 
the masterly hand of Obsian appears through­
out; the same rapid and animated style; the 
same strong colouring of imagination; and 
the same glowing sensibility of heart, liesides 
the unity which belongs to the compositions1 
of one man, there is moreover a certain 
unity of subject, which very happily connects 
all these poems. They form the poetical 
history of the age of Fingal. The same race 
of heroes whom we| had met. with .in the 
greater poems, Cuthullin, Oscar, Connal, 



and Gaul, return again upon the stage; and 
Fingal himself is always the principal figure* 
presented on every occasion, with equal 
magnificence, nay rising upon us to the last. 
The circumstances of Ossian’s old age and 
blindnely, his surviving all his friends, and 
his relating their great exploits to Malvina, 
the spouse or mistfefs of his beloved son 
Oscar, furnish the finest poetical situations 
that fancy could devise for that tender pathetic 
which reigns in Ossian’s poetry.

On each of these poems there might be 
room for separate observations, with regard 
to the conduct and disposition of the incidents, 
as well as to the beauty of the descriptions 
and sentiments. Carthon is a regular and 
highly finished piece. The main story is very 
properly introduced by Clessamor’s relation 
of the adventure of his youth; and this 
introduction is finely heightened by Fingal’s 
song of mourning over Moina; in which 
Ossian, ever fond of doing honour to his 
father, has contrived to distinguish him for 
being an eminent poet, as well as warrior, 
Fingal’s song upon this occasion, when „his 
^thousand bards leaned forwards from their 
„seats, to hear the voice of the king,* is 
inferior to no passage in the whole book; 
and with great judgment put in his mouthy
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as the seriousnefs, no lefs than the sublimity 
of the strain , is peculiarly suited to the hero’s 
character. In Darthula are assembled almost 
all the tender images that can touch the heart 
of man; friendship, love, the affections of 
parents, sons, and brothers, the distrefs of 
the aged,, and the unavailing bravery of the 
young. The beautiful addrefs to the moon, 
with which the poem opens, and the transition 
from thence to the subject, most happily 
prepare the mind for that train of affecting 
events that is to follow. The story is regular, 
dramatic, interesting to the last. He who 
can read it without emotion may congratulate 
himself, if he pleases, upon being completely 
armed against sympathetic sorrow. As Fingal 
had no occasion of appearing in the action 
of this poem, Ossian makes a very artful 
transition from his narration, to what was 
passing in the .halls of Selma; The sound 
heard there on the strings of his harp, the 
concern which Fingal shows on hearing it, 
and the invocation of the ghosts of their 
fathers, to receive the heroes falling in a 
distant land, are introduced with great 
beauty of imagination, to increase the so­
lemnity, and to diversify the scenery of the 
poem.

Carrie -thura is full of the most sublime
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dignity, and has this advantage, of being 
more cheerful in the subject, and more happy 

1 in the catastrophe, than most of the Other 
poems; though tempered, at the same time,' 
with episodes in that strain of tender me­
lancholy which seems to have been the great 
delight of Ossian and the bards of his age. 
Lathmoa is peculiarly distinguished by high 
generosity of sentiment; ’ This is carried so 
far, particularly in the refusal of Gaul, on 
one side, to take the advantage of a sleep­
ing foe; and of Lathrpon, on the other; to 
overpower by numbers the two young war­
riors , as to recal into one’s mind the man- 

, ners of chivalry; some resemblance to which 
may perhaps be suggested by other incidents 
iti this collection of poems. Chivalry, how­
ever, took rise in an age and country too 
remote ffom those of Ossiah, to: admit the 
suspicion that the one could have borrowed 
any thing from the Other. So far as chivalry 
had any real existence, the same military 
enthusiasm, which gave birth to it in the 
feudal times, might, in the days of Ossian, 
that is, in the infancy of a rising state, 
through the operation of the same cause, 
very naturally produce effects of the same 
kind on the minds and manners of 'men. 
So far -as chivalry Was an ideal system exist­
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ing only in romance, it will not be thought 
surprising, when we reflect on the account 
befrfre given of the Celtic bards, that this 
imaginary refinement of heroic manners 
should be found among them, as much, at 
Ibast, as among the Trobadores, or strolling 
Provencal bards, in the tenth or eleventh' 
century; whose songs, it is said, first gave 
rise to those romantic ideas of heroism, 
which' for so long a time enchanted Europe. *) 
Ossian’s heroes have all the gallantry and 
generosity of those fabulous knights, with­
out their extravagance; and his love scenes 
have native tendernefs, without any mixture’ 
of those forced and unnatural conceits which 
abound in the old romances. The advent 
lures related by our poet, which resemble 
the most those of romance,' concern women 
who follow their lovers to'war, disguised in’ 
the armour of meh;‘and these are so ma-’ 
naged as to produce, in the discovery, several 
of the most Interesting »situations; one 
beautiful instance of which may be seen in 
Carrie - thura, find another in Calthon and 
Colmal. ,

Oithona presents a situation of a dif­
ferent nature. In the absence of her lover,

*) Vi<l. Huetius de origins fabularuin Roihaneu- 
sium. ! '
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Gaul, she had been carried off and ravished 
by Dunrommath. Gaul discovers the place 
where she is kept concealed, and comes to 
revenge her. The meeting of J the two 
lovers, the sentiments and the behaviour of 
Oithona on that occasion, are described 
with such tender and exquisite propriety, as 
ddes the greatest honour both to the art 
and to the delicacy of our author; andA 
would have been admired in any poet of the 
most refined age. The conduct of Groma 
must strike every reader as remarkably ju­
dicious and beautiful. We are to be pre­
pared for the death of Malvina, which is 
related in the succeeding poem. She is 
therefore introduced in person; „she has 
„heard a voicte in a dream; she feels the 
^fluttering of her soul,* and in a most mov­
ing lamentation, addressed to her beloved 
Oscar, she sings her own death - song. 
Mothing could be calculated with more art 
to sooth and comfort her than the story 
which Ossian relates. In the young ?and 
brave Fovargormo, another Oscar is intro­
duced; his praises are sung; and the happi- 
nefs is set before her of those who die in 
their youth, „when their renown is around 
„them; before the feeble behold them in the 
„hafl', and smile at their trembling hands.*



)S2I

But no where does Ossian's genius ap­
pear to greater advantage, than in Berrathon, 
which is rekoned the conclusion of his songs. 
„The last sound of the voice of Cona.K

Qualis oIoj- noto positurus littore vitam, 
Jngemit, et rnaestis nmlcens conc'entibus auras 
Praesago quaeritur veiiieutia funera cantu.

The whole train of ideas is admirably 
suited to the subject. Every thing is full of 
that invisible world, into which the aged 
bard believes himself now ready to enter. 
The airy hall of Fingal presents itself to his 
view; „he sees the cloud that shall receive 
„his ghost; he beholds the mist that shall 
„form his robe when he appears oh his hill ;u 
and all the natural objects around him seem 
to carry the presages oj death. „The thistle 
„shakes its beard to the wind. The flower 
j^angs its heavy head; it seems to say, I 
„am covered with the drops of heaven; the 
„time of my departure is near, and the blast 
„that shall scatter my leaves,“ Malvina’s 
death is hinted to him in the most delicate 
manner by the son of Alpin. His lamenta­
tion over her, her apotheosis, or ascent 
to the habitation of heroes, and the intro­
duction to the story which follows from 
the mention which Ossian supposes the 
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father of Malvina to make of him in the hall 
of Fingal, are all in the highest spirit of 
poetry. „And dost thou remember Ossian, 
„O Toscar son of Comloch ? The battles of 
„our youth were many; our swords went 
Mtogether to the field.“ Nothing could be 
more proper than to end his songs with 
recording an exploit of the father of that 
^Malvina, of whom his heart was now so 
jfull; and who, from first to-last, had been 
jsuch a favourite object throughout all his

z .poems. ‘ .
. The scene of most of Ossian’s poems is 
Jaid in Scotland.,' or. in the coast of Ireland, 
opposite to .the territories of Fingal. When 
the.scene is in Ireland, we perceive no 
change of manners from those. o£. Ossian’s 
native country. ,For as; Ireland was undoubt­
edly peopled with Celtic tribes, the language, 
.custotns, and religion of both nations were 
•the same. They . had been separated from 
one another, by migration, only a few ge­
nerations , as it should seem, before our 
poet’s age; and they stilj maintained a close 
and frequent intercourse. But when the 
.poet relates the expeditions of any of his 
heroes to the Scandinavian coast, or to the 
islands of Orkney, which were then part of 
the Scandinavian territory, as he does in 
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Carrie-thura, Sulmalla of Lumon, and Cath- 
loda, the case is quite altered. Those countries 
were inhabited by nations of the Teutonic 
descent, who in their manners and religious 
rites differed widely from the CHrae; and it 
is curious and remarkable to find this dif­
ference clearly pointed out in the ppemsof 
Ossian* His descriptions bear the native 
marks of one- who was present in the ex­
peditions which he relates, and who describes 
what he-had seen with his own eyes. No 
sooner are we carried to Lochlin, or the 
islands of Inistore, than we perceive that we 
are in a foreign region.. New objects begin 
to appear.. We meet every where with the 
stones and circles of Loda, that is, Odin,- 
the great Scandinavian .deity* VVe meet with 
the divinations and enchantments, for which 
it is .well known those northern nations 
were early famous. „There, mixed with the 
^murmur of waters, rose the voice of aged 
*men, who called the forms of night to aid 
„them in their war;“ whilst the Caledonian 
chiefs, who assisted them, are described as 
standing at a distance, heedlefs of their rites* 
That ferocity of manners which distinguish­
ed those nations, also becomes conspicuous. 
In the combats Of their chiefs, there is a 
peculiar savagenefs; even their women are 
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bloody and fierce*  Their spirit, and the 
very ideas of Hegner Lodbrog, that northern 
scald er whom 1 formerly quoted, occur to 
ns again*  „The, hawks,“ Ossian makes one 
of the Scandinavian chiefs say, „rush from 
„all their winds; they are wont to trace my 
„course. Wb rejoiced three days above the 
„dead, and called the hawks of heaven. 
„They came from all their winds > to feast 
won the foes of Annir.«

*) See the rules of poetical description excellently 
illustrated by Lord Kamfes, in his Elements of 
Criticism , vol. ixi. chap. Si. Of narration and 
description.

Dismissing now the separate considera­
tion of any of our author’s works-, I proceed 
to make some observations on his manner 
of writing, under the general heads of De­
scription, Imagery, and Sentiment*

A poet of original genius is always dis- 
tinguished by his talent for description *).  
A second rate writer discerns nothing new 
or peculiar in the object he means to describe*  
His conceptions of it are vague and loose; 
his expressions feeble; and of course the ob­
ject is presented to us indistinctly, and as 
through a cloud. But a true poet makes us 
imagine that we see it before our eyes; he 
catches the distinguishing features; he gives 
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it the colours of life and reality; he places 
it in such a light, that a painter could hopy 
after him. This happy talent is chiefly owing 
to a lively imagination, which first receives 
a strong impression of the object; and then, 
by a proper selection of capital picturesque 
circumstances employed in describing it, 
transmits that impression, in its full force, 
to the imagination of others. That Ossiau 
possesses this descriptive power in a high 
degree, we have a clear proof from the 
effect which his descriptions produce upon 
the imaginations of those who read him with 
any degree of attention and taste. Few 
poets are more interesting. We contract 
an intimate acquaintance with his principal 
heroes. The characters, the manners, the 
face of the country, become familiar; wa 
even think we could draw the figure of his 
ghosts. In a word, whilst reading him, we 
are transported as into a new region, and 
dwell among his objects as if they were 
all real.

It were easy to point out several instance# 
of exquisite ‘painting' in the works of our 
author. Such, for instance, as the scenery 
with which Temora opens, and the attitude 
in which Cairbar is there presented to us; 
the description of the young prince Cormac, 

Vol. XVb P 
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in the same book; and the ruins of Balclutha 
in Cartho. „l have seen the walls of Balclutha, 
j,but they were desolate. The fire had 
^resounded in the halls; and the voice of the. 
^people is heard no more The stream of 
„Clutha was removed .from its place by the 
„fall of the walls. The thistle sh-.ok there 
„its lohely head: The mofs whistled to the 
„wind. The fox looked out from the windows; 
„the rank grafs of the wall waved round his 
„head-. Desolate is the dwelling of Moina; 
^silence is in the house of her fathers." iNo- 
thing,also can be morenaiural and lively than 
the manner in which Carthon afterwards 
describes bow the conflagration of his. city 
affected him when a child: „Have I not seen 
„the fallen Balclutha? And shall i feast with 
„Comhal’s son? CamhaL! who threw his lire 
„in the midst of my father’s hall’ 1 was young, 
„and knew not the cause why the virgins 
„wept. The columns of smoke pleased mine 
Meye, when they rose above my walls i I often 
^looked back with gladnefs, when my friends 
„fled above the hill. But when the years of 
„my youth came on, 1 beheld the mofs of 
„my fallen, walls. My sigh arose with the 
^morning, and my tears descended with 
„night. Shall ’ not Hght, I said to my soul, 
„against the children of my foes? And I 
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„will fight, O bard! I feel the strength of 
„my soul,“ In the same poem the assemb* 
ling of the chiefs round Fingal, who had 
been warned of some impending danger by 
the appearance of a prodigy , is described 
with so many picturesque circumstances, that 
one imagines himself present in the assembly. 
„The king alone beheld the terrible sight, 
„and he foresaw the death of his people^ 
„He came in silence .to his hall, and took 
„his father’s spear; the mail rattled on his 
^breast. The heroes rose around. They 
-looked in silence on each other, marking 
„the eyes of Fingal They saw the battle in 
„his face. A thousand shields are placed at 
„once on their arms; and they drew a thou- 
„sand swords. The hall of 8elma brightened 
„around. The clang of arms ascends The 
„grey dogs howl in their place. No word 
„is among the mighty chiefs. Each marked 
„the eyes of the king; and half-assumed his 
„spear.“

It has been objected to Ossian, that his 
descriptions of military actions are imperfect; 
and much lefs diversified by circumstances 
than those of Homer. This is in some mea- , 
sure true. The amazing fertility of Homer’S 
invention is no where so much displayed as 
in the incidents of his battles, and in the

P 2 
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little history pieces he gives of the persons 
slain. Nor indeed , with regard to the talent 
of description, can too much be said in 
praise of Homer. Every thing is alive in his 
writings. The colours with which he paints 
are those of nature. But Ossian’s genius 
Was of a different kind from Homers. It led 
him to hurry towards grand objects, rather 
than to amuse himself with particulars of 
lefs importance. He could dwell on the death 
of a favourite hero; but that of a private man 
seldom stopped his rapid course, Homer’s 
genius was more comprehensive than Ossian’s. 
It included a wider circle of objects; and 
could work' up any incident into description. 
Ossian’s was more limited; but the region 
within which it chiefly exerted itself was the 
highest of all, the region of the pathetic 
and sublime.

We must not imagine, however, that 
Ossian’s battles consist only of general in­
distinct description. Such beautiful incidents 
ate sometimes introduced, and the circum­
stances of the persons slain so much diveisi-, 
Bed, as show that he could have embellished 
his military scenes with an abundant variety 
of particulars, if his genius had led him to 
dwell upon them. „One mats is stretched 
„in the dust of his native land $ he fell, where
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„often he had spread the feast, and often 
„raised the voice of the harp,“ The maid 
of Inistore is introduced, in a moving apo­
strophe, as weeping for another; and a third, 
„as rolled in the dust, he lifted his faint 
„eyes to the king,“ is remembered and 
mourned by Fingal as the friend of Agandec- 
ca. The blood pouring from the wound of 
one who is slain by night, is heard ^hissing 
„on the half-extinguished oak,“ which had 
been kindled for giving light: Another, climb­
ing a tree to escape from his foe, is pierced 
by his spear from behind; „shrieking, pant­
ing he fell; whilst mofs and withered 
^branches pursue his fall, and strew the blue 
„arms of Gaul.“ Never was a finer picture 
drawn of the ardour of two youthful warriors 
than the following: „I saw Gaul in his; ar- 
„mour, and my soul was mixed with his: For 
^the fire of the battle was in his eyes; he 
^looked to the foe with joy. We spoka 
„the words of friendship in secret; and the 
^lightning of our swords poured together. 
„We drew them behind the wood, and tried 
„the strength of our arms in the empty air.46

Ossian is always concise in his de­
scriptions, which adds much to their beauty' 
and force. For it is a great mistake to
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imagine* that a crowd of particulars, or a 
very full and extended style, is of advantage 
to description. On the contrary, such a 
diffuse manner for the most part weakens it. 
Anyone redundant circumstance is a nuisance. 
It encumbers and loads the fancy, and renders 
the main image indistinct. „Obstat,“ -^s 
Quintilian says with regard to style, „quic- 
„quid non adjuvat/4 To be concise in de­
scription , is one thing; and to be general* 
is another. No description that rests in 
generals can possibly be good; it can con­
vey no lively idea; for it is of particulars 
only that we have a distinct conception. But, 
at the same time, no strong imagination 
dwells long upon any one particular; or 
heaps together a mafs of > trivial ones. By 
the happy choice of some one, or of a few 
tha^ are the most striking, it presents the 
image more complete, shows us more at 
one glance, than a feeble imagination is able 
to do, by turning its 'object round into. a 
variety of lights. Tacitus is of all prose 
writers the most concise. He has even a 
degree of abruptnefs resembling our author: 
Yet no writer is more eminent for lively de­
scription. When Fingal, after having con­
quered, the haughty Swaran, proposes to 
dismifs him with honour; „Raise to morrow
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„thy white s^ils to th* wind, thou brother of' 
„Agandecca! He conveys, by thus address­
ing his enemy, a stronger impression of the 
emotions then passing within his mind, than 
if whole paragraphs had been spent in de­
scribing the conflict between resentment 
against Swaran and the tender remembrance 
of fus ancient love. INo emplihcation is 
needed to give us the most full idea of a 
hardy veteran, after the few following wordsf 
»His shield is marked with the strokes of 
„battle; his red eye despises danger.* When 
Oscar, left alone, was surrounded by foes, 
„he stood,* it is said , ^growing in his place, 
„like the flood of the narrow vale,* a happy 
representation of one, who, by daring in­
trepidity in the midst of danger, seems to 
increase in his appearance, and, becomes 
more formidable every moment, like the 
sudden rising of the torrent hemmed in by 
the valley. And a whole crowd of ideas, 
concerning the circumstances of domestic 
sorrow occasioned by a young warrior’s first 
going forth to battle, is poured upon the 
mind by these words: „Calmar leaned on his 
^father’s spear: that spear which he brought 
„from Lara’s hall, when the soul of his mothec 
„was sad.* ,

The concisenefs of Ossian’s descriptions

J ..
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is the more proper on account of his subjects^ 
Descriptions of gay and smiling scenes may, 
without any disadvantage, be amplified and 
prolonged. Force is not the predominant 
quality expected in these. The description 
may be weakened by being diffuse, yet, 
notwithstanding, may be beautifull still. 
Whereas, with respect to grand, solemn, and 
pathetic subjects, which are Ossian’s chief field, 

‘ the case is very different. In these, energy
is above ail things required. The imagination 
must be seized at once, or not at all;* and 
is far more deeply impressed by one strong 
and ardent image,, than by the anxious mi- 
nutenefs of laboured illustration.

But Ossian’s genius, though chiefly turned, 
towards the sublime and pathetic, was not 
confined to it. In subjects also of grace and 
delicacy, he discovers the hand of a master. 
Take, foran example, the following, elegant , 
description of Agandecca, wherein thetender- 
nefs of Tibullus sepms united with the majesty 
pf Virgil. „The daughter of the sno w overheard, 
„and left the hall of her secret sigh. She came 
„in all her beauty; like the moon from, the 
„cloud of the East. Lovelinefs was around 
„her as light. Her steps were like the music 
„of songs She saw the youth and loved him. 
„He was the stolen sigh of her soul. Her



„blue eye? rolled on him in secret; and she 
ablest the chief of Morven.“ Several other 
instances might be produced of the feelings 
of love and friendship painted by our author 
with a most natural and happy delicapy.

The simplicity of Ossian’s manner adds 
great beauty to his descriptions, and. indeed 
to his whole poetry. We meet with no aifected 
ornaments; no forced refinement; no marks 
either in style or thought, of a studied 
endeavour to shine and sparkle. Ossian appears 
every where to be prompted by his feelings; 
and to speak from the abundance of his heart. 
I remember no more jhan one instance of 
what can be called quaint thought in this 
whole collection of his works. It is in the 
first book of Fingal, where, from the tombs 
of two lovers, two lonely yews are mentioned 
to have sprung, „ whose branches wished to 
„meet on high.“ This sympathy of the trees 
with the lovers, may be reckoned to border 
on an Italian conceit; and it is somewhat 
curious to find this single instance of that 
sort of wit in our Celtic poetry.

The „j®y of grief/* is one of Ossian’s 
remarkable expressions, reveral times repeated. 
If any one shall think that it needs to be 
justified by a precedent, he may find it twice 
used by Homer; in the Iliad, when Achilles 
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is visited by the ghost of Patroclus; and in th© 
Odyssey, when Ulysses meets his mother in 
the shades. On both these occasions, the 
heroes melted with tendernefs, lament their 
not haying it in their power to throw" their 
arms round the ghost, „that we might,“ say 
they, „in a mutual embrace, enjoy the delight 
„of grief.«

— yooio
But in truth t he expression stands in need 

of no defence from authority; for it is a 
natural and just expression; and conveys a 
clear idea of that gratification, which a virtuous 
heart often feels in the indulgence of a tender 
melancholy. Ossian makes a very proper 
distinction between this gratification and the 
destructive effect of overpowering grief, 
„There is a joy in grief, when peace dwells 
„in the breasts of the sad. But sorrow wastes 
„the mournful, O daughter of Toscar, and 
Mtheir days are few “ To „give the joy of 
„grief,“ generally signifies to raise the strain 
of soft and grave music; and finely characterises 
the taste of Ossian’s age and country. In 
those days, when the songs of bards were 
the great delight of heroes, the tragic muse 
was held in chief honour; gallant actions, 
and virtuous sufferings, were the chosen

*) Odyss. xi. 211. Iliad,, xxm. 98.
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theme; preferably to that light and trifling 
strain of poetry and music, which promotes 
light and trifling manners, and serves to 
emasculate the mind. ^Strike the harp in 
„my hall,“ said the great Fingal, in the midst 
of youth and victory, „strike the harp in my 
„hall, and let Fmgal hear the song. Pleasant 
„is the joy of grief! It is like the shower of 
„spring, . when it softens the branch of the 
„oak; and the young leaf lifts its green head. 
„Sing on, O bards! To-morrow we lift the 
„sail.“

Personal epithets have been much used 
by all the poets of the most ancient ages: 
and when well chosen, not general and 
unmeaning, they contribute not a little to 
render the style descriptive and animated. 
Besides epithets founded on bodily distinc­
tions, a-kin to many of Homer’s, we fiud 
in Ossian several which are remarkably 
beautiful and poetical. Such as, Oscar of 
the future sights, Fingal of the mildest look, 
Carril of other times, the mildlyblushing 
Everallin; Bragela, the lonely sun-beam of 
Dunscaich; a Guldee, the sun of the secret cell.

But o^ all the ornaments employed in 
descriptive poetry, comparisons or similes 
are the most splendid. These chiefly form 
what is called the imagery of a poem; and 
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as they abound so much in the works of 
Ossian, and are commonly among the fa­
vourite passages of all poets, it may be 
expected that I should be somewhat parti­
cular in my remarks upon them,

A poetical simile always supposes two 
objects brought together, between which 
there is some near relation or connection 
in the fancy What that relation ought to 
be, cannot be precisely defined. For various, 
almost numberlefs, are the analogies formed 
among objects, by a sprightly imagination. 
The relation of, actual similitude, or likenefs 
of appearance, is far from being the only 
foundation of poetical comparison. Some­
times a resemblance in the effect produced 
by two objects, is. made the connecting 
principle; sometimes a resemblance in one 
distinguishing property or circumstance. Very 
often two objects are-brought together in a 
simile, though they resemble one another, 
strictly speaking, in nothing only because 
tfiey raise in the mind a train of similar, 
and what may be called, concordant ideas; 
so that the remembrance of the one, when 
recalled, serves to quicken and heighten 
the impression made by the other. Thus, 
to give an instance from our poet, the 
pleasure with which an old man looks back 
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on the exploits of his youth, has certainly 
no direct resemblance to the beauty of a 
fine evening, farther than that both agree 
in producing a certain calm, placid joy. Yet 
Ossian has founded upon this, one of the 
most beautiful comparisons that js to be met 
with in any poet. „Wilt thou not listen, 
„son of the rock, to the song of Ossian? 
„My soul is full of other times; the joy of 
„my youth returns. Thus the sun appears 

the west, after the steps of his brightnefs
„have moved behind a storm. The green 
chills lift their dewy heads. The blue streams 
„rejoice in the-vale. The aged hero comes / 
„fortn on his staff; and his grey hair glitters 
„in the beam." Never was there a finer 
group of objects. It raises a strong concep­
tion of the old man’s joy and elation of 
heart,- by displaying a scene which produces 
in every spectator a corresponding train <|f 
pleasing emotions; the declining sun look­
ing forth in his brightnefs after a storm; 
the cheerful face of all nature, and the still 
life finely animated by the circumstance of 
the aged hero, with his staff and his grey 
locks; a circumstance both extremely pic­
turesque in itself, and peculiarly suited to 
the main object of the comparison. Such 
analogies and associations of ideas as these, 
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are highly pleasing to the fancy. They give 
opportunity for introducing many a fine 
poetical picture. They diversify the scene; 
they aggrandise the subject; they keep the 
imagination awake and sprightly For as the 
judgment is principally exercised in distinguish­
ing objects,: and remarking the differences 
among those which seem like; so the highest 
amusement of the imagination is to trace 
likenesses and agreements among those 
which seem different.

The principal rules which respect poetical 
comparisons, are, thatthey b6 introduced on 
proper occasions, when the mind is disposed 
to relish them; and not in the midst of some 
severe, and agitating passion, which cannot 
admit this play of fancy, that they be founded 
on a resemblance neither too near and obvious, 
so as to give little amusement to the imagination 
in tracing it, nor too faint and remote, so as 
to be apprehended with difficulty; that they 
serve either to illustrate th£ principal object, 
and to render the conception of it more clear 
and distinct; or, at least, to heighten and 
embellish it, by a suitable association of 
images *).

Every country has a scenery peculiar to 
itself; and the imagery of a good poet will

*) See Elements of Criticism, ch. 19. vol. 5- 
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exhibit It* For as he copies after nature, his 
allusions will of course be taken from those 
objects which he sees around him, and which 
have often struck his fancy; For this reason, 
in order to judge of the propriety of poetical 
imagery, we ought to be,- in some measure, 
acquainted with the natural history of the 
country where the scene of the poem is 
laid. The introduction of foreign images 
betrays a poet, copying not from nature, 
but from other writers. Hence so many 
lions, and tigers, and eagles, and serpents, 
which we meet with in the similes of modern 
poets; as if,these animalshad acquired some 
right to a place in poetical comparisons for 
ever, because employed by ancient authors. 
They employed them with propriety, as 
objects generally known in their country* 
but they arq absurdly use>l for illustration by 
us, who know them only at second hand, 
or by description. To most readers of 
modern poetry, it were more to the .pur­
pose to describe lions or tigers by similes 
taken from men, than to compare men to 
lions, Ossian is very correct in this parti­
cular. His imagery is, without exception, 
copied from that face of nature which he 
saw before his eyes; and by consequence 
may be expected to be lively. We meet 
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with no Grecian or Italian scenery; but with 
the mists, and clouds, and storms, of a 
northern mountainous region.

No poet abounds more in similes than 
Ossian. There are in this collection as many, 
at least, as in the whole^iliad and Odyssey of 
Homer. I am indeed inclined to think, that the 
works of both poets are too much crowded 
with them. Similes are sparkling ornaments; 
and* like all things that sparkle, are apt to 
dazzU and tire us by their lustre. But if 
Ossian’s similes be too frequent, they have 
this advantage of being commonly shorter 
than Homer’s; they interrupt his narration 
lefs; he just glances aside to some resembling 
object, and instantly returns to his former 
tract. Homer’s similes include a wider range 
of objects. But, in return, Ossian’s are, 
without exception, taken from objects of 
dignity, which cannot be said for all those 
which Homer employs. The Suh, the Moon, 
and the Stars, Clouds, and Meteors , Light­
ning and Thunder, Seas and Whales, Rivers, 
Torrents, Winds, Ice, Rain, Snow, Dews, 

i Mist, Fire and Smoke, Trees and -Forests, 
Heath and Grafs , and Flowers, Rocks and 
Mountains, Music and Songs, Light and 
Darknefs, Spirits and Ghosts; these form the 
circle within which Ossian’s comparisons 



generally run. Some, not many, ere taken 
from Birds and Beasts i a$ Eagles, Sea Fowl, 
the Horse, the Deer, and the Mountain 
Bee; and a very few from such operations 
of ait as were then known. Horner has 
diversified his imagery by many moreallusions 
to the animal world; to Lions, Bulls, Goars, 
Herds of Cattle, Serpents, Insects; and to 
the various occupations of rural and pasto al 
life. Ossian’s defect in this article is plainly 
owing to the desert, uncultivated state of 
his country, which suggested to him few 
images beyond natural inanimate objecss, ia 
their rudest form. The birds and animals 
of the country were probably not numerous; 
and his acquaintance with them was slender, 
as they were little subjected to the uses 
of man.

The great objection made to Ossian’s 
imagery, is its uniformity, and the too frequent 
repetition of the same comparisons. In .a work 
so thick sown with similes, one.could not but 
expect to find images of the same kind some­
times suggested to the poet by resembling 
objects; especially to a poet like Ossian, who 
wrote from the immediate impulse of poetical 
enthusiasm, and without much preparation of 
study or labour. Fertile as Homer’s imagina­
tion is acknowledged to be, who does not

Vol. XVI. O 
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know how often his Lions and Bulls, and 
Hocks of Sheep, recur with little or no 
variation; nay, sometimes in the very same 
words? The objection made to Ossian is, 
hpWever, founded, in a great measure, upon 
a mistake. It has been supposed by in­
attentive readers, that wherever the Moon, 
the Cloud, or the Thunder, returns in a 
simile, it is the same simile, and the same 
Moon, ojr Cloud, or Thunder, which they 
had met with a few pages before. W hereas 
very often the similes are widely different. 
The object, whence they ate taken, is indeed 
in substance the same; but the image is 
newf for the appearance of the object is 
changed! it is presented to the fancy in 
another attitude, and clothed with new 
circumstances, to make it suit the dilferent 
illustration for which it is employed. In 
this lies Ossian’s great arO in so happily 
varying the form of the few natural appear­
ances with which he was acquainted, as to 
make them correspond to a great many 
dilferent objects.

Let us take, for one instance, the Moon, 
which is very frequently introduced into his 
comparisons; as in northern climates, where 
the nights are long, the Moon is a greater 
object of attention than in the climate of
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Homer; and let us view how much our poet 
has diversified its appearance. The shield 
of a warrior is like „the darkened moon 
„whnn it moves a dun circle through the 

' „heavens " The face of a ghost, wan and 
pale, is like „the beam of the setting moon." 
And a different appearance of a ghost, thin 
and indistinct, is like „the new moon seen 

, „through the gathered mist, when the sky
„pours down its flaky snoW', and the world 
„is silent and dark;" or, in a different form 
still, is like „rhe< watery beam of the moon, 
„when it rushes from between two clouds, 
„and the midnight shower is on the Held " 
A very opposite use is made of, the . moon 
in the description of Ag^ndecca: „She came 
,,in all her beauty, like the moon from the 
„cloud of the east." Hope, succeeded by 
disappointment, is „joy rising on her face, 
„and sorrow returning again, like a thin 
„cloud on the moon." But when Swaran, 
after his defeat, is cheered by Fingal’s ge­
nerosity, „his face brightened like'the full 
„moon of heaven, when the clouds vanish 
„away, and leave her calm and broad in 
„the midst of the sky." Venvela is ^bright 
„as the moon when it trembles o’er the 
„western wave;" but the soul of the guilty 
Uthal is „dark as the troubled face of the 

Q a



„moon, when it foretels the storm“ And 
by a very fanciful and uncommon allusion, 
it is said of Cormac, who was to die in his 
early years, „Nor Jong shalt thou lift the 
„spear, mildlyshining beam of youth! Death 
^stands dim behind thee, like the darkened 
„half of the moon behind its growing fight."

Another instance of the same nature 
may be taken from mist, which, as being a 
very familiar appearance in the country of 
Ossian , he applies to a variety of purposes, 
and pursues through a great many forms. 
Sometimes, which one would hardly expect, 
he employs it to heighten the appearance 
of a beautiful Object. The hair of Morna 
is like the mist of Cromla, when „it curls 
„on the rock, and shines to the beam of 

•„the west." — „The song comes with its 
„music to melt and please' the ear. It is 
„like a soft mist, that rising from a lake 
„pours on the silent vale. The green flowers 
„are filled with dew. The sun returns in 
„its strength, and the mist is gone. —

*) There is a remarkable propriety in this' com­
parison. It is intended to explain the effect of 
soft and mournful musi§. Armin appears disturb' 
ed at a performance of, this kind. Carmor says 
to him, „Why bursts the sigh of Armin ? Is there 
„a cause to mourn? The song comes with its 
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But, for the most part, mist is employed as 
a similitude of some disagreeable or terrible 
object. „The soul of Nathos was sad, like 
„the sun in the day of mist, when his face 
„is watery and dim.“ „The darknefs of old 
„age comes like the prist of the desert.* 
The face of a ghost is ,;pale as the. mist of 
„Cromla. “ nThe gloom of battle is rolled 
„along as mist that is poured on the valley, 
„when storms invade the silent ^un-shine 
„pf heaven “ Fame, suddenly departing, is 
likened to „mist that flies away before the 
„rustliug wind of the vale.“ A ghost, slowly 
vanishing, to „mist that melts by degrees 
„on the sunny hill.“ Cairbar, after his 
treacherous assassination of Oscar, is com­
pared to a pestilential fog. „! loye a foe 
„Iike Cathmor,u says Fingal, „his soul i^ 
„great; his arm is strong; his battles are full 
„of fame, But the.little soul is like a vapour 
„that hovers round the marshy lake. It

„music to melt and please the ear. ..It, is like soft 
„mist,“ etc.; that is, such mournful songshave 
a happy effect to soften the heart, and to improve 
it by tender emotions, as the moisture of the 
mist refreshes and nourishes the, flowers; whilst 
the sadnefs they occasion is only transient, and 
soon dispelled by the succeeding occupations and 
amusements of life: „The sun returns in its 
„strengtli, and the mist is gone/* 



s46

„never rises on the green hill, lest the winds 
„meet it there. Its dwelling is in the cave; 
„and it sends forth the dart of death.“ This 
is a simile highly finished. But there is an­
other which is still more striking, founded 
also on mist, in the fourth book of Temora. 
Two factious chiefs are contending; Cathmor 
thekinginterposes, rebukes and silences them. 
The poet intends to give us the highest 
idea ofr Cathmor’s superiority; and most 
effectually accomplishes his intention by the 
following happy image: „They sunk from 
„the king on either side; like two columns 
„of morning mist, when the sun rises 
^between them, on his glittering rocks. Dark 
„is their rolling on-either side; each fo­
rwards its reedy pool." These instances 

<tnay sufficiently show with what richnefs of 
imagination Ossian’s comparisons abound; 
aind, at the same time, with what propriety 
of judgment they are employed. If his field 
was narrow, it must be admitted to have 
been as well cultivated as its extent would 
allow.

As it is usual to judge of poets from 
a comparison of their similes more than of 
other passages, it will perhaps be agreeable 
to the reader to see how Homer and Ossian 
have conducted some images of the same 
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kind. This might be shown in many in­
stances. for as the great objects of nature 
are common to the poets of all nations, 
and make the general storehouse of al|. 
imagery, the, groundwork, of their compa­
risons must of course be frequent!}'' the same, 
J shall select only a few of the most consi­
derable from both poets. Mr. Pope’s trans­
lation of .Homer can be of no use to us 
here. The parallel is altogether unfair be­
tween prose, 'and the imposing, harmony of 
flowing numbers. It is only, by viewing 
Homer in the simplicity of a prose transla-. 
tion, that we can form any coanparison 
between the two bards.

The shock, of two encountering* armies, 
the noise and the tumult of battle, allord 
one of the most grand and awful subjects of 
description; on which all epic poel’-s have 
exerted their strength. Let us first hear 
Homer. The following description is a fa­
vourite one for we find it twice repeated 
in the same words. *) „When now the 
„conflicting hosts joined in the Held of 
„battle, then were mutually opposed shields, 
„and-swords, and the strength of armed 
„men. The bossy bucklers were dashed 
„against each other. The universal tumult

*) Hind, iv. 44$' auil Hiad, vin. 60.
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„vosp. There were mingled the triumphant: 
„shouts and, die dying groans of the victors 
„and the, vanquished. The earth streamed 
„with bloody As when winter torrents< rush- 
wing:frOm the mountains, pour into a narrow 
„valley, their violent waters. They issue 
afrom a tbiousand springs, and mix in the 
„hollowed channel. The distant shepherd- 
shears on the mountain, their roar from 
„afar. Such was the terror and the shout 
„of the engaging armies “ In another pas- 

x sage, the poet, much in the manner of Os­
sian, hea ps simile on simile, to exprefs the 
Vastnefs of the idea, with which his imagi­
nation seems to labour. „With a mighty 
„shout the hosts engage. Not so loud roars 
„ihe wave of ocean, when driven against the 
},shore by the whole force of the boisterous 
„north ’ not so loud in the woods of the 
^mountain, the noise of the flame, when 
^rising in its fury to consume the forest; 
„ndt so loud the wind among the lofty oaks, 
„when the wrath of the storm rages; as was 
„the clamour of the Greeks and Trojans, 
„when, roaring terrible, they rushed against 
„each other *),“

To these descriptions and similes, we 
may oppose the following from Ossian, and

*)'Iliad, xiV. 393.

(
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leave the reader to judge between them. 
He will find images of. the same kind em­
ployed; commonly.lefs: extended; but thrown, 
forth with S’glowing rapidity which character­
ises oqr poet. „As autumn’s dark, storms pour 
„from two echoing hills, towards each other, 
^approached the heroes. As two dark streams 
„from high rocks meet and mix, and roar on 
„the plain; loud, rough, and dark in battle^ 
„meet Lochlin and Inisfail. : Chief mixed his 
^strokes with chief, and man with man. Steel 
^clanging, sounded on steel. Helmets are 
„cleft on Mgh; blood bursts and smokes 
„around. ~ As the troubled noise of the 
„ocean, when roll the waves on high; as the 
„!ast pea! of the thunder of heaven, such is 
„the noise of battle. “ — „As roll a thou- 
„sand waves to the rock, so Swaran’s host 
„came on; as meets a rock a thousand waves, 
„so Inisfail met Swaran. Death raises all 
„his voices around, and mixes with the 
„sound of shields — The field echoes from 
„wing to wing, as a hundred hammers that 
^rise by turns on the red son of the 
^furnace.® As a hundred winds on Morven ; 
„as the streams.of a hundred hills; as clouds 
„fly successive over heaven; or as the dark 
„ocean assaults the shore of the desert; so 
„roaring, so vast, so terrible, the armies 
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^mixed on Lena’s echoing heath,“ In several 
of these images, there is a remarkable simi­
larity to Homer’s; but what follows is supe­
rior to any comparison that Homer uses on 
this subject, „The groan of the' people 
„spread over the hills it;was likeithe thunder 
„of night, when the cloud bursts on Cona; 
„and a thousand ghosts shriek at once on 
Mthe hollow wind,‘‘ Never was an image of 
more awful sublimity employed to heighten 
terror of battle,

*
Both poets compare the appearance of 

an army approaching, to the gathering of 
dark clouds. „As when a shepherd,“ says 
Homer, „beholds from the rock a cloud 

borne along the sea by the western wind; 
„black, as pitch it appears from afar, sailing 
„over the ocean, and carrying the dreadful 
3,storm. He shrinks at the sight, and drives 
„his flock into the cave: Such, under the 
,,Ajaces, moved on, the dark, the thickened 
„phalanx to the war *),“ — They came,* 
says Ossian, „over the desert like stormy 
„clouds, when the winds roll them over the 
„heath; their edges are tinged with lightning; 
„and the echoing groves foresee the storm.4* 
The edges of the cloud tinged with light—

. *) Iliad, iv.
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ning, is a sublime idea ; but the shepherd 
and his flock, render Homer’s Simile more 
picturesque. This is frequently the differ­
ence between the two poets. Ossian gives 
no more than the main image, strong and 
full. Homer adds circumstances and appen­
dages, which amuse the fancy by enlivening 
the scenery,

Horner compares the regular appearance 
of an army, to „clouds that are settled on 
„the mountain - top, in the day of calmnef?, 
„when the strength of the north wind sleeps*;) " 
Ossian, with full as much propriety, com­
pares the appearance of a disordered army 
to „the mountain cloud, when the blast hath 
„entered its womb; and scatters the curling 
„gloom on every side." Ossian’s clouds 
assume a great many forms; and, as we 
might expect from his climate, are a fertile 
source of imagery to him, „The warriors 
^followed their chiefs, like the gathering of 
,„the rainy clouds, behind the red meteors 
„of heaven." An army retreating without 
coming to action, is likened to „clouds that, 
„having long threatened rain, retire slowly 
„behind the hills." The picture of Oithona, 
after she had determined to die, is lively

'*) tli.nl, v. 522.
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and delicate. „Her soul was resolved, and 
„the tear was dried, from her wildly-looking 
„eye. A troubled joy .rose on her mind, 
„like the red path of the lightning on a 
„stormy cloud.w The image also of the 
gloomy Cairbar, meditating, in silence, the 
assassination of Oscar, until the moment came 
when his designs were ripe for execution, is 
extremely noble, and complete in all its parts. 
„Cairbar heard their words 'in silence, like 
„the cloud of a shower; it stands dark on 
^Oomla, till the lightning bursts its side. 
»The valley gleams with red light; the spirits 
„of the storm rejoice. So stood the'silent 
„king of Temora; at length his words are 
„heard “

Homer’s comparison of Aehilles to the 
Dog-Star, is very sublime. „Priam beheld 
„him rushing along the plain, shining in his 
„armour, like the star of autumn; bright are 
„its beams, distinguished amidst the multitude 
„of stars in 'the dark hour of night. It uses 
„in its splendor; but its splendor is fatal, 
^betokening to miserable men the destroying 
„heat*) “ The first appearance of Fingal, is, 
in like manner, compared by Ossian to a star 
or meteor. „Fingal, tall in his ship, stretched

*) Iliad, xxu. 26.
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„hi$ bright lance before him,' Terrible was 
„*.he gleam of his steel; it was like the green. 
,;meteor of death, setting in the heath of 
„Malmor, when the traveller is alone, and 
„the broad moon is darkened in heaven.“ 
The hero's appearance in Homer is more 
ma^nilicent: in Ossian, more terrible.

A tree cut down, or overthrown by a 
storm, is a similitude frequent among poets, 
for describing the fall of a warrior in battle, 
.Homer employs it often; but the most beautiful, 
by far, of his comparisons, founded on this 
object, indeed one of the most beautiful ia 
the whole Iliad, is that on the death of Eu- 
phorbus. „As the young and verdant olive, 
„ which a man hath reared with care in a 
^lonely field, where the springs of water 
^bubble around it; it is fair and flourishing; 
„it is fanned by the breath of all the winds, 
„and loaded with white blossoms; when rhe 
^sudden blast of a whirlwind descending, 
„roots it out from its bed, ^nd stretches it 
„on the dust *).“ To this, elegant as it is, 
we may oppose the following simile of 
Ossian’s, relating to the death of the three 
sons ofUsnoth. „They fell, like three young 
„oaks which stood alone on the hill. The

*) Iliad, xvir. 55.



„traveller saw the lovely trees, and wor^der- 
„ed how they grew so lonely. The blast of 
„the desert came by night, and laid their 
„green heads low. Next day he returned; 
„but they were withered , and the heath was 
„bare.“ Malvina's allusion to the same ob­
ject, in her lamentation over Oscar, is so 
exquisitely tender, that I cannot forbear 
giving it a place also. „I was a lovely tree 
„in thy presence, Oscar’ with all my branches 
„round me. But thy death came, like a blast 
„from the desert, and laid my green head 
„lpw. The spring returned with its showers ; 
„but no leaf of mine arose.“ Several of 
Ossian’s similes,! taken from trees, are re­
markably beautiful, and diversified with well 
chosen circumstances, such as that upon the 
death of Ryno and Orla: „They have fallen 
„like the oak of the desert; when it lies 
„acrofs a stream, and withers in the wind of 
„the mountainsOr that which Ossian 
applies to himself; „Ij like an ancient oak 
„in Morven, moulder alone in my place; the 
„blast hath lopped my branches away"; and I 
„tremble at the wings of the norths

As Homer-exalts his heroes by comparing 
them to gods, Ossian makes the same use of 
comparisons taken from spirits and ghosts. 
Swaran „roared in battle, like the shrill spirit
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„of a storm that sits dim on the clouds of 
„Gormal, and enjoys the death of the mariner.* 
His people gathered around Erragon , „like 
„storms around the ghost of night, when, he 
„calls them from the top of Morven, and 
^prepares to pour them on the land of the 
„stranger.“ — „They fell before my son, 
„!ike groves in the desert, when an angry. 
„ghost rushes through night, and takes their 
„green heads in his hand/4 In such images 
Ossian appears in his strength, for very 
seldom have supernatural beings been painted 
with so much sublimity, and such force of 
imagination, as by this poet. Even Homer, 
great as he is, must yield to him in similes 
formed upon these. Take, for instance, the 
following, which is the most remarkable bf 
this kind in the Iliad, „Meriones followed 
^Idomeneus to battle, like Mars the destroyer 
„ofmen, when he rushes to war. Terror, 
„his beloved son, strong and fierce, attends 
,$him; who fills with dismay the most valiant 
„hero. They come from Thrace, armed 
„against the Ephyrians and Phlegyans; nor 
„do they regard the prayers of either; but 
^dispose of succefs at their will *).“ The 
idea here, is undoubtedly noble: but observe

*) Iliad, xiri. 298*



256

what a figure Ossian sets before tire astonish­
ed imagination, and with what sublimely 
terrible circumstances he has heightened it. 
,rHe rushed in the sound of his arms, like 
„the dreadful spirits of Loda, when he 
„comes in the roar of a thousand storms, 
„and scatters battles from his eyes. He sits 
,,on a*cloud over Lochhn’s seas. His mighty 
„hand is on his sword. The winds lift hi$ 
^flaming locks. So terrible was Guthullin in 
;,tiie day of his fame."

Homer’s comparisons relate chiefly to 
martial subjects, to the appearances and 
morions of armies, the engagement and death 
of heroes, and the various incidents of war, 
Jn Ossian, we find a greater variety of other 
subjects illustrated by similes; particularly, 
the songs of bards, the beauty of women, 
the different circumstances of old age, sor­
row, and private distrefsj which give occasion 
to much beautiful imagery. What, for in­
stance, can b^ more delicate and moving, 
than the following simile of Oithona’s, in 
her lamentation over the dishonour she had 
suffered? »Ghief of Strumon,“ replied the 
sighing maid, ,,why didst thou come over 
„the dark-blue wave to Nuath’s mournful 
„daughter? Why did not I pafs away in
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„secret, like the'flower of the rock,?that 
„lifts its fair head unseen, and strews its 
^withered leaves on the blastl?44 The music 
of bards, a favourite object with Ossian, is 
illustrated by a variety of the most beautiful 
appearances that are to be found in nature^ 
It is compared to the calm shower of spring; 
to the dews of the morning on the hill of 
roes; to the face of the blue and' still lake* 
Two similes on this subject I shall quote, 
because they would do honour to any of 
the most celebrated classics. The one is; 
„Sit thou on the heath, O bard! and let us 
„hear thy voice; it is pleasant as the gale of 
„the spring that sighs on the hunter’s ear, 
„when he wakens from dreams of joy, and 
„has heard the music1 of the spirits of the 
„hill;“ The other contains a short, but ex­
quisitely tender image, accompanied with 
the finest poetical painting, „The music of 
„Carril was like the memory of joys that 
„are past, pleasant and mournful to the soul. 
„The ghosts of departed bards heard it from 
„Slimora’s side. Soft sounds spread along 
„the wood; and ^he silent valleys of night 
„rejoice.“ What a figure would such imagery ‘ 
and such scenery have made, had they been 
presented to us adorned with the sweetnefs 
and harmony of the Virgilian numbers I

VqL XVI. H
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I have choSen al! along to compare 
Ossian with Homer, rather than Virgil, for 
an obvious reason. There is a much nearer 
correspondence between the times and 
manners of the two former poets. Both 
wrote in an early period of society $ both are 
Originals; both are distinguished by simpli­
city, sublimity, and fire. The correct elegance 
of Virgil, his artful imitation of Homer, the 
Roman statelinefs which he every where 
maintains, admit no parallel with the abrupt 
boldnefs, and enthusiastic warmth of the 
Celtic bard. In one article indeed there is 
a resemblance. Virgil is more tender than 
Homer, and thereby agrees more with Ossian; 
With this difference, that the feelings of the 
one are more gentle and polished, -those of 
the other more strong; the tendernefs of 
Virgil softens, that of Ossian dissolves and 
Overcomes the heart.

A resemblance may be sometimes observ­
ed between Ossian*s  comparisons, and those 
employed by the sacred writers. They abound 
much in this figure, and they use it with 
the utmost propriety *).  The imagery of

*) See Dr. Lowth. de Sacra Poesi Hebraeoram.
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Scripture exhibits a soil and climate alto­
gether different from those of Ossian; a 
warmer country, a more smiling face of na­
ture the arts of agriculture and of rural life 
much farther advanced. The wine prefs,' 
and the threshing floor, are Often presented 
to us, the cedar and the palmtree, the 
fragrance of perfumes, the voice of the turtle, 
and the beds of lilies. The similes are, 
like Ossian’s, generally short, touching on 
one point of resemblance, rather than spread 
out into little episodes. In the following 
example may be perceived what, inexpressible 
grandeur poetry receives from the interven­
tion of the Deity. „The nations shall rush 
„like the rushings of many,waters; but God 
„shall rebuke them, and they shall fly far 
„off, and shall be chased as the chaff of the 
^mountains before the wind, and like the 
„down of the thistle before the whirlwind*j.«

Besides formal- comparisons, the poetry 
of Ossian is embellished with many beauti­
ful metaphors: Such as that remarkably fine 
one applied to Deugala; „She was covered 
„with the light of beauty; but her heart was

I
*) Isaiah, xvir. 15.

ft 2^
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„the house of pride.* This mode of ex­
pression, which suppresses the mark of com­
parison, and substitutes a figured description 
in room of the object’ described, is a great 
enlivener of style. It denotes that glow and 1 
tapidiry of fancy, which, without pausing 
to form a regular simile, paints th» object 
at one stroke, „Thou art to me the beam 
«of the east, rising in a land unknown/ 
„In peace, thou art the gale of spring;'in / 
Mwar, the mountain storm.“ ^Pleasant be 
„thy rest, O lovely beam, soon hast thou 
„set on our hills! The steps of thy departure 
„were stately, like the moon on the blue 
„trembling wave. But thou hast left us in 
„darknels, fi«st of the maids of Lu th a ’ — 
„Soon hast thou set, Malvina! but thou risest, 
„like the beam of the east, among the spirits 
„of thy friends, where they sit in their 
„stormy halls,, the chambers of the thunder.* 
This is correct and finely supported. But 
in the following instance , the metaphor, 
though very beautiful at the beginning, be­
comes imperfect before it closes, by being 
improperly mixed with the literal sense. 
„Trathal went forth with the stream of his 
^people; but they met a ropk; Fjngal stood 
„uiynoved; broken they rolled back from his



„side. Nor did they roll in safety; the spear 
»of the king pursued their flight.“

The hyperbole is a figure which we might 
expect to find often employed by Ossian ; as 
the undisciplined imagination of early ages 
generally prompts exaggeration, and carries 
its objects to excefs; whereas longer expe­
rience, and farther progrefs in the arts io£ 
life, chasten mens ideas and expressions* 
Yet Ossian’s hyperboles appear not to me 
either so frequent or so harsh as might at 

‘ first have been looked for; an advantage 
owing no doubt to the more cultivated state 
in which, as was before shown, poetry 
subsisted among the ancient Ceitae, .than 
amongst most other barbarous nations One 
of the most exaggerated descriptions in the 
whole wo-k, is what meets us at the begin­
ning of Fingal, where the scout makes his 
report to Cuthullin of the landing of the 
foe. But this is so far from deserving 
censure, that it merits praise, as being, on 
that occasion, natural and proper. , The 
scout arrives, trembling and full of fears; 
and it is well known, that no passion dis­
poses men to hyperbolize more than terror* 
It both annihilates themselves in their own 



apprehension , and magnifies every object 
which they view through the medium of a 

■ troubled imagination. Hence all those in­
distinct irtiages of formidable greatnefs, the 
natural marks of a disturbed and confused 
mind, which occur in Moran’s description 
of Swaran’s appearance, and in his relation 
of the conference which they held together; 
not unlike the report, which the affrighted 
Jewish spies made to their leader, of the 
land of Canaan. „The land through which 
„we have gone to search it, is a land that 
„eateth up the inhabitants thereof; and all 
*the people that we saw in it, are men of 
„a great stature: and there saw we giants, 
^the sons of Anak, which came of'the giants; 
„and we were in our own sight as grashop- 
„pers, and so were we in their sight *),«

*) Numbers, xm. 52, 35.

With regard to personifications, I former­
ly observed that Ossian was sparing, and 
J accounted for his being so. Allegorical 
personages he has none; and their absence 
is not to be regretted. For the intermixture 
of those^ shadowy beings, which have not 

■the Support even of mythological or legeh- 
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dary belief, with human actors, seldom pro­
duces a good effect. The fiction becomes 
too visible and fantastic; and overthrows 
that impression of reality which the probable 
recital of human actions’is calculated to make 
upon the mind. In the serious and pathetic 
scenes of Ossian especially, allegorical cha­
racters would have been as much out bf 
place as in tragedy; serving only unseasor 
nably to amuse the fancy, whilst they stop­
ped the current, and weakened the force of 
passion. (

With apostrophes or addresses to per­
sons absent or dead , which have been , in 
all ages, the language of passion, our poet 
abounds; and they are among his highest beau* 
ties. Witnefs the apostrophe, in the first 
book of Fingal, to the maid of Inistore, 
whose lover had fallen in battle; and that 
inimitably fine one of Cuthullin to Bragela 
at the conclusion of the same book. He 
commands the harp to be struck in hqr 
praise; and the mention of Bragela’s name, ( 
immediately suggesting to him a crowd of 
tender ideas, „Dost thou raise thy fair face 
nfiom the rocks,“ he exclaims, „to find th§ 
,,sails of Cuthullin? The sea is rolling1 f$r
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^distant, and its white foam shall deceive thee 
,„for my sails.* And now his imagination 
being wrought up to conceive her as, at that 
ipoment, really in this situation, he becomes 
afraid of the harm she may receive from the 
inclemency of the night; and with an en­
thusiasm, happy and affecting, though beyond 
the cautious strain of modern poetry, „Retire,* 
he proceeds, „r etire, for it is night, my 
„love, and the dark winds sigh in thy hair. 
„Retire to the hall of my feasts, and think of 
„the times that are past; for 1 will not return 
„till the storm of war has ceased, O Connal, 
„speak of wars and arms, and send her from 
„my mind; for lovely with her raven hair is 
„the white-bosomed daughter of Sorglan* 
This breathes all the native spirit of passion 
and tendernefs.

The addresses to the sun, to the moon, and to 
the evening star, must draw the attention 
of every reader of taste, as among the most 
splendid ornaments of this collection. The 
beauties of each are too great, and too 
Obvious, to need any particular comment. 
In one passage only of the addrefs to the 
moon , there appears some obscurity. 
^Whither dost thou retire from thy coursg, 
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„when the darknefs of thy countenance grows? 
„Hast thou thy hall like Ossian? Dwellest 
„thou in the shadow of grief? Have thy sisters 
^fallen from heaven? Are they who rejoiced 
„with thee at night, no more? Yes, they 
„have fallen, fair light! and thou dost often 
„retire to mourn.“ We may be at a lofs 
to comprehend, at first view, the ground 
of these speculations of Ossian, concerning 
the moon; but when all the circumstances 
are attended to, they will appear to flow na­
turally from the present situation of his 
mind, A mind under the dominion of any 
strong passion, tinctures with its own dis­
position every object which it' beholds. The 
old bard, with his heart bleeding for the 
lofs of all his friends, is meditating on the 
different phases of the moon. Her yvaning 
and darknefs presents to his melancholy ima­
gination the image of sorrow; and presently 
the idea arises, and is indulged, that, like 
himself, she retires to mourn over the lofs 
of other moons, or of stars, whom he calls 
her sisters, and fancies to have once rejoiced 
with her at night, now fallen from heaven. 

' Darknefs suggested the idea of mourning, 
and mourning suggested .nothing so natural­
ly to Ossian, as the death of beloved friends.
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Ah instance precisely similar of this influence 
of passion, may be seen, in a passage which 
has always been admired of Shakspeare’s 
King Lear. The old man on the point of 
distraction, through the inhumanity of his 
daughters $ sees Edgar appear disguised like 
a beggar and a madman,

Lear. Didst thou give all to thy daughters? And 
art thou come to this ? ,

Couldest thou leave nothing? Didst thou give theui 
all?

Kent. lie hath no daughters, Sir.
Lear. Death, Traitor! nothing could have sub­

dued nature.
To guch a lownefs, but his unkind daughters.

King Lear, .Act J. Scene5.

The apostrophe to the winds, in the 
opening of Darihula, is in the highest spirit 
of poetry. „But the winds deceive thee, O 
wDanhula: and deny the woody Etha to thy 
„sai!s. These are not thy mountains, Na- 
„thos, nor is that the roar of thy climbing 
„waves. The halls of Cairbar are near, and 
„the towers of the foe lift their head. — 
„ Where have ye been, ye southern winds, 
„when the sons of my love were deceived? 
„But ye have been sporting on plains, and 



„puisuing the thistle’s beard. .O that ye had 
„been rustling in the sails of Nathos, till 
„the hills of Etha rose-*! till they rose in their 
„clouds, and'saw their coming chief." 'This 
passage is remarkable for the resemblance 
it bears to an expostulation with the wood 
nymphs, on their absence at a critical time; 
which, as a favourite poetical idea, Virgil 
has copied'from Theocritus, and Milton has 
ve’ry happily imitated from both.

Where were ye, nymphs! when the remorselefs deep 
Clos’d o’er the head of your lov’d Lycidas ?
Tor neither were ye playing on the steep
Where your old bards i the fatuous Druids, lie; 
Nor on the-shaggy top .of Mona, high, 
Nor yet where Deva spreads her wizard stream *).

Having now treated fully of Ossian’s 
talents,with respect to description and imagery, 
it only remains to make some observations 
on his sentiments. No sentiments can be 
beautiful without being proper; that is, suited 
to the character and situation of those who

*) Milton’s Lycidas. See Theocrit Idyll. I.
Us? vox ag W6' ox ft AocQiit, iTotxtToi vaxett 

etc.
And Virg. Eclog. 10.

Qu^e nemora, am qui vos saltus habuera, puellae, etc. 
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utter them. Tn this respect, Ossian is as 
corrept as most writers. His characters, as 
above observed, are in general well supported; 
which could not have been the case, had the 
sentiments been unnatural or out of place* 
A variety of personages of different ages, 
sexes, and conditions, are introduced into 
his poems; and they speak, and act with a 
propriety of sentiment and behaviour, which 
it is surprising to find in so rude an age. 
L^t the poem of Darthula, throughout, be 
taken as an example.

But it is not enough that sentiments be 
natural and proper. In order to acquire 
any high degree of poetical merit, they must 
also be sublime and pathetic.

The sublime is not confined to sentiment 
alone. It belongs to description also, and 
whether in description or in sentiment, im­
ports such ideas presented fo the mind, as 
to raise it to an uncommon degree of eleva­
tion, and fill it with admiration and astonish­
ment. This is the highest effect either of 
eloquence or poetry; and to produce this 
effect, requires a genius glowing with the 
strongest and warmest conception of some 
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object, awful, great, or magnificent* That 
this character o£ genius belongs to Ossian, 
may, I think, sufficiently appear from many 
of the passages I have already had occasion 
to quote. To produce more instances were 
superfluous* If the engagement of Fingal 
with the spirit of Loda, in Carrie-thura; if 
the encounters of. the armies in Fingal; if 
the addrefs to the sun in Carthon; if the 
similes founded upon ghosts and spirits of 
the night, all formerly mentioned; be not 
admitted as examples, and illustrious ones 
too, of the true poetical sublime, I confefs 
myself entirely ignorant of this quality in 
Writing,

All the circumstances, indeed, of Ossian’s 
composition, are favourable to the sublime, 
more perhaps than to any other species of 
beauty. Accuracy and correctnefs; artfully 
connected narration; exact method and pro­
portion of parts; we may look for in polished 
times. The gay and the beautiful will ap­
pear to more advantage in the midst of 
smiling scenery and pleasurable themes; but, 
amidst the rude scenes of nature, amidst 
rocks and torrents and whirlwinds and 
battles, dwells the sublime. It is the thunder
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and the lightning of genius. It is the off­
spring of nature, not of art. It is negligent 
of all the lesser graces, and perfectly con­
sistent with a certain noble disorder. It 
associates naturally with that grave and solemn 
spirit which distinguishes our author. For ’ 
the sublime is an awful and serious emotion; * 
and is heightened by all the images of 
Trouble, and Terror^ and Darknefs.

Ipse pater, media nimborum innocte, corusCa 
Fulmina molitur dextra; quo maxima motu 
Terra tremit; fugere ferae; et mortalia corda 
Per gentes, litunilis stravit pavor; ille, flagranti 
Aut Atho, aut Rhodopeh , aut alia Ceraunia, telo 
Dejicit. — . Virg., Georg. I,

Simplicity and conci'senefs are neverfailing ' 
characteristics of the style of a sublime writer. 
He rests on the majesty of his sentiments, 
not on the pomp of his expressions The 
main secret of being sublime, is to say great 
things in few, and in, plain words: For every 
superfluous decoration degrades a sublime 
idea. The mind rises and swells, when a 
lofty description or sentiment is presented 
to it, in its native form. But no sooner 
does the poet attempt to spread out this 
sentiment or description, and to deck it round 

i



find round with glittering "ornaments , than 
th** mind begins to fall from its high elevation; 
the transportis over; the beautiful may remain, 
but the sublime is gone. Hence the concise 
and simple style of Ossian gives great advantage 
to his sublime conceptions, and assists them 
in seizing the imagination with full power*)*

Sublimity as belonging to sentiment, co­
incides in a great measure with magnanimity, 
heroism, and generosity ofsentiment. What-

*) The noted saying of Julius Caesar to the pilot 
in a storm ; ,,Quid times ? Caesarem vehis is 
magnanimous and sublime. Lucan, not satisfied 
with this simple concisenefs , resolved to amplify 
and improve the thought. Observe how, every 
time he twists it round, it departs farther from the 
sublime, till at last it ends in tilnid declamation.

Sperne minas, inquit, Pelagi, ventoque furenti 
Trade sinum. Italiam, si coelo auctore, recusas. 
Me, pete. Sola tibi causa haec est justa timoris 
Vectorem non nosse tuum ; quern numina nunquam 
Destituunt; de quo male tunc fortuna meretur. 
Cum post vota venit; medias pen umpe procellas 
TutelH secure mea. Coeliiste fretique,
Non puppis nostrae, labor est. Hane Caesare piessam 
A fluctH defendit onus.
— Quid tanta. strage paratur,
Ignoras? Quaerit pelagi coelique tumultu
Quid praestet fortuna inilu. —

Ph ahs. V. 578. 



ever discovers human nature' in its greatest 
elevation ; whatever bespeaks a high effort of 
Soul ; or shows a mind superior to pleasures, 
to. ^ajagers and to death; forrps what may be 
called the moial or sentimental sublime. For 
this Ossian is eminently distinguished. No 
poet maintains a higher tone of virtuous and. 
noble sentiment’ throughout all his works. 
Particularly in all the .sentiments of Fingal 
there is a grandeur and loftinefs proper to 
swell the mind with the highest ideas qf 
human perfection. Wherever he appears we 
behold the hero. The objects which he pursues 
are always truly great; to bend the proud; 
to protect the injured; to defend his friends} 
to overcome his enemies by generosity more 
than by force. A portion of the same spirit 
actuates all the other heroes. Valour reigns; 
but it is a generous valour, void of cruelty, 
animated by honour, not by hatred. We 
behold no debasing passions amohg Fingal’s 
warriors; no spirit of avarice or of insult; 
but a perpetual contention for fame; a desire 
of being distinguished and remembered for 
gallant actions; a love of justice; and a zealous 
attachment to their friends and their country. 
Such is the strain of sentiment in the works 
of Ossian,

i
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But the sublimity of moral sentiments, if 

they want ed the softening of the tender, would 
be in hazard of giving a hard and stiff air to 
poetry. It is not enough to admire. Admiration 
is a cold feeling, in comparison of that deep 
interest which the heart takes in tender and 
pathetic scenes; where, by a mysterious 
attachment to the objects of compassion, we 
are pleased and delighted, even whilst we 
mourn. With scenes of this kind Ossian 
abounds; and his high merit in these is in- 
contestible. He may be blamed for drawing 
tears too often from our eyes; but that he 
has the power of commanding them, I believe 
no man, who has the least sensibility, will 
question. The general character of his poetry, 
is the heroic mixed with the elegiac strain; 
admiration tempered with pity. Ever fond 
of giving as tie expresses it, „the joy of 
„grief,“ it is visible, that, on all moving 
subjects, he delights to exert his genius; 
and accordingly, never were there finer 
pathetic situations , than what his works 
present. His great art in managingthem lies in 
giving vent to the simple and natural emo* 
tions of the heart. We meet with no ex­
aggerated declamation; no subtile refinements 
on sorrow; no substitution of description in 
place of passion. Ossian felt strongly him-
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self; and the heart, when uttering its native 
language, never fails, by powerful sympathy, 
to . affect the heart. A great variety of 
examples might be produced. We need only 
Open the book to find them every where. 
What, for instance, can be more moving 

/ than the lamentations of Oithona, after her 
misfortune? Gaul, the son of Mv<ni, her 
lover, ignorant of what she had suffered, 
comes to her rescue. Their meeting is tender 
in the highest degree. He proposes to 
engage her foe, in single? combat, anti gives 
her in charge what she is to do, if he him­
self shall fall. „And shall the daughter of 
„Nuath live?tt she replied with a bursting 
sigh. „Shall I live in Tromathon, and the 
„son of Morni low? My heart is not of that 
„rock; nor my soul carelefs as that sea, 
„which lifts its blue waves to every wind, 
„and rolls beneath the storm. The blast, 
„which shall lay thee low, shall spread the 
^branches of Oithona on earth. We shall 
„wither together, son of carborne Morni’ 
„The narrow house is pleasant to me; and 

, „the grey stone of the dead; for never more
„will i leave thy rocks, sea surrounded Tio- 
„mathon’ — Chief of Strumon, why earnest 
„thou over the waves to JNuath’s mournful 
„ daughter ? Why did not 1 pafs away in 



^secret, like the flo^pp of the rock, that* 
„!ifts its fair head unseen, ajpd strews its 
^withered leaves' on the blast? Why didst 
„thou come, O Gaul* to hear my departing 
»sigh?“ —r- O had I dwelt at Duvranna, in 
„the bright beams of my fam6! Then had 
„my years come on with Joy; and the virgins 
„would bleTs my steps. But I fall in youth, 
„son of Morni, and my father shall blush 
„in his hall.“

Oithona mourn’’ like a woman; in Cuth- 
ullin’s expressions of grief after his defeat, 
we behold the sentiments of a herd, generous 
but desponding. The situation is remark­
ably fine. Cuthullin, roused from his cave, 
by the noise of battle, sees Fingal victorious 
in the field. He is described as kindling at 
the sight „His hand is on the sword of 
„his fathers; his red-rolling eyes on the foe. 
„He thrice attempted to rush to battle; and 
„thrice did Gonnal stop himsuggesting 
that Fingal was routing the foe; and that 
he ought not, by the show of superfluous 
aid, to deprive the king of any part of the 
honour of a victory, which was owing to 
him alone. Cuthullin yields to this generous 
sentiment; but we see it stinging him to the 
hevt with the sense of his own disgrace.

8 a



„Then, Garni, go,“ replied the chief. „and. 
»greet the king of Morven. When Lochlin 
„falls away like a stream after rain, and the 
„nois.e of the battle is over, then be thy 
„ voice sweet in his ear, to praise the king 
„of swords. Give him the sword of Caithbat; 
»for Cuthullin is worthy no more to lift the 
„arms of his fathers But, O ye ghosts of 
„the lonely Gromlal Ye souls of chiefs that 
„are no more! Be ye the companions of 
„Guthullin, and talk to him in the cave of 
whis sorrow* For never more shall J be 
a,renowned among the mighty in the land* 
„I am like a beam that has shone; like a 
„mist that has fled away; when the blast of 
5,the morning came, and brightened the shaggy 
„side of the . hill, Gonnal! talk of arms no 
55more: departed is my fame. My sighs shall 
„be on Gromla’s wind; till my footsteps 
„cease to be seen. And thou, white-bosom- 
^ed Brdgela! mourn over the fall of my famej 
„for vanquished, I will never return to thee, 
„thou sun-beam of Dun-$caich'«

— Apstuat in gens
Uno in corde pudor, luctusque, er conscia virtus.

Besides such extended pathetic scenes, 
Ossian frequently pierces the heart by a 
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single unexpected stroke. When Oscar fell 
in battle. „No father mourned his son slain 
„in youth; no brother, his brother of love; 
„they fell without tears, for the chief of the 
^people was low.“ In the admirable inter­
view with Hector and Andromache, in the 
sixth Iliad, the circumstance of the child in 
his nursed arms, has often been remarked^ 
as adding much to the tendernefs of the 
scene. In the following passage relating to 
the death of Guthullin, we find a circum­
stance that must strike the imagination with still 
greater force: „And is the son of Semo fallen ?« 
said Carril with a sigh, „Mournful are Tura’s 
„walls, and sorrow dwells at Dunscaich. 
*Thy spouse is left alone in. her youth; the 
„son of thy love is alone. He shall come 
„to Bragela, and ask her why she weeps. 
„He shall lift his eyes to the wall, f and see 
„his fathers sword. Whose sword is that ? 
„he will say; and the soul of his mother is 
„sad “ Soon after Fingal had shown all the 
grief of a fathers heart for Ryno, one of his 
sons fallen in< battle, he is calling,, after his 
accustomed manner, his sons to the chase. 
„Call,K says he, „FilIan and Ryno — But 
„he is not here — My son rests on the bed 
„of death.“ — This unexpected start of 
anguish is worthy of the highest tragic poet.
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If sire come in, she’ll sure speak to my wife. — 
My wife I — my wife —. What wife ?. — I have no 

' wife —
Oh, insupportable! Oh, heavy hourt

Othello , Act. 5. Scene 7.

The contrivance of the incident in both 
poets is simular; but the circumstances are 
varied with judgment, Othello dwells upon 
the name of wife, when it had fallen from 
him , with the confusion and horror of one 
tortured with guilt. ' Fingal, with the dignity 
of a herp, corrects himself, and suppresses 
his rising grief.

The contrast which Ossian frequently 
makes between his present and his former 
State, diffuses over his whole poetry , a 
solemn pathetic air^ which cannot fail to 
make impression on every heart. The con­
clusion of the songs of Selma is particularly 
calculated fpr this purpose. Nothing can 
be more poetical and tender, or can leave 
upon the mind a stronger and mote affecting 
idea of the venerable aged bard, „Such 
„were the words of the bards in the days of 
„the song; when the king heard the music 
„of harps, and the tales of other times. The 
^chiefs gathered from all their hills, and 
„heard the lovely sound. They praise the 
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»voice of Cona *); the first among a thou- 
„sand bards. But age is now on my tongue, 
„and my soul has failed. I hear, sometimes, 
„the ghosts of bards, and learn their plea- 
Msant song. But memory fails on my mind; 
„l hear the call of years. They say, as they 
„pafs along, Why does Ossian sing? Soon 
^shall he lie in the narrow house, and no 
»bard shall raise his fame. Bioll on, ye 
^dark-brown years* for ye bring no joy in 
„your course. Let the tomb open to Os- 
„sian; for his strength has failed. The sons 
^of the song are gone to rest. My voice re- 
„mains like a blast that roars lonely on a 
„sea surrounded rock, after the winds are 
„laid. Tiie dark inofs whistles theie, and 
„the distant mariner sees the waving trees.*

Upon the whole; if to feel strongly, 
and to describe naturally, be rhe two chief 
ingredients in poetical genius, Ossian must, 
after fair examination, be held to possefs 
that genius in a high degree. The question 
is not, whether a few improprieties may be 
pointed out in his works; whether this or 
that passage might not have been worked 
up with more art and skill, by some writer 
of happier times? A thousand such cold and

*) Ossian himself is poetically callccl the voice of 
Cona,
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frivolous criticisms are altogether indecisive 
as to his genuine merit. But, has he the 

* spirit, the lire, the inspiration, of a poet?
Does he utter the voice of nature? Does he 
elevate by his sentiments? Does he interest 
by his descriptions? Does he paint to the 
heart, as well as to the fancy? Does he make 
his readers glow and tremble, and weep? 
These are the great characteristics of true 
poetry. Where these are found, he must 
be a minute critic indeed, who can dwell 
upon slight defects. A few beauties of this 
high kind, transcend whole volumes of fault- 
lels mediocrity. Uncouth and abrupt Ossian 
may sometimes appear by reason of his con- 
cisenefs. But he is sublime, he is pathetic, 
in an eminent degree. If he has not the 
extensive knowledge, the regular dignity of 
narration, the fulnefs and accuracy of de­
scription, which we find in Homer and 
Virgil, yet in strength of imagination, in 
grandeur of sentiment, in native majesty of 
passion, he is fully their equal. If he flows 
not always like a clear stream, yet he breaks 
forth often like a torrent of fire. Of art,’ 
too, he is far from being destitute; and his 
imagination is remarkable for delicacy, as 
Well as strength. Seldom or never is he 
either trilling or tedious j and if he be thought
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too melancholy, yet he is alwaysr moral. 
Though his merit were in other respects 
much Jefs than it is, this alone ought to 
entitle him to high regard, that his writings 
are remarkably favourable to virtue. They 
awake the tenderest sympathies, and inspire 
the most generous emotions. JNo reader can 
rise from him without being warmed with 
the sentiments of humanity, virtue, and 
honour.

Though unacquainted wtth the original 
language, there is no one but must judge 
the translation to deserve the highest praise, 
on account of its beauty and elegance. Of 
its faithfulnefs and accuracy, I have been 
assured by persons skilled in the Galic ton­
gue, who, from their youth, were acquaints 
ed with many of these poems of Ossian* 
To transfuse such spirited and fervid ideas 
from one language into another; to trans-1 
late literally, and yet with such a glow of 
poetry; to keep alive so much passion, and 
support so much dignity throughout, is one 
of the most difficult works of genius, and 
proves the translator to have been animated 
With no small portion of Ossian’s spirit.

The measured prose which he has em­
ployed, possesses considerable advantages 
above any sort of versification he could have 
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chosen. Whilst it pleases and fills the eat 
with a variety of harmonious cadences, being, 
at the same time, freer from constraint in 
the choice and arrangement of words, it 
allows the spirit of the original to be ex­
hibited with more justnefs, force, and sim­
plicity. Elegant, however, and masterly as Mr. 
Macpherson’s translation is, we must never for­
get, whilst we read it, that we are putting the 
merit of the original to a severe test. For we arc 
examining a poet stripped of his native drefs; 
divested of the harmony of his own numbers. 
We know how much grace and energy the 
works of the Greek and Latin poets receive 
from the charm of versification in their ori­
ginal languages. If then, destitute of this 
advantage, exhibited in a literal version, 
Ossian still has power to please as a poet; 
and not ,to please only, but often to com­
mand, to transport, to melt, the heart; we 
may very safely infer, that his productions 
are the offspring of true and uncommon 
genius; and we {nay boldly assign him a 
place among those v^se worj^Are to lass 
for ages,
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