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D .ES.SER L AL T QN

CONCERNING THE

ANTIQUITY, &¢c. of the POEMS of

OSSIAN the Son of FINGA L.

NQUIRIES into the antiquities of nations afford more pleafure
than any real advantage to mankind. The ingenious may form
fyftems of hiftory on probabilities and a few facts; but ata great
diftance of time, their accounts muft be vague and uncertain. The
infancy of ftates and kingdoms is as deftitute of great events, as of
the means of tran{mitting them to pofterity.” The arts of polithe
life, by which alone falts can be preferved with certainty, are the
production of a well formed community. It is then hiftorians begin
to write, and public tranfadtions to be worthy remembrance. The
altions of former times are left in obfcurity, or magnified by uncer-
tain traditions. Hence it is that we find fo much of the marvellous
in the origin of every nation ; pofterity being always ready to believe
any thing, however fabulous, that refleéts honour on their ance ftors.
The Greeks and Romans were remarkable for this weaknefs. They
fwallowed the moft abfurd fables concerning the high antiquities of
their refpective nations. Good hiftorians, however, rofe very eatly
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A' DISSERTATION concerning the

amongft them; and tranfmitted, with luftre, their great actions to
pofterity. 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 loft in obfeurity. The Celtic nations afford a ftriking in-
flance of this kind. They, though once the mafters of Europe
from the mouth of the river Oby, in Rufiia, to Cape Finiftere, the
weftern point of Gallicia in Spain, are very little mentioned in hi-
ftory. ‘They trufted their fame to tradition and the fongs of their
bards, which, by the viciffitude of human affairs, are long fince loft.
Their ancient language is the only monument that remains of them ;
and the traces of it being found in places fo widely diftant.of
cach other, ferves only to fhew the extent of their ancient power,

but throws very little light on their hiftory.

Or all the Celtic nations, that which poffefled old Gaul is the
moft renowned; not perhaps on account of worth fuperior to the
reft, but for their wars with a people who had hiftorians to trani-
mit the fame of their enemies, as well as their own, to pofterity.
Britain was firft peopled by them, according to the teftimony of the
beft authors ; its fituation in refpe& to Gaul makes the opinion pro-
bable ; but what puts it beyond all difpute, is that the fame cu-
ftoms and language prevailed among the inhabitants of both in the

days of Julius Cefar.

Tue colony from Gaul pofieffed themfelves, at firft, of that part
of Britain which was next to their own country; and fpreading
northward, by degrees, as they increafed in numbers, peopled the
whole ifland. Some adventurers pafling over from thofe parts of
Britain that are within fight of Ireland, were the founders of the
Irifh nation : which is a more probable flory than the idle fables of

Milefian and Gallician colonies. Diodorus Siculus mientions it as a
2 ﬂ'ling



ANTIQUITY, &c. of OSSIAN's POEMS. i

thing well known in his time, that the inhabitants of Ireland were
originally Britons; and his teftimony is unqueftionable, when we
confider that, for many ages, the language and cuftoms of both na-

tions were the fame.

TaciTus was of opinion that the ancient Caledonians were of
German extract. By the language and cuftoms which always pre-
vailed in the North of Scotland, and which are undoubtedly Celtic,
one would be tempted to differ in opinion from that celebrated wri-
ter. The Germans, properly fo called, were not the fame with the
ancient Celtee. The manners and cuftoms of the two nations were
fimilar ; but their language different. The Germans are the ge- Btrabo 1. 5,
nuine defcendants of the ancient Daz, afterwards well known by
the name of Daci, and paffed originally into Europe by the way of
the northern countries, and fettled beyond the Danube, towards the
valt regions of Tranfilvania, Wallachia, and Moldavia ; and from

thence advanced by degrees into Germany. The Celta, it is cer- Car 1. 6,

Liv. l. 5.
i Tac. de
own laws, language, and cuftoms; and it is of them, if any colonies mor. Germ,

tain, fent many Colonies into that country, all of whom retained their

came from Germany into Scotland, that the ancient Caledonians
were defcended,

But whether the Caledonians were a colony of the Celtic Ger-
mans, or the fame with the Gauls that firft poflefled themfelves of
Britain, is a matter of no moment at this diftance of time. What-
ever their origin was, we find them very numerous in the time of
Julius Agricola, which is.a prefumption that they were long before
fettled in the country. The form of their government was a mix-
ture of ariftocracy and monarchy, as it was in ail the countries where
the Druids bore the chief fivay. This order of men feems te have
been formed on the fame fyflem with the Dacyli Idwi and Curetes
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of the ancients. Their pretended intercourfe -with heaven, their
magic and divination were the fame. The knowledge of the Druids
in natural caufes, and the properties of certain things, the fruit of
the experiments of ages gained them a mighty reputation among the
people. The efteem of the populace foon increafed into a venera-
tion for the order; which a cunning and ambitious tribe of men
took care fo improve, to fuch a degree, that they, in a manncr, in-
grofled the management of civil, as well as religious, matters. It 1s
generally allowed that they did not abufe this extraordinary power ;
the preferving their character of fan&ity was fo effential to their in-
fluence, that they never broke out into violence or opprefiion. The
chiefs were allowed to execute the laws, but the legiflative power
was entirely in the hands of the Druids. It was by their authority
that the tribes were united, in times of the greateft danger, under orne
head. This temporary king, or Vergobretus, was chofen by them,
and generally laid down bhis office at the end of the war. Thefe
priefts enjoyed long this extraordinary privilege among the Celtic
nations who lay beyond the pale of the Roman empire. It was in
the beginning of the fecond century that their power among the Ca-
ledonians begun to decline. The poems that celebrate T'rathal and
Cormac, anceftors to Fingal, are full of particulars concerning the
£l of the Druids, which account for the total filence concerning

their religion in the poems that are now given to the publie.

Tue continnal wars of the Caledonians againft the Romans hin-
dered the nobility from initiating themfelves, as the cuftom for-
merly 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 Vergobretus, or chief magiftrate, was
chofen without the concurrence of the hierarchy, or continued in
his office againit their will. Continual power firengthened his in-

tere {t
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tereft among the tribes, and enabled him to fend down,. as heredi-
tary to his pofterity, the office he had only received himfelf
by elettion.

On occafion of a new war againft the King of téec World, as the
poems emphatically call the Roman emperor, the Druids, to vindi-
cate the honour of the order, began to refume their ancient privi-
lege of chufing the Vergobretus. Garn al, the fon of Tarno, being
deputed by them, came to the grandfather of the celebrated Fingal,
who was then Vergobretus, and commanded him, in the name of
the whole order, to lay down his office. Upon his refufal, a civil
war commenced, which foon ended in almoft the total extinétion of
the religious order of the Druids. A few that remamned, retired to
the dark receffes of their groves, and the caves they had formerly
ufed for their meditations. It is then we find them in zhe circle of
fones, and unheeded by the world. A total difregard for the order,
and utter abhorrence of the Druidical rites enfued. TUnder this
cloud of public hate, all that had any knowledge of the religion of
the Druids became extin@®, and the nation fell into the laft de

Freo
L:3]‘«_."...

of ignorance of their rites and ceremonies.

I T is no matter of wonder then, that Fingal and his fon Offian make
fo little, if any, mention of the Druids, who were the declared enemies
to their fucceffion in the fupreme magiftracy. It is a fingular cafe,
it muft be allowed, that there are no traces of religion in the poems
afcribed to Offian ; as the poetical compofitions of other nations are
fo clofely connected with their mythology. It is hard to account
for it to thofe who are not made acquainted with the manner of the
old Scottith bards. That race of men carried their notions of mar-
tial honour to an extravagant pitch. = Any aid given their heroes in
battle, was thought to derogate from their fame; and the bards

imme-
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immediately transferred the glory of the ation to him who had
given that aid.

Hap Offian brought down gods, as often as Homer hath done, to
aflift his heroes, this poem had not confifted of elogiums on his
friends, but of hymns to thefe fuperior beings. To this day, thofe
that write in' the Galic language feldom mention religion in their
profane poetry; and when they profefiedly write of religion, they
never interlard with their compofitions, the actions of their heroes.-
This cuftom alone, even though the religion of the Druids had not
been previoufly extinguithed, may, in fome meafure, account for
Offian’s filence concerning the religion of his own times.

To fay, that a nation is void of all religion, is the fame thing
as to fay, that it does not confift of people endued with reafon.
The traditions of their fathers, and their own obfervations on the
works of nature, together with that fuperftition which is inherent
in the human frame, have, in all ages, raifed in the minds of men
fome idea of a fuperior being.—Hence it is, that in the darkeft
times, and amongft the moft barbarous nations, the very populace
themfelves had fome faint notion, at leaft, of a divinity. It would
be doing injuftice to Offian, who, upon no occafion, fhews a narrow
mind, to think, that he had not opened his conceptions to that
primitive and greateft of all truths. But let Offian’s religion be
what it will, it is certain he had no knowledge of Chriftianity, as
there is not the leaft allufion to it, or any of its rites, in his poems ;
which abfolutely fixes him to an @ra prior to the introduttion of
that J‘L‘]iginn. The perfeautiun begun by Dioclefian, in the year
2073, is the moft probable time in which the firft dawning of Chri-
{tianity in the north of Britain can be fixed.—The humane and
mild chara&er of Conftantius Chlorus, who commanded then in

Britain,
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Britain, induced the perfecuted Chriftians 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 fettled among
the Caledonians; who were the more ready to hearken to their
doctrines, as the religion of the Druids had been exploded fo long

before.

Tuese miffionaries, either through choice, or to give more
weight to the doGrine they advanced, took pofleffion 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 fignified cy1gich
Sequeflered perfons. It was with one of the Guldees that Offian, in
his extreme old age, is faid to have difputed concerning the Chriftian
religion. This difpute is ftill extant, and is couched in verfe, ac-
cording to the cuftom of the times. The extreme ignorance o6n the
part of Offian, of the Chriftian tenets, thews, that that religion
had only been lately introduced, as it is not ealy to conceive, how
one of the firft rank could be totally unacquainted with a religion
that had been known for ‘any time in the country. The dif~
pute bears the genuine marks of antiquity. The obfolete phrafes
and expreflions peculiar to the times, prove it to be no forgery. If
Offian then lived at the introdu®ion of Chriftianity, as by all ap~
pearance he did, his epoch will be the latter end of the third, and
beginning of the fourth century. What puts this point beyond dif~
pute, is the allufion in his poems to the hiftory of the times.

THE exploits of Fingal againft Caracul, the fon of the King of the Carac’hiuil,
World, are amon g the firft brave actions of his youth. A complete terribie. ey,

poem, which relates to this fubje, is printed in this collection,
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I~ the year 210 the emperor Severus, after returning from his ex-
peditions againit the Caledonians, at York fell into the tedious ill-
nefs of which he afterwards died. The Caledonians and Maiatea,
refuming courage from his indifpofition, took arms in order to re-
cover the pofleflions they had loft. The enraged emperor com-
manded his army to march into their country, and to deftroy it with
fire and fword. His orders were but ill executed, for his fon, Ca-
racalla, was at the head of the army, and his thoughts were entirely
taken up with the hopes of his father's death, and with {chemes to
fupplant his brother Geta.—He fcarcely had entered the enemy’s
country, when news was brought him that Severus was dead.—A
fudden peace is patched up with the Caledonians, and, as it appears
from Dion Caffius, the country they had loft to Severus was re-
{tored to them.

Tue Caracul of Fingalis no other than Caracalla, who, as the
fon of Severus, the Emperor of Rome, whofe dominions were ex-
tended almoft over the known world, was not without reafon called
in the poems of Oflan, the Sen of the King of the World. The
fpace of time between 21T, the year Severus died, and the begin-
ning of the fourth century, is not fo great, but Offian the fon of
Fingal, might have feen the Chriftians whom the perfecution under
Dioclefian had driven beyond the pale of the Roman empire.

Oss1AN,in one of his many lamentations on the death of his beloved
fon Ofcar, mentions among his great aftions, a battle which he fought
againft Caros, king-of fhips, on the: banks of the winding Carun.
It is more than probable, that the Caros mentioned here, is the fame
with the noted uvfurper Caraufius, who affumed the purple in the
year 287, and feizing on Britain, defeated the emperor Maximian
Herculius, in feveral naval engagements, which gives propricty to

his
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his being called in Offian’s poems, #he King of Ships. The winding
Carun 1s that {fmall river retaining ftill the name of Carron, and runs
in the neighbourhood of Agricola’s wall, which Caraufius repaired
to obftruét the incurfions of the Caledonians. Several other paffages
in the poems allude to the wars of the Romans; but the two Juit
mentioned clearly fix the epoch of Fingal to the third century #
and this account agrees exactly with the Irith hiftories, which place
the death of Fingal, the fon of Comhal, in the year 2813, and that
of Ofcar and their own celebrated Cairbre, in the year 2g6.

SomE people may imagine, that the allufions to the Roman hif-
tory might have been induftrioufly inferted into the poems, to give
them the appearance of antiquity. 'This fraud muft then have been
committed at leaft three ages ago, as the paffages in which the
allufions are made, are alluded to often in the compofitions of

thofe times.

EveEry one knows what a cloud of ignorance and. barbarifm
overfpread the north of Europe three hundred years ago.. The
minds of men, addicted to fuperftition, contraed a narrownefs that
deftroyed genius. Accordingly we find the compofitions of thofe
times trivial and puerile to the laft degree. But let it be allowed,
that, amidft all the untoward circumftances of the age, a genius
might arife, it is not eafy to determine what could induce him to give
the honour of his compofitions to an age fo remote. We find no
fact that he has advanced, to favour any defigns which could be
entertained by any man who lived in the fifteenth century.  But
fhould we fuppofe a poet, through humour, or for reafons which
cannot be feen at this diftance of time, would aferibe his own com-
pofitions to Offian, it is next to impofiible, that he could impole

b HpoR
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upon his countrymen, when all of them were fo well acquainted
with the traditional poems of their anceftors.

Tue frongeft objection to the authenticity of the poems now
given to the public under the name of Offian, is the improbability:
of their being handed down by tradition through fo many centuries.
Ages of barbarifin fome will fay, could not produce poems abound-
ing with the difinterefted and generous fentiments {o confpicuous in
the compofitions of Offian; and could thefe ages produce them, it
is impoffible but they muft be loft, or altogether corrupted in a long
{ucceflion of barbarous generations.

Tuest objections naturally fuggeft themfelves to men unac-
quainted with the ancient ftate of the northern parts of Britain.
The bards, who. were an inferior order of the Druids, did not
fhare their bad fortune. They were fpared by the victorious king,.
as it was through their means only he could hope for immortality
to his fame. They attended him in the camp, and contributed to-
eftablifh his power by their fongs. His great actions were magni-
fied, and the populace, whe had no ability to examine into his.cha-
raéter narrowly, were dazzled with his fame in the thimes of the
bards. In the mean time, men affumed fentiments that are rarely
to be met with in an age of batbarifn. The bards who were
originally the difciples of the Druids, had their minds opened, and.
their ideas enlarged, by being initiated in the learning of that
celebrated order. ‘They could form a perfeé hero in their own
minds, and afcribe that charader to their prince: The inferior
chiefs made this idea}l characer the model of their condu&, and
by degrees brought their minds to that generous fpirit which
breathes in all the poetry of the times, The prince, flattered by

his
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his bards, and rivalled by his own heroes, who imitated his cha-
racter as defcribed in the eulogies of his poets, endeavoured to
excel his people in merit, as he was above them in {tation. This
emulation continuing, formed at laft the general chara&er of the
nation, happily compounded of what is noble in barbarity, and
virtuous and generous in a polithed people.

Wiex virtue in peace, and bravery in war, are the characteriftics
of a nation, their a&ions become interefting, and their fame worthy
of immortality. A generous fpirit is warmed with noble actions,
and becomes ambitious of perpetuating them. This is the true
fource of that divine infpiration, to which the poets of all ages pre-
tended. When they found their themes inadequate to the warmth
of their imaginations, they varnifhed them owver with fables, {up-
plied by their own fancy, or furnifhed by abfurd traditions. Thefe
fables, however ridiculous, had their abettors; pofterity either im-
plicitly believed them, or through a vanity natural to mankind,
pretended that they did. They loved to place the founders of theis
families in the days of fable, when poetry, without the fear of
contradiction, could give what charatters the pleafed of her heroes.
It is to this vanity that we owe the prefervation of what remain of
the works of Offian. His poetical merit made his heroes famous in
a country where heroifm was much efteemed and admired. The
pofterity of thefe heroes, or thofe who pretended to be defcended
from them, heard with pleafure the eulogiums of their anceflors ;
bards were employed to repeat the poems, and to record the con-
netion of their patrons with chiefs fo renowned. Every chief in
procefs of time had a bard in his family, and the office became at
laft hereditary. By the fucceffion of thefe bards, the poems con-
cerning the anceftors of the family were handed down from ge-
neration to generation; they were repeated to the whole clan on

b 2 folemn
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folemn occafions, and always alluded to in the new compofitions of
the bards. This cuftom came down near to our own times; and
after the bards were difcontinued, a great number in a clan retained
by memory, or committed to writing, their compofitions, and found-
ed the antiquity of their families on the authority of their poems.

TrE ufe of letters was not known in the North of Europe till long
after the inftitution of the bards : the records of the families of their
patrons, their own, and more ancient poems were handed down by
tradition. Their poetical compofitions were admirably contrived
for that purpofe. They were adapted to mufic; and the moft per-
fe& harmony obferved. Each verfe was fo connected with thofe
which preceded or followed it, that if one line had been remember-
ed in a ftanza, it was almoft impofiible to forget the reft. The ca-
dences followed in fo natural a gradation, and the words were {0
adapted to the common turn of the voice, after it is raifed to a cer-
tain key, thatitwas almoft impoffible, from a fimilarity of found,
to fubftitute one word for another. This excellence is peculiar to the
Celtic tongue, and1is perhaps to be met with in no other language.
Nor does this choice of words clog the fenfe or weaken the expref-
fon. The numerous fle¢tions of confonants, and variation in de-

clenfion, make the language very copious..

Tuz defcendants of the Celtz, who inhabited Britain and its ifles,
were not fingular in this method of preferving the moft precious
monuments of their nation. The ancient laws of the Greeks were
couched in verfe, and handed down by tradition. The Spartans,
through a long habit, became fo fond of this cuftom, that they
would never allow their laws to be committed to writing. Theac-
tions of great men, and the elogiums of kings and heroes were pre-
gerved in the fame manner. All the hiftorical monuments of the

old.
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old Germans were comprehended in their ancient fongs ; which Tacitus de

vere either hymns to their gods, or elegies in praife of their he- """ ey
roes, and were intended to perpetuate the great events in their na-
tion which were carefully interwoven them. This fpecies of com- i e Iy

e Re-

pofition was not committed to writing, but delivered by oral tradi- H-"ff ' Re-
tion. The care they took to have the poems taught to their chil- :f, é,:,?;
dren, the uninterrupted cuftom of repeating them upon certain oc-

cafions, and the happy meafure of the verfe, ferved to preferve them

for a long time uncorrupted. This oral chronicle of the Germans

was not forgot in the eighth century, and it probably would have re-

mained to this day, had not learning, which thinks every thing,

that is not committed to writing, fabulous, been introduced. Tt

was from poetical traditions that Garcillaffo compofed his account of

the Yncas of Peru. The Peruvians had loft all other monuments

of their hiftory, 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 materials of his hiftory.  If other nations then, that

had been often overun by enemies, and had fent abroad and received

colonies, could, for many ages, preferve, by oral tradition, their

laws and hiftories uncorrupted, it is much more probable that the

ancient Scots, a people {0 free of intermixture with foreigners, and

fo ftrongly attached to the memory of their anceftors, had the works

of their bards handed down with great purity.

IT will {eem ftrange to fome, that poems admired for many cen-
turies in one part of this kingdom fhould be hitherto unknown in
the other ; and that the Britith, who have carefully traced out the
works of genius in other nations, fhould fo long remain ftrangers to
their own. ‘This, in a great meafure, is to be imputed to thofe
who underftood both languages and never attempted a tranflation.
They, from being acquainted but with detached piecgs, or from.a

2 modefty,
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modefty, which perhaps the prefent tranflator ought, in prudence,
to have followed, defpaired of making the compofitions of their
bards '.1grce.’il:|1c to an Englifh reader. The manner of thofe com-
pofitions 1s fo different from other peems, and the ideas fo confined
to the moft early flate of fociety, that it was thought they had not
enough of variety to pleafe a polithed age.

Turs was long the opinion of the tranflator of the following col-
le@ion ; and though he admired the poems, in the original, very
early, and gathered part of them from tradition for his own amufe-
ment, yet he never had the {malleft hopes of feeing them in an
Englith drefs. He was fenfible that the firength and manner of
both languages were very different, and that it was next to impof-
fible to tranflate the Galic poetry into any thing of tolerable Englith
verfe; a profe tranflation he could never think of, as it muft necef-
farily fall {hort of the majefty of an original. It was a gentleman,
who has himfelf made a figure in the poetical world, that gave him
the firft hint concerning a literal profe tranflation. He tried it at
his defire, and the fpecimen was approved. Other gentlemen werc
earneft in exhorting him to bring more to the light, and it is to
their uncommon zeal that the world owes the ‘Galic poems, if they
have any merit.

IT was at firft intended to make a general collection of all the an-
cient pieces of genius to be found in the Galic language; but the
tranflator had his reafons for confining himfelf to the remains of the

works of Offian. The action of the poem that {tands the firft, was

not the oreateft or moft celebrated of the exploits of Fingal. His
al i o

wars were very numerous, and each of them afforded a theme which
employed the genius of his fon. But, excepting the prefent poem, thofe

picces are irrecoverably loft, and there only remain a few fragments

&
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in the hands of the tranflator. Tradition has ftill preferved, in
many places, the ftory of the poems, and many now living have
heard them, in their youth, repeated.

Tur complete work, now printed, would, in a fhort time, have
fhared the fate of the reft. The genius of the highlanders has fuf-
fered a great change within thefe few years. The communication
with the reft of the ifland is open, and the introduéion of trade and
manufactures has deftroyed that leifure which was formerly dedicated
to hearing and repeating the poems of ancient times. Many have
now learned to leave their mountains, and feek their fortunesin a
milder climate; and though a certain. amor patrie may fometimes
bring them back, they have, during their abfence, imbibed enough
of foreign manners to defpife the cuftoms of their anceftors. Bards
have been long difufed, and the fpirit of genealogy has greatly fub-
fided. Men begin to be lefs devoted to their chiefs, and confan-
guinity is notfo much regarded. When propertyis eftablithed, the
human mind confines its views to the pleafure it procures. It does

not go back to antiquity, or look forward to fucceeding ages. The:

cares of life increafe, and. the actions of other times no longer amufe.
Hence it 1s, that the tafte for their ancient poetry is at a low ebb
among the highlanders. They have not, however, thrown off the
good qualities of their anceftors. Hofpitality ftill fubfifts, and an
uncommon: civility to. ftrangers. Friendthip is inviolable, and re-
venge lefs blindly followed than formerly.

To fay any thing, concerning the poetical merit of the poems,
would be an anticipatiom on the judgment of the public. The poem
which ftands firft in the colletion is truly epic. The characers are

ftrongly marked, and the fentiments breathe heroifm. The fubjeét of

it is an. invafion of Ireland by Swaran king of Lochlin, which is the

name
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name of Scandinavia in the Galic language. Cuchullin, general of
the Irifh tribes in the minority of Cormac king of Ireland, upon in-
telligence of the invafion, affembled his forces near Tura, a caftle
on the coaft of Ulfter. The poem opens with the landing of Swa-
ran, councils are held, battles fought, and Cuchullin is, at laft,
totally defeated. In the mean time, Fingal, king of Scotland, whofe
aid was follicited before the enemy landed, arrived and expelled
them from the country. This war, which continued but fix days
and as many nights, is, including the epifodes, the whole ftory of
the poem. The fcene is the heath of Lena near a mountain called

Cromleach in Uliter.

Arzx that can be faid of the tranflation, is that it is literal, and
that fimplicity is ftudied. The arrangement of the words in the
original is imitated, and the inverfions of the ftyle obferved. As the
tranflator claims no merit from his verfion, he hopes for the indul-
gence of the public where he fails. He wifhes that the imperfect
femblance he draws, may not prejudice the world againit an origi-
nal, which contains what is beautiful in fimplicity, and grand in
the fublime.

ADVER -
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