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Advertifement.

HE Subflance of the following Differtation was
delivered by the Author in the Courfe of his
Le&ures on Rhetorick and Belles-Lettres, in the Univer-
fity of Edinburgh. At the Defire of feveral of his
Hearers, he has enlarged, and given it to the Publick, in
its prefent Form.

In this Differtation, it is propofed, to make fome Ob-
fervations on the ancient Poetry of Nations, particularly
the Runic and the Celtic; to point out thofe Charaders of
Antiquity, which the Works of Offian bear ; to give an
Idea of the Spirit and Strain of his Poetry ; and after ap-
plying the Rules of Criticifm to Fingal, as an Epic
Poem, to examine the Merit of Offian's Compofitions in
general, with Regard to Defcription, Imagery, and
Sentiment.
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- nations, few are more valuable than their poems or fongs.
Hiftory, when it treats of remote and dark ages, is feldom:
very inftructive. ‘The beginnings of fociety, in every country, are
involved in fabulous confufion ; and though they were not, they
would furnith few events worth recording. But, in every period of
fociety, human manners are a curious fpe@acle ; and the natural
pictures of ancient manners are exhibited in the ancient poems of
nations. Thefe prefent to us, what is much more valuable than the
hiftory of fuch tranfactions as a rude age can afford, The hiftory of
human imagination and paffion. They make us acquainted with
the notions and feelings of our fellow-creatures in the moft artlefs
ages; difcovering what objects they admired, and what pleafures
they purfued, before thofe refinements of fociety had taken place,
which enlarge indeed, and diverfify the tranfactions, but difguife
the manners of mankind.
B Befides

5. MONG the monuments remaining of the ancient ftate of
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Befides this merit, which ancient poems have with philofophicdl
obfervers of human mture, they have another with perfons of tafte,
They promifc fome of the higheft beautics of poetical writing, Ir-
regular and unpolithed we may expect the producions of unculti-
vated ages to be; but abounding, at the fame time, with that en-
thufialm, that vehemence and fire, which are the foul of poetry.
For many circumftances of thofe times which we call barbarous, are
favourable to the poetical fpiric. That flate, in which haman natare
fhoots wild and free, though unfit for other improvements, certainly
encourages the high exertions of fancy and paffion. L

In the infancy of focieties, men live feattered and difperfed, in the
midR of folitary rural fcenes, where the beauties of natre are their
chief entertainment. They meet with many obje@s, to them pew
and ftrange; their wonder and furprize archcquently excited ; and
by the fudden changes of fortune occurring in their unfettled ftate
of life, their paffions are raifed to the utmoft. Their paflions have
nothing to reftrain them: their imagination has nothing to check it.
They difplay thetfelves to ane aaother without difguife; and con-
verfe and aét in the uncovered fimplicity of nature. As their feclings
are ftrong, o their language, olP itfelf, affumes a poetical~ turn.
Prone to exaggerate, they deforibe every thing ia the frongeft co-
lours ; which of courfe renders their fpeech piGurefque m}eﬁgum_-
tive. Figurative language owes its rife chicfly to two canfes; to the
want of proper names for objects, aad to the influence of imagina~
tion and paflion over the form of expreflion. Both thefe caufes con-
curr in the infancy of fociety, Figures are commonly confidered as
artificinl modes of fpeech, devifed by orators and poets, after the
world had advanced to a refined ftate. 'The contrary of this is the
eruth. - Men never bave uled fo many figures of ftyle, a5 in thofe
rude ages, when, befides the power of & warm imagination to fug-
geft lively images, the want of proper and precife terms for the ideas-
they would exprefs, obliged them to have recourfe to circumlocu~
tion, metaphor, comparilon, and all thofe fubftituted forms of ex-
preflion, which give a poetical air to language. An American
chicf, at this day, harengues at the head of his tiibe, in & more -
. bold meraphorical ftyle, than a modern European would adventure
o ufe in an Epic poem.

H
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b In the progrefs of fociety, the genius and manners of men un-
dergo a change more favourable to accuracy than to fprightlinefs and
fublimity. As the worldadvances, the underftanding gains ground
upon the imagination ; the underflanding is more exercifed; the
imagination, lefs. Fewer objeés occur that are new or furprizing.
Men apply themfelves to trace the caufes of things; thej corre&
and refine one another ; they fubdue or difguife their paffions ; they
form their cxterior meoncrs upon one uniform ftandard of politenefs
and civility. Human nature is pruned according to method and
rule. Language advances from fterility to copioufnefs, and at the
fame time, from fervour and enthufialw, ta correcnefs and preci-
fion. Style becomes more chafte ; but lefs animated. The progrefs
of the world in this relpeét refombles the progrefs of age in man.
The powers of imagination are moft vigorous and predominant in
youth; thofe of the underftanding ripen more flowly, and often at-
tain not their maturity, till‘the imagination begin to flag. Hence,
poetry, which is the child of imagination, is frequently moft glow-
ing and animated in the firflt ages of fociety. As the ideas of our
youth are remembered with a peculiar pleafure on account of their
livelivefs and vivacity ; fo the mofl ancient poems have often proved
the greateft favourites of nations.

Poetry has been faid to be more ancient than profe: and how-
ever paradoxical fuch an affertion may feem, yet, in a qualified
fenfe, it is true. Men certainly never converfed with one another
jn regular numbers; but even their ordinary language would in
ancient times, for the reafons before affigned, approach to a poeti-
cal ftyle; and the firft compofitions mﬂ:itwd to pofterity, beyond
doubt, were, in a literal fenfe, poems; that is, compofitions in
which imagination had the chief band, formed into fome kind
of numbers, and pronounced with a mufical- modulation or tone,
Mufick or fong been found comval with fociety among the
moft barbarous nations. The only fubjects which could prom
men, in their firlt rude flate, to utter their thoughts in compofi-
tions of any length, were fuch as naturally affumed the tone of
poetry 5 praifes of their gods, or of their anceftors; commemora-
tions of their own warlike exploits ; or lamentations over their mif-
fortunes. And before writing was invented, no other compofitions,
except fongs or poems, could take fuch hold of the imagination and

Bz ‘memory,
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memory, as to be preferved by oral tradition, and handed down
from one race to another.

Hence we may expe to find poems among the antiquities of all
nations. It is probable too, that an extenfive fearch would difcover
a certain degree of refemblance among all the moft ancient poetical
productions, from whatever country they have procceded. In a
fimilar ftate of manners, fimilar objecs and paffions operating upon
the imaginations of men, will [hmF their productions with the
fame general charader. Some diverfity will, no doubt, be occa-
fioned by climate and genius. But mankind never bear fuch re-
fembling features, as they do in the beginnings of focicty. Its
fubfequent revolutions give rife to the principal diftin&tions among
nations; and divert, into channels widely feparated, that current of
human genius and manners, which defcends. originally from one
fpring. 'What we have been long accuftomed to call the oriental
vein of poetry, becaufe fome of the earlieft poetical productions
have come to us from the Eaft, is probably no more oriental than
occidental it is chara&eriftical of an age rather than a country ; and
belongs, in fome meafure, to all nations at a certain period. Of
this the works of Offian feem to furnith a remarkable proof.

Our prefent fubjeé'leads us to inveftigate the ancient poetical
remains, not fo much of the eaft, or of the Greeks and Romans,
as of the northern nations; in order to difcover whether the Gothic
poetry has any refemblance to the Celtic or Galic, which we are
about to confider. Though the Goths, under which name we
ufually comprehend all the Scandinavian tribes, were a people alto-
gether fierce and martial, and noted, to a proverb, for their igno-
rance of the liberal arts, yet they too, from the earlieft times, had
their poets and their fongs.  Their poets were diftinguithed by the
title of Scalders, and their fongs were termed Fyfes.*  Saxo Gram-

maticus,

* Olass Wormius, in the appendix to invention, he fays exprefly, that among

his Treatife de Literatura Runica, has all thele meafures, rhyme, or correfpons

given a particulur account of the Gothic
poetry, commeonly called Runic, from
Rumes, which fignifies the Gothic tetters.
He informs us that there were no fewer
than 136 different heads of mcafure or
verle ufed in their #fer; and though we
are accuftomed to call rhyme a Gothic

dence of final (yliables, was nover em-
ployed. He analyfes the ftrufture of one

of thefe kinds of verfe, thatin which the -

poem of Lodbrog, afterwards quoted, is
written ; which exhibits a very fingulae
fpecics of harmony, if it can be allowed
that name, depending neither upon shyme

not




- .“‘; .

oN THe POEMS or OSSIAN. 5

maticus, a Danifh Hiftorian of confiderable note, who flourithed in
the thirteenth century, informs us that very many of thefe fongs,
containing the ancient traditionary ftories of the country, were found
engraven upon rocks in the old Runic charadter; feveral of which
he has tranflated into Latin, and inferted into his Hiftory. But his
verfions are plainly fo paraphraftical, and forced into fuch an imita-
tion of the ftyle and the meafures of the Roman poets, that one
can form no judgment from them of the native fpirit of the ori-
ginal. A more curious monument of the true Gothic poetry is
preferved by Olaus Wormius in his book de Literatura Runica. It
is an Epicedium, or funeral fong, compofed by Regnér Lodbrog ;
and tranflated by Olaus, word for word, from the original. ~ This
Lodbrog was a king of Denmark, who lived in the cighth century,
famous for his wars and vitories; and at the fame time an emi-
nent Scalder or poet. It was his misfortune to fall at laft into the
hands of ane of his enemies, by whom he was thrown into prifon,
and condemned to be deftroyed by ferpents. In this fituation he
folaced himfelf with rehearfing all the exploits of his life. The
poem is divided into twenty-ninc ftanzas, of ten lines each; and
every ftanza begins with thefe words, Pugnavimus Enfibus, We
have fought with our fwords. Olaus’s verfion is in many places fo
obfcure as to be hardly intelligible, I have fubjoined the whole be-

low,

nor upon metrical feet, or quantity of and Coranet, make the three correfpond-

fyllables, but chiefly upon the number of
the fyllables, and the difpafition of the let-
ters  In every ftanza was an equal
number of lines: in every line fix fylla-
bles. In each diftich. it was requifire
that three words fhould begin with the
fame letter; two of the corre/ponding
words placed in the firll line of the dif-
tich, the third, in the fecond live. In
each line were alfo required two (yllables,
but never the final ones, formed either of
the fame confonants, or fame voweis.
As an example of this meafure, Olaus
gives us thefe wwo Latin lines, conftrulled
cxaclly according to the above ryles of
JRunie veife;

Chriflus caput noftrum
Coronet te bonis.

The initial lewters of Chrifius, Caput

ing lettera of the diffich, In the fi:ft line,
the firlt fyllables of Chriftus and of
noftrum ; i the fecond line, the c# in
coronet and in bonis make the requilite
correlpondence of fyllables. Frequent in-
verfions and tranfpofitions were permitted
in this poetry; which would naturally
follow from fuch laborious attention to
the collocation of words.

The curious on this fubje@ may con-
fult likewife 1Dr. Hicks's Thefaurus Lin-
guarum Sep ionalium 3 l—“'iy
the 23d chapter of his Grammatica
Anglo Saxonica & Mzlo Gothica; where
they will find a full account of the ftrus-
turcof the Anglo-Saxon verfe, whichnearl,
refembled the Gothic, They will find alla
fome fpecimens both of Guthic and Saxon
poetry.  An extradt, which Dr. Hicks
has given from the work of ane Bf the
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