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ABSTRACT.

This thesis locates James Macpherson’s The Poems of Ossian (1760-1763) within a
range of contexts in order to come to a more fully integrated conception of text in
context than has frequently been the case previously. It argues that Macpherson
scholarship has been dogged by issues of authenticity and cultural identity one step
removed from the works Macpherson wrote. This has led to a situation in which
Ossian is viewed as an important cultural artefact but one whose textual source, and
therefore significance, has frequently been misrepresented and misunderstood. Having
delineated the critical heritage of the Poems in these terms I shall offer four inter-
related contextualised readings of Ossian which aim to reconcile and reunite the text
and i1ts most valuable contexts.

I locate Macpherson's poems within what I shall argue is their most compelling
contemporary aesthetic context, that of the discourse of Sentiment and Sensibility by
suggesting that the grand compromise the poems offer between action and sentimental
virtue proves an illusion. I then place Ossian within the generic context of romance,
arguing that current understanding of romance offers compelling ways of understanding
both Ossian’s relationship to its sources and the world of the poems. In reaching an
understanding about why Macpherson was unable to assent to the romance label
himself, the chapter discusses the state of scholarship and ideological status of romance
at the time.

A Thistoriographical context is offered by an analysis of Ossian and
Macpherson's more theoretical prose in the light of that of Adam Ferguson in order to
define more clearly Ossian’s relationship to the Scottish Enlightenment’s dominant
historiographical paradigms and their ideological significance. Finally a wider cultural
context is explored by considering Ossian as writing about defeat, and about the
formulations of defeat created by both victors and losers. This chapter ties together
many of the dimensions discussed in earlier chapters and comes to a subtly articulated
conception of Ossian’s cultural locale, one which stresses the instability and
ambivalence of Macpherson’s position.
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A NOTE ON TEXTS AND CITATION.

All references to The Poems of Ossian come from The Poems of Ossian and Related
Works, edited by Howard Gaskill (Edinburgh, 1996). This edition follows the text of
the 1765 Works with full reference to the revisions of 1773. Within my discussion I
follow the convention of referring to Ossian when I mean the Poems of Ossian, and
Ossian when referring to the character and notional author of the poems.

All other works are cited in the bibliography and in footnotes within the text. A
first appearance in each chapter merits a full reference and thereafter the work is
referred to by author and date. Where possible these future references appear in the
body of the text although occasionally a further footnote is used if it proves less
cumbersome. Ease of reading and of referencing is the criterion used in each case. On
the question of general scholarly debts I should take this opportunity to thank Professor
Murray Pittock, Dr Howard Gaskill, Mr Colin Nicholson, Dr Nicholas Phillipson and

Dr Kenneth Simpson for their advice about, interest in, and comments on, my research.



INTRODUCTION.

It 1s just over ten years since Howard Gaskill, in an article which began the process of
unsettling many commonly held assumptions about both James Macpherson and 7%e
Poems of Ossian, offered a scathing critique of a critical tradition which he saw as
failing to serve its subject matter in any meaningful way. Gaskill came to the gloomy
conclusion that ‘there can surely be no other major literary figure about whom so many
are inclined to write whilst circumventing the central body of scholarship, and even, in
an alarming number of cases, the texts themselves’.! Although the intervening period
has seen interest in Macpherson rise to a level not seen since the first quarter of the
nineteenth century, Gaskill’s diagnosis of these past failings has come to sound ever
more prophetic. For example, it is apparently still possible to offer opinions on
Macpherson’s “dishonesty” in his misrepresentation of Gaelic culture while freely and
cheerfully acknowledging an ignorance as to whether Macpherson understood the
language or not. The justifiability or otherwise of the statement is not the point here,
but rather the assumptions that lie behind it, particularly that Macpherson is somehow
not worthy to be accorded serious scholarly attention. Elsewhere, revisionism which
now sees Ossian as an important cultural artefact has not generally been accompanied
by any re-evaluation of the nature of the text or examination of the experience of
reading that text. Thus a recent collection of essays which claims as its ‘primary focus’
The Poems of Ossian includes only three essays which actually quote from Macpherson
(a figure which includes an article outlining the production of the poems that can hardly
avoid quoting from Ossian).> This reluctance to deal with the poems directly is doubly
lamentable as it leaves important areas of the revisionist endeavour untapped, and
militates against otherwise valuable insights. In short, if Macpherson's profile has been
raised by ten years of revisionism, if he has been promoted from the footnotes to the
main body of eighteenth-century literary history, this elevation has all too infrequently

involved any rethinking of the man and his work. In seeking to discover ways of

! Howard Gaslall, ““Qssian” Macpherson: Towards a Rehabilitation’, Comparative Criticism
8 (1986), 11346, (p. 115).
2 Celticism, ed. by Terence Brown, (Amsterdam and Atlanta Ga., 1996).
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studying Ossian which avoid the necessity of actually reading the poems (a project

which in itself demonstrates the assumed logic of many recent efforts), not only has
current scholarship frequently misrepresented the textual source but also misunderstood
the cultural artefact it has erected in place of that source.

This thesis rises to the challenge of Gaskill’s observations in two ways. Firstly,
it accounts for the “absent centre” within the critical tradition in terms of a scholarly
debate dominated by the twin issues of authenticity and the literary after-life of Ossian.
These concerns have proved equally damaging to a text-centred approach, since they
both discourage the treatment of Ossian qua Ossian. It could even be argued that most
of the current spate of sympathetic revisionism has in some senses failed to liberate
Macpherson from this restrictive past: either it has served in some measure to
perpetuate the terms of the debate 1t 1s actually denying the validity of, or else it has by-
passed Ossian more or less altogether in its analysis of Macpherson’s place within
wider contexts, most frequently that of the Scottish Enlightenment. This latter
tendency has been exacerbated by a tradition of scholarship originating in other literary
fields and academic disciplines, some examples of which will be discussed at greater
length in the first chapter. While this interdisciplinary approach is in many respects
highly desirable, it has often meant that a literary — rather than a historical or historio-
cultural — approach to Macpherson has been missing, or, if present, has been carried

out by those not over-familiar with its subject matter. This is important, since

there is a considerable difference between the historian’s evaluation of the significance
of his raw material, which is closely tied to its relevance for or against a general
proposition, and the critic’s evaluation of a work, which refuses to submit the work to
categories outside the work, refuses, that is to say, to use the work as evidence at all,
but rather approaches it as a complete structure of meaning which will dictate its own
categories.’

While perhaps not insisting quite so sharply on the delineation of cultural products
implied here, I believe that the ‘methodological conflict which seems so often to make
historians bad critics, and critics bad historians’ (Sanders: 1968, p. 15) is one felt with

peculiar force by anyone who has compared Macpherson's output with what has been

* Wilbur Sanders, The Dramatist and the Received Idea: Studies in the Plays of Marlowe and
Shakespeare (Cambridge, 1968), p. 14.
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said about that output by many of those approaching Ossian as a historical and cultural

artefact.

Secondly, I aim to redress this balance by offering readings of 7he Poems of
Ossian which reunite text and context by placing a sensitive and lively response to the
text within a number of related contexts. The aim of this interplay is, in David Fuller’s
striking expression, ‘not cultural history but the clearer and more vivid inhabiting of
particular works.”® As a result these readings do not offer a simple and single line on
Macpherson and his activities, at least in part because there are too many lines on
Macpherson currently doing the rounds. These lines have a tendency to demand or
imply the sort of neat fits and easy statements which have led to the misunderstanding
or misrepresentation of the subject they supposedly explain. The chapters which follow
are not, however, a series of discrete readings, but are unified by three shared

principles, three common claims to originality and value.

1.

Firstly, at every stage the thesis interrogates not only the standard critical tradition
within Macpherson studies, but also the revisionism of the last ten years. As such, the
arguments presented below undertake a thorough-going revisionism of the critical
reading practices and assumptions which have informed the practices and assumptions
of Ossian scholarship over the last two hundred years. By recentring Macpherson
criticism around its supposed subject, the thesis adjusts much current revisionist
thinking, or fills in the fine detail of connections and congruencies which have
previously been drawn with a broad ( and at times none too subtle) brush. Many of the
critics who have discoursed on Ossian have done so within the context of a wider
agenda and argument. This is of course to a degree inevitable, and to insist that
everyone know everything is as undesirable as it is naive. The chapters which follow all
touch on fields of scholarly endeavour with which my own acquaintance is needs-must
far from encyclopaedic: in such a situation I can only hope that I do no violence to

accepted scholarship (aJthough the case of Macpherson teaches us above all else that
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concepts such as ‘accepted scholarship’ are highly problematic if not fictional).

However, the difierence between Macpherson and say Adam Ferguson (the subsidiary
subject of chapter four) is that Macpherson scholarship is substantially reliant on those
parachuting into the field on their way to fight bigger battles in a way that Ferguson
scholarship 1s not. The thesis addresses this tendency by providing a vital, coherent and
text-based approach to Ossian, one which begins with the basic assumption that I am
first and foremost studying Macpherson, and that the wider fields I introduce into my
discussion are introduced in order to illuminate Macpherson, although obviously in as
much as he is part of those fields the illumination will in the final analysis be mutual.

As such, and secondly, the thesis builds up incrementally as it were, an image of
Macpherson and his activities. Ossian is revealed as a portmanteau text, built and
animated by a series of clashes of imperative within a varety of discourses. The
conflicting pressures bearing on the poems make for an unstable artefact, a testament to
a complicated cultural locale. Thus the demand for fresh reading strategies with which
to confront the poems on the micro-scale is mirrored by a call to resist the temptation
to resolve the ambiguities and tensions inherent in Macpherson's work into a big
picture, a single story. In the final analysis the arguments presented below may well
pose as many questions as they answer, may well replace or augment the list of
Ossianic puzzles. However, in as much as this thesis remains puzzled about
Macpherson, it is perhaps at least puzzled about more important things than has
hitherto often been the case.

In a third sense the readings are united in their initiating approach and
perspective, a desire to come to terms with one of the features central to reading
Ossian. In a sense this is the textual project by which the first two aims of the thesis
are realised. It has long been recognised that Ossian is dominated by, in the words of
William Hazlitt, a “sense of privation, the loss of all things’, that the poems represent
life experienced at ‘the lag end of the world’.> Adopting one of Northrop Frye’s four
archetypal literary themes, I will refer to this as the Osstanic ambience of sparagmos.

Sparagmos 1s the name given by Frye to ‘the sense that heroism and effective action are

* David Fuller, Blake’s Heroic Argument (London, 1988), p. xii.
> William Hazlitt, ‘On Poetry in General’, The Complete Works of William Hazlitt, ed. by
P.P.Howe, 21 volumes, (London and Toronto, 1930), vol. 5, pp. 1-18, p. 18 and p. 15.
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absent, disorganized or foredoomed to defeat, and that confusion and anarchy reign

over the world’.® This sense of heroic nihilism or incoherence has a number of
implications for current revisionism. Ever since Matthew Armnold picked up this very
feature of Ossian as epitomising his ‘Celtic Titanism’, Ossian’s ‘foredoomed defeat’
has been something of a dirty phrase within Macpherson studies, at the vanguard of
charges of a cultural misrepresentation which conspires with an ideological agenda of
assimilation. This question will be addressed in due course within the chapters that
follow, but so will others upon which the Ossianic sparagmos bears. In brief, the
claims of current revisionism for Ussian as some compensatory fantasy for the middling
ranks of mid-eighteenth-century society, or as an image of civic virtue reconditioned for
polite society, or as a piece of potent literary propaganda, do not adequately confront
this central Ossianic reality. Thus my sustained account of the central feature of the
poems and their represented sensibility is not only a project in and for itself which has
never been attempted on this scale before, but is also one which reunites text and
context in a vital relationship to produce a subtly articulated view of Ossian that

transcends the traditional (and I would suggest critically stale) trench warfare over

misrepresentation.

[1I.

Chapter one justifies my claims about the critical tradition of Macpherson studies by
exploring its largest and most important aspects. While the chapter engages with that
tradition and points forward to further interrogation of it in later chapters, it is also
informed by an awareness that to dwell too long over traditional debates in an effort to
demonstrate their spuriousness only gives those debates further life. The second
generation of Macpherson scholarship to which the following study belongs is in the
fortunate position of being able to side-step this paradox in a way not open to the early
pioneers of the field, and we should be wary not to miss the opportunity to do so by

refighting old battles.

® Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton, 1957), p. 192
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Chapters two and three approach the question of heroic failure from a broadly

generic perspective.  Chapter two is hinged upon the way the imperatives and
techniques of the text of Sensibility, the ideologies of Politeness and Sympathy, impact
on the heroic epic host form of Ossian. 1t is here that the twin virtues of a critical
strategy which reads between text and context in the light of a vital engagement
between the two become manifest. On the one hand attention to the ways in which the
Cult of Sensibility makes its presence felt in Ossian produces both a lively and informed
reading of the text and sheds light on a central Ossianic characteristic, that of the
hopelessly lost hero; on the other hand, the ramifications of Macpherson’s commitment
to the ideals of Sentimentalism underline certain aspects of those ideals and cast a side-
light on questions of cultural identity posed by Ossian. If chapter two suggests that
Ossian’s relationship with straightforward epic is problematic, that the epic of defeat
becomes in some senses entwined with the defeat of epic, chapter three offers a generic
alternative to the epic, that of romance. The chapter argues that while it was untenable
for Macpherson to put Ossian in a romance framework in the eighteenth century, on
the grounds of cultural politics, the state of scholarship and because it is necessarily
hard to see oneself as a romancer, our own understanding of the form and its
“meaning” allows us to see that it offers a valuable handle on Macpherson's activities,
his creative relationship with his source material, and on the represented world of
Ossian. This chapter beyond all others demonstrates the benefits of moving the
emphasis away from questions of misrepresentation and fraud.

In claiming that Ossian represents eighteenth-century romances of Sensibility or
Sentiment, various patterns emerge. We are aware of the first example of a curious
paradox about Ossian; that it is animated both by a clash between form and content —
for example, the Sentimental text to a certain extent undermines the very values 1t seeks
to affirm — and by a correspondence between features of form. That is to say, the
Ossianic portmanteau contains elements which are uncomfortable travelling
companions in the full sense of the expression: they both sit uncomfortably together and
yet are gomng in the same direction. For example, if the sentimental romance

Interrogates the ideals of epic, then it is only elaborating on a minor key in the epic
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itself (see section IV below). Equally within this generic context we see that Ossian has

important stories to tell about the cultural-political backdrop to Macpherson's efforts.

Chapters four and five move the analysis of the Ossianic sparagmos, the
interrogation of the heroic, from the field of literary genre to wider historiographical
and cultural discourses. Chapter four analyses the poems in terms of the Scottish
Enlightenment’s vision of and attitude towards perceived primitive societies,
specifically through a close reading of the poems in comparison with the civic thought
of Adam Ferguson, Macpherson's friend, fellow Highlander and, along with
Macpherson, a figure considered to be one of the Scottish Enlightenment’s most
confirmed primitivists. Macpherson is revealed as subtly manipulating the rhetorical
and ideological formulations of primitivism in order to create a stratified, pan-Celtic
cultural identity for the British Isles. The chapter examines who are the winners and
the losers along the way to this position, set out most completely in Macpherson's An
Introduction to the History of Great Britain and Ireland (1771/3), but also argues that
Macpherson's work ultimately demonstrates the unsustainability of the outright
primitivist political discourse, for all its perceived promise as an ideology of
opposition.’

Chapter five examines the way in which Ossian manipulates time and narrative,
arguing that Ossianic dysfunction and despair also needs to be read in terms of a
disillusionment with the narratives of defeat, the strategies of the defeated to come to
terms with their disempowerment. This is focused through an analysis of the way
Ossian deploys and engages with the rhetoric and iconography of Jacobitism and with
the image of the poet as a redemptive figure of cultural protest. The chapter ends by
discussing the extent of Macpherson's connivance with the forces of cultural
marginalisation, and considers the degree to which Ossian may represent both a
diagnosis of a cultural malady and a potent furthering of the complaint. This
concluding section also reactivates our sense of the Sentimental Ossian 1n order to try

to set Macpherson’s cultural politics in their correct context.

"1 adopt a split dating for the Introduction to acknowledge both its first appearance in 1771
and my usc of the revised and expanded edition of 1773,
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IV.

Much of what follows is reliant on maintaining a subtle but significant distance between
the positive and confident dynamism of the traditional heroic epic or ballad, even in
relating tragedy, and the thwarted, dysfunctional atmosphere of Ossian’s heroic
sparagmos. It may seem that the tremors I hope to register in the heroic structure are
too attenuated by qualification to be worthwhile. While it is true that due diligence
must be paid to the complexity within literary portrayals of heroism, nevertheless
picking out such moments serves to reveal the strains within the Ossianic construct
which allow us to dissect its aesthetic gearing and to reach the heart of its ideological
and cultural compromise. While individual instances will be explored as they occur in
later argument it is worth laying out some general observations now.

I am not naive enough to believe that epic stories and the national meta-
narratives constructed from them cannot be tragic or calamitous. The Norman troops
who sang a version of the Chanson de Roland before the Battle of Hastings were not,
one can presume, attending much to the story of overweening pride leading to
annihilation embedded in the poem as they prepared to face the Saxons on a foreign and
strategically most unfavourable field. Pointing out that in the American psyche the year
1838 is associated with the defeat at the Alamo not with the substantially more
significant victory at San Jacinto, Michael Kammen has suggested that the more driven
by a myth of success a nation is, the more likely there is to spring up ‘a national
tradition in which selected cases of failure or defeat not only are made honourable, but
in many instances become more memorable than conventional victories.”” Such stories
are imbued with a deeper meaning, and one that, as Bruce Rosenberg has put it in
describing one of history’s more modern Rolands, General George Custer, is not

wholly bound up in “a sacrifice to the gods of manifest destiny’:

Custer is the embodiment of our defiance against those people, societal forces and
pressures, those institutions, conventions, obligations, and destinal mazes that always
seem to envelope and at least partially to enmesh and suffocate those who live n

® Michael Kammen, The Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in
American Culture (New York, 1991), p. 9. Of course, Texas was not part of the Union at this point in
time, perhaps helping to explain why Texans are more interested in the Alamo than battles in other
States. The point holds though given the place of the battle in the wider American consciousness.



14

modem society. Custer [...] is that part of us which wants to resist capitulation to these
forces and that part of us that defies, or struggles to defy, our society, our environment,
our situation in life.”

We will witness moments, speeches and stands like this within Ossian, but we also and
more overpoweringly witness something else, a sense that enmeshment and suffocation
are the essence of the doomed antics of Ossian’s companions, not what they represent
an alternative to. Rather than offering an ‘archetype of Camus’s existential man who
rises above the inevitability of his life and of his death by bravely fighting his
inescapable fate to his last breath’ (Rosenberg, p. 110) the Ossianic hero is, we shall
see, more typically engaged in conspiring with his ‘inescapable fate’ than in resisting it.
We shall return to this point and the Custer paradigm as a way of analysing more
closely the dynamics of Ossian and of flagging up the particular brand of heroism
offered by Macpherson's poems and its implications.

However, this distinction is not quite the end of the story, and criticism of the
epic which focuses on the deep ambivalence of the poems towards thetr paragon figures
also needs to be drawn into the equation. An ambivalence towards the ideals and
motivations of the traditional epic hero has long been seen as a defining feature of the
secondary, consciously constructed epic.° This analysis is extended to the poetic
posture of the primary epic poet by Martin Kabat (indeed he claims that the
interrogation of Homeric heroism is present in the Aeneid because Virgil was such a
good reader of Homer). Because fulfilling his arefe is more to do with a willingness to
be destroyed than to destroy, the epic hero is ultimately and fundamentally at odds with

the society he represents (hence Homer’s arete becomes Virgil’s furor):

Although he may be a model for his society, nevertheless he is also a burden to t. His
very excellence threatens the social fabric which he is expected to support and, ﬁnally,
the absolute stance he takes isolates him and brmgs ruin to friends and enemies alike."’

The epic poet, living into the time of the “little men’ implies an ambiguous perspective
(and one to which we shall return, particularly in chapter five): ‘perhaps offended by the
mediocrity of his own day’ he ‘apparently glorifies heroic activity’, yet cannot shake the

feeling that ‘the absolute posture of the hero accounts for this current mediocrity; that

’ Bruce A. Rosenberg, The Code of the West (Bloomington Indiana, 1982), p. 110.
19 See, for example, C.M.Bowra’s classic From Virgil to Milton (London, 1945), pp. 2-16, for
a distinction between the forms of epic driven through this attitude.
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1s, the hero took with him and buried that very system of values for which he struggled’

(Kabat, p. 177). Eugene Vance’s reading of The Song of Roland proceeds in similar
terms. At the conclusion to the poem ‘a whole mode of life, a whole system of values,
has become exhausted’ leaving the ‘world bitter and empty’:

Along with Roland and the twelve peers and the twenty thousand knights of the
rearguard, a heroic order has penished. Even their glory has perished, in a sense,
because the men who remain can remember it but cannot inherit it. In short, of all the
stuff that epics are made of, nothing remains."

This is highly suggestive for the reader of Ossian and would seem to go some way
towards denying the distinction I am hoping to make here. Indeed Macpherson’s
explicit comments on the epic form suggest he was aware of the sadness at the heart of
the heroic endeavour.

It 1s Macpherson’s usual practice throughout Fingal to allude to other epics as a
way to give pedigree to various elements of the poem. For example, at the opening to
book II Macpherson's first footnote quotes Homer and Virgil to show how ‘two other
ancient poets handled a similar subject’ (p. 425, n.1), or early in book IV Macpherson
justifies the fact that the Scandinavians fled as Ossian ‘hummed [...] the songs of heroes

of old’ (p. 84) thus:

Ossian gives the reader a high idea of himself. His very song frightens the enemy. This
passage resembles one in the eighteenth Iliad [sic], where the voice of Achilles frightens
the Trojans from the body of Patroclus. (p. 430, n.9)"

Accordingly, the last line of the poem is glossed:

It is allowed by the best critics that an epic poem ought to end happily. This rule, in 1ts
most material circumstances, is observed by the three most deservedly celebrated poets,
Homer, Virgil, and Milton; yet I know not how it happens, the conclusions of their
poems throw a melancholy damp on the mind. (p. 435, n. 54 Deleted 1773)

This accords with Macpherson’s general practice of using footnotes to include
additional information or to prompt the reader to think in ways not immediately

obvious from the actual poem. Usually this works as a sort of short-hand, as when

'! Martin Isracl Kabat, ‘The Epic Hero: Recurring Patterns and Poetic Perspectives in Epic
Poetry’ (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, New York University 1979), p. 48.

'2 Eugene Vance, Reading the Song of Roland (Englewood, 1970), p. 89.

'3 All references are to The Poems of Ossian and Related Works, ed. by Howard Gaskill,
(Edinburgh, 1996; from ‘third edition’ (first complete) 1765).
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Macpherson glosses the character Gaul with the observation that his character ‘is

something like that of Ajax in the Iliad; a hero of more strength than conduct in battle’
(p. 429, n. 52), creating an impression it would otherwise take several episodes (and,
one might argue, more skill than that at Macpherson's disposal) to create. But the
above comment is an odd one to make at this moment, because if we compare it with
the actual end of the poem (‘We rose on the wave with songs, and rushed, with joy,
through the foam of the ocean’ [p. 104]), we find that it is strangely irrelevant. As for
the conclusion as a whole, few would disagree with Ken Simpson’s assertion that ‘after
the recurrent sadness of Fingal Macpherson opts to end on a note of qualified
optimism’: even the seemingly terminally gloomy Cuchullin and Swaran have been
cheered up by a ferociously good-humoured Fingal.'* Thus at the end of Fingal
Macpherson seems anxious to say something about the nature of the epic ending as he
understood 1t, even at the risk of sounding irrelevant, and at the risk of demonstrating
that his epic — at least to the inattentive reader — while following the rules of the ‘best
critics’ is out of step with the practice of Milton, Homer and Virgil. A further example
reinforces the point. In a note to “Berrathon” Macpherson defends the ‘melancholy air’
of Ossian with some Burkean reflections on those emotions which make most
impression on the mind and thus are likely to be transmitted through tradition, claiming
that ‘melancholy 1s so much the companion of a great genius, that it is difficult to
separate the idea of levity from chearfulness, which is sometimes the mark of an
amiable disposition, but never the characteristic of elevated parts’ (p.472, n.1). This
underlines Macpherson’s reading of what constitutes genius and, by extension, the
contrived way in which he had made the point in Fingal since here the comment arises
organically from reading the poem.

This is not to say that Macpherson would or even could have articulated such
insights in the terms offered by Vance and Kabat. Nevertheless, Ossian can be seen as
dramatising a poetic standpoint implied within other epics, the effects of which

Macpherson would seem to have been sensible to."” In so much as this theme has been

' Ken Simpson, The Protean Scot: The Crisis of Identity in Eighteenth-Century Scottish
Literature (Aberdeen, 1988), p. 54.

' Eighteenth-century “historicist’ classical scholarship (such as Thomas Blackwell’s Enquiry
into the Life of Homer (1735)) to which Macpherson was clearly indebted (sce chapters 1 and 2 below)
was geared towards uncovering the social, economic, political conditions in which Homer was
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identified across the genre as a whole, Ossian does nothing extraordinary, yet in turning

a minor note into the main theme of his poem, in foregrounding a previously
inarticulated poetic stance, Macpherson warps the epic universe to the point that a

difference in degree becomes something of a substantive difference in kind:

Dost thou come to the battles of thy people, and to hear the actions of Oscar? When
shall I cease to moumn by the streams of the echoing Cona? My years have passed
away in battle, and my age 1s darkened with sorrow. (p.83)

It may be unwise to over-read moments like this. Nevertheless, what status and tone
do we assign to that second question and, given Macpherson’s usual paratactic style,
what weight do we place on the ‘and’ of that last clause? By suggesting, if only
residually, a causal link between the battles of his youth and the sorrow of his age
(reasonable in as much as most of his family and friends succumb one way or another),
Ossian 1s figured as the classic epic poet, one who lives to see the dawning of a less
noble age brought about by the impetuous actions of his own.'® The extent of this
dramatisation and the warping effect it has on the heroic is illustrated perhaps most
completely by the classic Ossianic tableau. Having narrated the arrival of Fingal on the
field of battle and his immediate routing of the forces of Swaran, book III of Fingal

ends, in the words of the “Argument”, with ‘some general reflections of the poet’:

Many a voice and many a harp in tuneful sounds arose. Of Fingal’s noble deeds they
sung, and of the noble race of the hero. And sometimes on the lovely sound was heard
the name of the now moumful Ossian.

Often have I fought, and often won in battles of the spear. But blind, and tearful, and
forlom I now walk with little men. O Fingal, with thy race of battle I now behold thee
not. The wild roes feed upon the green tomb of the mighty king of Morven.——Blest be
thy soul, thou king of swords, thou most renowned on the hills of Cona! (p. 79)

It is possible, then, to trace some of the elements of Ossian’s epic defeat to
antecedents in the epic tradition. However, Macpherson plays on these elements in
such a way and to such an extent that they seem to take the form of something

different. It is easy to overstate the case for this difference, but 1t 1s, I shall argue in the

presumed to have flourished. In one sense Macpherson can be seen as adding a psychological
dimension to this line of inquiry.

'* of. Fiona Stafford’s last survivor figure who offers an ‘ambivalent attitude towards the past’
marked by a ‘torrent of yearning, hopelessness and resentment’ and her characterisation of Home’s
Lady Randolph and her position in Douglas (see The Last of the Race: The Growth of a Myth from
Milton to Darwin (Oxford, 1994), p. 84).
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chapters to come, nevertheless there. If the aesthetic standards and imperatives of his

own time led Macpherson to notice and appreciate the doubts which hover around the
high ideals of epic heroism, they also drove him to magnify them out of their original
proportions, somehow distorting the traditional epic atmosphere in the process. In
short, the ‘pall of funeral pyre which hovers over the Greek camp’ at the end of the
lliad which Kabat finds ‘peculiarly appropriate’ (1979, p. 93) threatens to engulf

Ossian, to catch in the throat and to pre-empt any efforts to see the redeeming heroic

action which, in Homer may — or may not, since the traditional epic seen in these terms

does not preclude that possibility — lie behind it.
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CHAPTER ONE.
The Making of a Critical Tradition.

This chapter considers the tradition of critical commentary associated with 7he Poems
of Ossian and their author with the aim of anchoring this study within the wider field
and justifying one of its central claims. The Ossianic critical heritage has been largely
organised around and conducted upon certain extra-textual issues, with the result that
the poems themselves, and the experience of reading them, has been unduly neglected.
The chapter demonstrates this, tries to explain why, and points to the ways that the
current study will transcend these inherited terms of reference. For convenience’s sake
the chapter is split into sections, and as such it ought to be made plain at the outset that
such divisions should be (and indeed are) dispensed with as soon as they become

inconvenient.

Macpherson studies have from their inception been dogged, by the variety of aspects of
the “authenticity debate.” That initial scholarship should have been thus preoccupied is
understandable, and neither is it an issue which could be resolved overnight: it was not
until the middle of the twentieth century that Gaelic scholarship arrived at as close to a
definitive answer as we are likely to get on the relationship between Ossian and the
poetry of the Gaeltachd, and, as we shall see below, even this is still subject to
adjustment. That this scholarly tradition exists is not, however, the point: rather 1t 1s
that this tradition has so skewed Macpherson scholarship as a whole that coming to a
decision on this issue, rebutting this or reinforcing that, has taken precedence, indeed at
times entirely drowned out, other lines of inquiry.

This thesis talks about Ossian, but the poems appeared in three stages over the

course of four years: firstly the Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760), followed by
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Fingal (1761/2) and finally Temora (1763). The first collected edition of the Works of

Ossian appeared in 1765." Accordingly, the debate surrounding them altered in
emphasis and style as the various portions of the work came on stream. Debate over
the epic status, relative age, and origin (Gaelic Scotland or Gaelic Ireland) intensified
over the course of the decade, but it tended to lack the vehemence which popular
tradition gives to the “Ossian Wars”. Indeed Larry Stewart has gone so far as
observing (perhaps not entirely convincingly but nevertheless usefully) that, while
private doubts and public hints about fraud were heard in the 1760s, one of the biggest
ironies of the affair is that the only work of the decade to explicitly bring up the
quéstion of authenticity — as opposed to misdesignation or appropriation — in print was
the second edition of Hugh Blair’s pro-Ossian Critical Dissertation.? Blair had acted as
a response to David Hume’s concern about the doubts growing in London and to
Hume’s request that Blair provide evidence with which Hume and other of Ossian’s
defenders could retaliate (and satisfy themselves of the unfaimess of English
accusations). It is also worth noting Hume’s assertion that ‘the child [the poems] is, in
a manner, become yours by adoption, as Macpherson has totally abandoned all care of
it.”> This relative lack of interest on Macpherson's part is borne out in his published
writings. The introductory dissertation to the Temora volume did have a more
defensive tone, it is true, and the 1765 edition included an ‘Advertisement’ at the end of
the first volume that consisted of a rubbishing of Ferdinando Warner’s Remarks on the
History of Fingal and other Poems of Ossian (1763), a work which had claimed
Ossian for Ireland (but not as a fraud). Nevertheless, given the atmosphere of
suspicion, it is striking how little Macpherson did within the 1765 edition to respond to
the doubts cast on his word. Certainly by 1775, Macpherson was telling his publisher
William Strahan that ‘to [Samuel Johnson’s] want of belief on this subject [Ossian’s

authenticity] I have not the smallest objection’, and the general pattern of his behaviour

! Arguably the revisions made to the 1773 Works mean that it constitutes a fourth document.

 Larry LeRoy Stewart, ‘Ossian in the Polished Age: The Critical Reception of James
Macpherson’s Ossian’ (Unpublished Ph.D thesis, University of Michigan, 1971), p. 136. Ths
paragraph is gencrally indebted to Stewart’s document by document account of the controversy. It is
possible to argue, of course, that debates about epic or not epic were implicitly about authenticity.

> Letters of 19 September and 6 October, 1763 in The Report of the Committee of the
Highland Society of Scotland Appointed to Inquire into the Nature and Authenticity of the Poems of
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suggests that we should not be too quick to dismiss this comment as self-serving or less

than true.*

Dr. Johnson’s 4 Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775) may not
have been the first, and was not the last, assault on Ossian as a forgery and its ‘editor’
as a charlatan, but 1t is certainly the best remembered, in part because of the more
intemperate response it (may have) provoked from Macpherson on the question of
Scottish morals (see below). To read Johnson on Ossian is to experience a frustrating
mix of brilliance and wild inaccuracy (not unlike the experience of reading Macpherson
himself). Johnson is not far wrong when he suggests that Macpherson had constructed
Ossian out of traditional names and ‘wandering ballads’ and woven them into a whole,
but the tone of his comments 1s unbecoming, and they are at bottom based on some
shaky wider assumptions. The suspicion is that Johnson’s more perceptive comments
come more from a willingness to believe the worst of Macpherson (and Scotsmen in
general) than from any understanding of the facts at hand. While a correct assumption
made by chance and for less than disinterested reasons is no less true for that, that
randomness and those reasons must at least be noted. For example, Johnson’s initial
supposition that ‘there can not be recovered in the whole Earse language, S00 lines of
which there 1s any evidence to prove them a 100 years old’ is deeply flawed, and his
trip to the Highlands should have told him so.” Nevertheless Johnson bequeathed an
outlook on Ossian which has entered the mainstream of eighteenth century literary
history: that the Ossian saga represents ‘Caledonian bigotry’ against English good
sense, and that its originator Macpherson was a rogue and a charlatan. That Ossian
was so well received on the continent has also reinforced a nationalistic position
amongst Anglo-Saxon critics of a certain bent which has as its sub-text a story of
sturdy English morality and common sense brooking no nonsense from the impostor
Macpherson in contradistinction to more gullible, or morally deficient, Scots and

Continentals.

Ossian, ed. by Henry Mackenzie (Edinburgh, 1805), pp. 4-10. The quotation comes from the earlier
letter.

 Letter of 15 January 1775, cited 1n Fiona Stafford, ‘Dr Johnson and the Ruffian: New
Evidence in the Dispute between Samuel Johnson and James Macpherson’, Notes and Queries, vol.
234 (1989) 70-77, (p. 72).
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The first worthwhile attempt at investigating and presenting facts rather than

merely asserting a polemical position came with the Report of the Committee of the
Highland Society of Scotland Appointed to Inquire into the Nature and Authenticity of
the Poems of Ossian, commissioned the year after Macpherson’s death in 1797 and
published in 1805. Although criticised as something of a cop-out, its tentative findings
(that Macpherson adapted, arranged, ‘completed’, and was inspired by authentic
ballads, although by the 1790s no direct parallels could be found) have been broadly
confirmed by every serious subsequent study (albeit with a more sophisticated
interpretation of the nature of those ballads). If the Report, edited by Henry
Mackenzie, has proved itself something of a double-edged sword for balanced
subsequent scholarship, it has been primarily in its tendency to say more about
Macpherson than it does about the poems. Too much of what we ‘know’ of
Macpherson’s character comes from Report-sanctioned hearsay, and there 1s a tendency
to believe that its testimony can be taken on face value and without a full understanding
of the complex and dynamic relationship between Macpherson and his contemporaries,
a point to which I shall return later in the chapter.

The same year saw the publication of Malcolm Laing’s two volume The Poems
of Ossian etc. containing the Poetical Works of James Macpherson, Esq. in Prose and
Rhyme: with Notes and Illustrations (Edinburgh, 1805). As this title suggests, the
edition gives the impression of being a work of assiduous scholarship, and has indeed
proved widely influential. Laing, a disappointed Ossian disciple (this former
enthusiasm manifests itself in both the pains Laing went to, and the grudging respect he
arrives at) wished to prove that Macpherson had perpetrated a double fraud: one, that
no such works as appeared in Ossian existed in Gaelic; and two, that Macpherson had
systematically plagiarised the greats of Western literature in order to create his
forgeries. However, Laing’s own methodology was flawed, not to say dishonest: on
the one hand, no author could withstand Laing’s criteria for what constitutes
plagiarism, and on the other (with an irony lost on both himself and those that followed
him given Macpherson’s actual use of Gaelic material), Laing grossly misrepresented

Macpherson’s text in order to argue his case. In brief, he produced without

> Samuel Johnson, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775), ed. by Mary
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acknowledgement, reasoning or justification a cross between the 1765 and the revised

1773 editions of Ossian;, he omitted Macpherson’s dissertations; he pruned — by
suppressing some and truncating others — Macpherson’s footnotes as and when it suited
his purpose; and he even went as far as to attribute to Macpherson poems written in the
1750s on little (read no) evidence, agatn in order to suit his own ends. This butchery of
Macpherson’s poetic output is only the most vivid example of the privileging of
polemic over text, the most extreme and literal example of the violence done to Ossian
within literary historiography. It is entirely in keeping with that historiography that
Laing’s text became the standard and that, not withstanding Otto Jiriczek’s 1940
facsimile edition of the 1762/3 editions (published in Germany but nevertheless not
difficult to lay hands on), Laing was still being used as copy text — with the claim that 1t
represents the best available — as late as 1994.° It is to be hoped that Gaskill’s readily
accessible 1996 edition will finally set matters straight in this regard and encourage
scholars to use what Macpherson wrote when talking about his poetry. All that said,
Laing’s edition has its uses for those aware of its pitfalls: for example, so determined
was Laing to prove Macpherson's plagiarisms that the edition notes every conceivable
echo in Ossian (and many that are inconceivable), giving us an insight into
Macpherson's potential reading and sensibility.

The trend of not talking about Ossian continued through the nineteenth century,
with serious scholarship centred upon the analysis of the Gaelic Ossian which had
finally appeared in 1807, eleven years after Macpherson’s death. The status of this text
ought to be problematic, given that we cannot be sure how much of it Macpherson was
responsible for, and that there is obviously no way he had any control over its published
form. But the Gaelic is also obviously fraudulent and as such a valuable weapon for
those out to rubbish Macpherson. While few have gone so far as Neil Ross in his
daring claim that the Gaelic was in fact published ‘towards the end of the eighteenth
century’ (which implies that Macpherson was still alive at its publication and thus that
the text could bear his imprimatur) many critics blur the distinctions between the two

Ossians, and thus elide the problems associated with treating the Gaelic as if by

Lascelles, The Yale Edition of The Works of Samuel Johnson, vol. 9 (New Haven, 1971), pp. 117-18.
® Steven Clark (ed.), Mark Akenside, James Macpherson and Edward Y. oung: Selected Poetry
(Manchester, 1994).
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Macpherson.” Such manoeuvres are an example of the disregard for normal scholarly

practices which approach something like a consistent feature of some areas of
Macpherson studies.

The efforts to come to a conclusion about Ossian (and particularly the Gaelic
Ossian) reached their apogee at the end of the nineteenth century in the shape of
Ludwig Stern.® However, so far divorced from Ossian was Ossianic scholarship by this
point that Stern’s account contains a number of factual errors and a deal of misleading
information (for example, his assertion that Macpherson and not Hugh Blair wrote the
Preface to The Fragments of Ancient Poetry). This century the work of D.S. Thomson
has reunited Gaelic scholarship with Macpherson: he has identified the fourteen or so
ballads upon which Macpherson directly drew, and suggested not only that Ossian
shows evidence of Macpherson ‘wrestling with his sources’ but that it is finally ‘not
easy to assess what i1s disingenuous and what is written in good faith and bad
judgement.” Following Thomson most Celticists who have had any vital acquaintance
with Ossian have come to see Macpherson's work in a somewhat more positive light,
viewing his reconfiguration of previous matter, for example, in terms of a Gaelic
tradition which had always sustained itself by borrowing and refashioning what had
gone before.'® Much of this work, while having little time for Macpherson’s
pretensions, has managed to combine rigour with generosity. Nevertheless it is
fundamentally defensive: in seeking mitigating circumstances for Macpherson’s
activities and by continually referring back to the troubling question of authenticity,

opportunities to explore other aspects of the relationship between Ossian and its Gaelic

” Neil Ross (ed.), Heroic Poetry from The Book of the Dean of Lismore (Edinburgh, 1939), p.
XXViii.

® Stern, ‘Ossianic Heroic Poctry’, translated by J.L.Robertson, The Transactions of the Gaelic
Society of Inverness, vol. 22 (1897-8), 257-325. For a less strident although equally incisive critique
see Alexander Macbain’s ‘The Heroic and Ossianic Literature’, The Transactions of the Gaelic Society
of Inverness, 12 (1885-6), 180-211.

’D.S. Thomson, The Gaelic Sources of Macpherson’s Ossian (Aberdeen, 1952), p. 26, p. 71.
See also his ‘Ossian Macpherson and the Gaclic World of the Eighteenth Century’, The Aberdeen
University Review, vol. 40 (1963—4), 7-20; ‘Ossian: Ballads to Epics’ in 7he Heroic Process: Form,
Function, and Fantasy in Folk Epic, ed. by Bo Almquist et al., (Dublin, 1987), pp. 243-65.

'* Donald Meck, ‘The Gaelic Ballads of Scotland: Creativity and Adaptation’ in Howard
Gaskill (ed.), Ossian Revisited (Edinburgh, 1991); and Michedl Mac Craith, ‘The “Forging” of
Ossian’ in Celticism, ed. by Terence Brown, (Amsterdam, 1996), pp. 125-41. Mac Craith’s work on
Ossian’s parallelism and its Gaelic material usefully complements Robert Fitzgerald’s “The Style of
Macpherson’s Ossian’, Studies in Romanticism, vol. 6 (1966), 21-33.
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milieu go begging. In chapter three I aim to balance these issues by suggesting a model

for Macpherson’s activities which not only takes account of the most recent scholarship
in the field but which moves beyond the question of provenance in its implications for
the practice of reading Ossian

Recent criticism on the subject has focused on the nature and vehemence of the
“Ossianic Wars” and what they might signify in cultural terms. Larry Stewart, in the
thesis cited above, has offered a compelling account of the controversy, its combination
of personal, aesthetic and cultural roots, and its reconfiguration and polarisation into
questions of fraud and moral outrage. Richard Sher has offered further evidence of the
deeper roots of the debate, focusing on the tensions in Anglo-Scottish relations in the
middle of the eighteenth century.'' Howard Gaskill and Fiona Stafford have offered
revisionist accounts of the general controversy, and have particularly valuable
contributions to make in the understanding of Johnson’s role in the Ossian affair."
Most recently Katie Trumpener has interpreted the Ossian controversy as a struggle
over the 1dentity of the bard figure and the Celtic peoples, and a competition over the
cultural significance of antiquarianism, a point also developed by Nick Groom in his

3

work on Macpherson and Percy.” One thing to emerge from all these revisionist

accounts is a sense that while Johnson had the excuse of heated cultural debate for
stitching Macpherson up, the generations of critics who have swallowed the Johnsonian
interpretation of events have no such excuse.

While one would be without none of these efforts and their long-overdue
correctives to an often ill-informed critical debate, there is a tendency within any such
revisionist endeavour to perpetuate in some measure the debate whose terms it seeks to
alter. The attention that needs to be given to the non-specialist opinion of Macpherson

is thus a moot point, given that silence is likely to be taken for acquiescence. Suffice it

! Richard Sher, ““Those Scotch Impostors and their Cabal”: Ossian and the Scottish
Enlightenment’, Man and Nature: The Proceedings of the Canadian Society for Eighteenth Century
Studies (London Ont., 1982), vol. 1, pp. 55-65; and his ‘Percy, Shaw and the Ferguson Cheat’, Gaskill
(ed.): 1991, pp. 207-45.

‘2 Stafford (1989); Howard Gaskill ‘Ossian Macpherson: Towards a Rehabilitation’,
Comparative Criticism 8 (1986), 11346, and his introduction to Ossian Revisited (1991).

'3 Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire
(Princeton, 1997), p. 76; Nick Groom, ‘Celts, Goths, and the Nature of the Literary Source’ in
Tradition in Transition: Women Writers, Marginal Texts, and the Eighteenth-Century Canon, ed. by
Alvaro Ribeiro, SJ and James G. Basker, (Oxford, 1996), pp. 275-296.
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to say here that if only commentators gave half the latitude they give to the bigotry of a

Johnson to the vain and undoubtedly bombastic outbursts of Macpherson (whose
person and race was, after all, on the receiving end of that bigotry) then our view of the
Ossian affair would be substantially different.’* That is not to exonerate Macpherson
or to advocate a whitewash, merely to enter a plea for the recognition of the play of an
Anglocentric cultural agenda within British literary historiography.

A logical extension of this interest in the status of Ossian has been a concern
with issues of cultural identity and representation. Given that Macpherson did not
mediate Ossian directly, how did he mould the image of the Gael through Ossian and
why? These questions refocus the debate about Ossian’s provenance on the
significations of Macpherson's Celtic creation. Traditionally opinion has been split
between those who see nothing but ‘spurious and bardic sentimentality’ in Ossian, a
gross misrepresentation of Celtic literature which may have served dubious ideological

ends, and those who credit Macpherson for introducing the Celtic world (however

sanitised) to Western literary culture.

Matthew Amold represents perhaps the highest profile defender of Ossian in
claiming that the poems contain the genuine spirit of Celtic genius, a judgement he
insisted must be separated from ideas of forgery. However, critics were not slow to
suggest a circulanty in the Arnoldian line: since Arnold’s idea of what Celtic literature
was came substantially (although not as exclusively as has been suggested) from
Ossian, it is unsurprising that it exhibited Arnold’s Celtic qualities. In certain cases the
torn opinion of Celtic scholarship has in fact been internalised, producing the sort of
schizophrenia on this issue exemplified by Edward Snyder who (despite himself one

feels) includes Macpherson as one of the five major figures of his Celtic Revival.

'* For an example of such a squint-eyed view of the issue see J.C.D.Clark, Samuel Johnson:
Literature, Religion, and English Cultural Politics from the Restoration to Romanticism (Cambridge,

1994), p. 66.

'> Seamus Deane, Celtic Revivals: Essays in Modern Irish Literature 1880-1980 (London,
1985), p. 20. With Deane we should number, for example: Alfred Nutt, Ossian and the Ossianic
Literature, Popular Studics in Mythology, Romance and Folklore no. 3, (London, 1903); J.S.Smart,
James Macpherson: An Episode in Literature (London, 1905), pp. 102-28; Edward Snyder, The Celtic
Revival in English Literature 1760-1800 (Cambridge, Mass., 1923). Against this should be balanced
Matthew Arnold, ‘On the Study of Celtic Litcrature’ in The Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, ed. by
R.H.Super, vol.3 (Ann Arbor, 1962 (1886)); Magnus Maclean, The Literature of the Celts (London,
1926), p. 217, Peter Berresford Ellis, The Celtic Dawn: A History of Pan-Celticism (London, 1993), p.
594).
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Snyder berates Macpherson as a fraud while regretting that Macpherson missed the

opportunity to include Druids in Ossian, a curious double complaint explained by
Snyder’s conflation of Druidism and Celticism and his generally Cymro-centric view of
British Celticism rather than any deep animus against Macpherson.'® In short, Snyder
exemplifies — in his strengths and weaknesses — a body of scholarship grappling with
the uncomfortable fact that Macpherson both “set the cultural “bomb” which created a
Romantic Pan Celtic Movement’ and grossly misrepresented the sources of that revival
in the process (Ellis, p. 54). Celtic scholarship has had to come to terms with the fact
that Macpherson was ‘the defender of the traditions he exploited; though it might be
claimed that he exploited them only to defend them’ within the context of what is an
almost Oedipal angst given that Macpherson — for all his liberty taking — was

‘instrumental in bringing into being what we now know as Celtic studies.””’

A number of broadly pro-Macpherson critics, in work reflecting advances
within cultural studies that suggests that concepts such as ‘identity’ may bespeak
assumptions about cultural values which derive from a mainstream Western tradition
and therefore be of limited use in a cross-cultural context, have aimed to show that
those who accuse Macpherson of “cultural bad-faith’ may ‘be conniving at the kind of
English cultural imperialism which, in other contexts, they are all too eager to deny’.'®
Indeed, the fact that Macpherson was dealing with an evolving oral tradition (Meek:
1991) has led critics to question the usefulness of the whole concept of
misrepresentation.”” It is yet to be established whether these insights will liberate the

critical debate, or whether the old terms will continue to dominate. Again, chapter

' Of greater value in Snyder’s study is its careful citing of the poems, adaptations,
versifications, plays and operas based on Ossian in the last quarter of the eighteenth century.

"7 Murray G.H.Pittock, Inventing and Resisting Britain: Cultural Identities in Britain and
Ireland (London, 1997), p. 156; Ddithi O hOgéin, Fionn mac Cumhaill: Images of the Gaelic Hero
(Dublin, 1988) p. 315. Sce also Malcolm Chapman, The Gaelic Vision in Scottish Culture (London,
1978), pp. 50-1 for the inextricable ties between Ossian and the language of Gaelic scholarship.

*Andrew Hook, ““Ossian® Macpherson as Image Maker’, The Scottish Review, 36
(November, 1984), 3944 (p. 40). See also, Gaskill (1986), and Stafford, ‘Primitivism and the
“Primitive” Poet: A Cultural Context for Macpherson's Ossian’ in Brown (ed.): 1996, pp.79-96. For
this anthropological approach see, for example, David Lowenthal, ‘Identity, Heritage and History’ in
Commemorations: The Politics of Cultural Identity, ed. by John Gillis, (Princeton, 1994), pp. 41-61.
The dilemma over 1dentity and particularly heritage explored in this volume and by Lowenthal in
particular strikes a chord with Macpherson studics.

® Leah Leneman, ‘Ossian and the Enlightenment’, Scotia, vol. 11 (1987), 13-29, (p. 28).
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three will look to deploy these insights in a concerted way in order to exploit the fresh

ground they have broken.

The traditional concern within Ossian scholarship with the questions clustered
around that of authenticity has, then, had two unfortunate effects. Firstly it has acted as
something of a red-herring, making sure that the critical discourse remains more or less
subtly polarised into pro and anti Macpherson factions. Secondly it has ensured that
Ossian criticism is divorced from the text, either through the methodological precedent
it offers for discussing matters nothing to do with literature, or in the legacy it
bequeaths of a certain condescension towards the poems: somehow Ossian is not “real”
literature, and can thus be treated in a fashion which owes little to the normative
standards of the discipline. These tendencies can be traced in a number of seemingly
disparate aspects of the wider field.

The chapters which follow engage with this body of scholarship and obliquely
with these issues, but not as an end in themselves. Chapter two will explore more
minutely what the ‘sentimentalised’ Ossian actually consists of, insights which in
chapter five go towards an analysis of Macpherson's cultural locale. Chapter three will
develop a model for Macpherson's activities which accommodates his fraught
relationship with his Gaelic sources. These efforts are distinct from the tradition
outlines above in as much as they are not concerned with either defending Macpherson
or with writing him off, and to the extent that they are motivated primarily with findings
ways of coming to terms with the experience of reading Ossian rather than these extra-

textual issues per se.

I1.

There are few clearer examples of the hegemony exerted by the circumstances
surrounding the publication of the poems than that offered by a consideration of
Macpherson biographies. Not counting the assorted pen portraits which have appeared
over the last two hundred years, there have been four and a half biographies of
Macpherson. To deal with the half first: JN.M.Maclean’s attempt to analyse

Macpherson's early life in terms of his later political career offers an oddly refreshing
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approach, and the energy and ingenuity he applies to proving that Macpherson was a

‘cold and ruthless devil’, a villain of Tago-like proportions, is also admirable, if totally
misguided.”” Maclean twists most of the evidence available to him in pursuit of his
argument, and his belief that from its inception the Ossianic venture was a ploy by
which Macpherson embarrassed the leading lights of the Scottish literati into furthering
his political career does not, even in its own terms, hold water.

Thomas Bailey Saunders’ The Life and Letters of James Macpherson (London,
1894) is both readable and comprehensive: covering Macpherson’s life in its entirety
(Maclean excepted, he offers the most complete account of Macpherson’s activities
post-1772), it is nevertheless weighted towards the years of Ossianic production.
Saunders is held as an apologist and correctly so to the extent that he gives
Macpherson the benefit of the doubt on most counts. However, this so-called bias is
frequently due to Saunders’ unwillingness to be bullied by the literary hegemony
exerted — at least in this instance — by the memory of Johnson, and to his careful sifting
of the facts of the case. Naive at times he may certainly be, but one cannot help but
wish that those that criticise him had half his knowledge of the subject-matter.

Published eleven years later, and taking issue with Saunders’ generous opinion
of Macpherson as early as its preface, John Semple Smart’s James Macpherson An
Episode in Literature (London, 1905) would appear on first inspection to be an
exercise in rebuttal: ‘it is too late’ says Smart, ‘to maintain [...] that [Macpherson] was
injured and calumniated, the victim of prejudice and unreasoning ill-will’ (p. v1), as if
there was some sort of statute of limitations on historical accuracy. From this
unpromisingly reactionary beginning, however, Smart reveals himself to be more
concerned with building on nineteenth-century advances in Gaelic scholarship,
particularly J.F.Campbell’s collection of ballads the Leabhar na Féinne (1872) and the
work of the likes of Ludwig Stern and Alexander Macbain, than with petty squabbling.
Smart succeeds with some aplomb in his attempts to outline the differences between the
epics of Macpherson and the ballads which inspired (and are embedded within) them,

and 1n the process offers an example of the way in which Macpherson’s relationship to

** JN.M. Maclean, ‘The Early Political Carcers of James “Fingal” Macpherson (1738-96)
and Sir John Macpherson (1744-1821)" (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Edinburgh 1967),
p. 513.
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Gaelic matenal is usually only discussed with reference to charges of forgery. Smart’s

belief that the “work 1s really Macpherson’s’ does not herald a display of scorn: indeed
he invokes Shakespeare and Milton as precedents for Macpherson’s approach (a little
ironically since it was just such analogies which so inflamed the English literary
establishment duning the 1760s and 1770s), and Smart maintains throughout his
assertion that Macpherson possessed a ‘genius which sometimes broke into brlliant
flame’ (Preface, pp. v—vi). Apologist he may not be, apologetic he certainly is.

Paul deGategno in his James Macpherson (Boston, Ma., 1989) shifted matters
on to what at first sight seems more fruitful ground in a literary biography which not
only offers a poem by poem account of Ossian but also makes at least some effort to
link Ossian to Macpherson’s earlier poetic efforts and later career as historian,
pamphleteer and political fixer. However, too much of his study is taken up with
mulling over the authenticity squabbles to no new end, while the readings of the poems
themselves seem somehow motivated by a desire to find grounds upon which we can -
a little shamefacedly ~ enjoy Macpherson’s work. His commentary is commendable,
but this preoccupation with value and justification tends to overshadow a work which
provokes enquiry while being in itself somewhat superficial. This is symbolised most
obviously in the relatively full and usefully annotated bibliography he provides.

Completing our quintet is Fiona Stafford’s The Sublime Savage: James
Macpherson and the Poems of Ossian (Edinburgh, 1988), which appeared just before
deGategno’s effort. The pick of the bunch, it is a ground-breaking account which
moves away from the obsession with the question of authenticity (and by extension
Macpherson’s moral character), towards an appreciation of Macpherson in his cultural
and intellectual contexts, located through the first sustained reading of Macpherson’s
poetry as literature since Blair’s polemic “Critical Dissertation” in 1763. The decade of
interest and revisionism The Sublime Savage heralded and greatly facilitated has
inevitably developed avenues that Stafford’s book could only nod towards, but
nevertheless in many respects it remains unsurpassed as a Macpherson-out study, and
its achievement must be judged in the context of the state of Macpherson studies on its

appearance. As well as other Ossianic contributions in other fields, Stafford also offers



31
a useful addendum to The Sublime Savage in her introduction to Howard Gaskill’s

recent edition of The Poems of Ossian and Related Works (Edinburgh, 1996).

There would of course be more cause for complaint about a critical biography
that did not consider the circumstances of the poem’s construction or their reception
than one that does. The squabbles over Ossian’s publication are too striking a feature
of the poems’ history to be completely ignored and any critical biography worth the
name is at least going to allude to it. However, this line of inquiry has come to
dominate the tradition both in terms of the amount written on the subject, and in the

more subtle way that it has set the terms of the investigation into other areas.

1.

Despite a recent claim that had Ossian ‘not been thought to be authentic it would have
had fewer readers then, and fewer now’ it is evident that even after the Ossian wars had
been settled in favour of those who had cried foul, the popularity and influence of the
poems continued undented substantially into the nineteenth century.?’ While between
1765 and 1800 there had been eighteen British editions of Ossian, this figure rose to
twenty-seven between 1801 and 1830, despite the latter period more or less opening
with the appearance in 1805 of the two great debunking publications, Laing’s edition
of the poems and the Highland Society’s Report.* It seems to have been the case from
the outset that many readers were able to separate literary appreciation from a
judgement about authenticity (Stewart: 1971, p. 23-6), and many readers, particularly

outside England, may have been unconcerned with the question of authenticity.” For

“! Jonathan Wordsworth, (unpaginated) introduction to James Macpherson: Ossian’s Fingal
1792 (Poole, 1996).

*? For lists of these editions see, John J. Dunn, ‘The Role of Macpherson's Ossian in the
Dcvelopment of British Romanticism’ (unpublished Ph.D thesis, Duke University, 1965), pp. 107-8.
2 See Andrew Hook, ‘Scotland and Romanticism: The International Scene’ in The History of

Scottish Literature; vol. 2 1660-1800, ed. by Andrew Hook (Aberdeen, 1987), pp. 307-23, p. 313 and
passim.
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Romantic readers, most famously William Hazlitt, the idea that Ossian himself might be

‘nothing’ only added to the appeal and central, nihilistic message of the poems.**

The nature of this popularity and subsequent influence has been the other
central concern of Ossian scholarship, an interest that has not proved an unproblematic
inhentance for unapologetic Macpherson studies. On one level it has tended to be
linked to the question of the value and authenticity of the poems in attempts to
“explain” Ossian’s influence which are more often than not efforts to “explain away”

what 1s assumed to have been an embarrassing lapse into admiration of an undeserved
literary curio by someone who should have known better. On a second level, the
question of influence — particularly if involved in this process of “explaining away” —
offers a way of considering Ossian without actually involving the critic in the
troublesome occupation of reading the text. With this second point in mind it is worth
noting that even in the dog-days of Ossian scholarship when interest, at least in English
studies, was at its all-time low (roughly between Smart and Thomson), scholars were
investigating links between Ossian and later figures, creating a tradition that has carried
through to the present.” These works are legion and I mention only the more

prominent and valuable.*®

Consideratton of Macpherson and British writers has generally been limited to
the Romantic poetic movement and the esteem Macpherson was held in by the likes of
Blake, Byron and Coleridge, although some have addressed Macpherson's impact on

the stage.”’” Trumpener’s Bardic Nationalism (1997) contains a sophisticated account

%4 See his ‘On Poetry in General’ in The Complete Works of William Hazlitt, ed. P.P. Howe,
21 vols (London, 1930), vol. 5, pp. 1-18 (p.18).

% During this period a bibliography also appeared: G.F. Black’s ‘Bibliography to Ossian’ in
The Bulletin of the New York Public Library 30 (1926), 424-39, 508-24. A supplement to this was
offered in the same organ by John Dunn (vol. 75 [1971], 465-73). For an indication of how much the
forgery question dominated the minds of scholars at the time note that Black’s section on secondary
material is headed “The Ossianic Controversy”, despite containing works on debts to Macpherson and
analyses of the classic translations.

For an overview see deGategno’s chapter ‘The Influence of the Ossian Poems® (1989, pp.
112-34).

%7 See Dunn (1965), and his ‘Coleridge’s Debt to Macpherson’ Studies in Scottish Literature,
7, 1969, (76-89); R. Flower’s Byron and Ossian (Nottingham, 1928). Blake and Macpherson are
connected by David Punter in his “Blake: Social Relations of Poctic Form’ (New Literary History 18
(1982), 182-205) and ‘Ossian, Blake and the Questionable Source’ in Exhibited By Candlelight:
Sources and Developments in the Gothic Tradition ed. Valeria Tinkler-Villani et a/ (Amsterdam,
1995), 25-41, by Robert Folkenflik in his “The Artist as Hero in the Eighteenth Century’ in 7he
Yearbook of English Studies, 12 (1982), 91-108, and there are discussions of Blake’s Ossianics in
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of the influence of Ossian, and the controversy surrounding the poems, on the

Sentimental and Romantic novel form without resorting to the anachronistic wistfulness
which finds its way into some accounts of Macpherson's proto-Romantic credentials, a
wistfulness which tends to set its subject up as some sort of shabby and aisreputable
John the Baptist. Blake was the first to notice that Wordsworth’s critical bashing of
Macpherson differed widely from his poetic practice, and this phenomenon has been
explored in articles by J.R.Moore and more recently Stafford.”® Moore goes little
beyond pointing out similarities between the writers, while Stafford (in a study which
extends to Byron and, more briefly, Tennyson) deconstructs Wordsworth’s critique of
Ossian in terms of his own life, poetry and beliefs. Both suggest that Wordsworth is
not entirely straightforward in his public engagement with Macpherson’s work.

The impact of Ossian on the United States has become well-trodden territory,
and most studies of the greats of nineteenth-century American letters mention
Ossianism. Frederic Carpenter offers little beyond a brief historical survey (which
curiously omits Herman Melville) with a basic concern to suggest that Whitman,
otherwise Ossian’s closest transatlantic cousin, created something new and distinctly
American from his Ossianic raw materials. This may be true, but it tells us little about
Ossian and offers a conspicuous example of the “embarrassed” tendency within this

29

body of criticism.” Andrew Hook has offered a general survey which usefully goes

beyond vague talk of Ossianic Sentimentalism and Romanticism.” Similarly strong are

David Fuller’s Blake’s Heroic Argument (London, 1988) and Margaret Lowery’s Windows of the
Morning (Yale, 1940; repr. 1970). For Macpherson on the stage see: James Malek’s “The Ossianic
Source of John Home’s The Fatal Discovery’ English Language Notes, vol.9, no.1 (September, 1971),
3942 and °‘Eighteenth-Century British Dramatic Adaptations of Macpherson's Ossian’, Restoration

and Eighteenth-Century Theatre Research, 14 (197)5).
28 Moore, ‘Wordsworth’s Unacknowledged Debt to Macpherson’s Ossian’, PAMLA, 40 (1925),

362-78, and Stafford in ““Dangerous Success”: Ossian, Wordsworth and English Romanticism’
(Gaskill (ed.): 1991, pp. 49-72).

® “The Vogue of Ossian in America: A Study in Taste’ (American Literature, 2 (1930-1),
405-17). Carpenter’s dating of the first American Ossianics to August 1786 was somecwhat
pedantically corrected by Lewis Leary who pointed out that Joseph Brown Ladd had been leaking
Ossianic poems to the press before his 1786 publication. Leary also observes that Ladd, while
claiming that his poems were a translation from the Gacelic (or even Fingal), makes no mention of
Macpherson or any English model (‘Ossian in America: A Note’, American Literature 14 (1942--3),
305-6).

30 <Ossian and American’, Scottish Literary News, vol. 3, no. 3 (November, 1973), 23-27.
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three accounts of Thomas Jefferson’s admiration of Ossian.’’ Jack McLoughlin

usefully introduces Poe into the equation, while deGategno treats Ossian seriously
enough to suggest that it may have offered Jefferson not merely melancholy
sentimentalism, but compelling portraits of civic virtue and of the Great Man in society.
Reservations about this reading are due more to the absence of a fully developed
argument than to scepticism with regards the overall point. Manning’s recent addition
to the field is perhaps the most impressive, and is notably successful in removing any
sense of the need to excuse Jefferson. McLoughlin, on the other hand, can never quite
get away from the sense of finding it all very puzzling, something which perpetuates the
assumption that Ossian is really, in some trans-historical sense, an embarrassing work
to be caught enjoying.

The cult of Ossian was not restricted to the English speaking world, and there
have been numerous studies on the popularity of Macpherson’s work across Europe
and its impact on aesthetic and nationalist movements across the continent.*? There is
even a sub-genre of criticism devoted to the standard translations of Ossian.>> Howard
Gaskill, one of the leading Macpherson scholars of the last twenty years, approaches
Ossian from the field of German Literature. In addition to offering, as we have seen, a
general reappraisal of Macpherson, Gaskill is concerned with uncovering relations
between Ossian and German writers which have remained hidden, unsettling the
assumption that if Rudolph Tombo did not mention a link in his magisterial work on the

subject, then none existed.>® Gaskill’s work highlights, amongst other things, that

*! Jack McLoughlin, ‘Jefferson, Poe, and Ossian’ (Eighteenth Century Studies, 26, no 4
Summer 1993, 627-34); Paul deGategno, “The Source of Daily and Exalted Pleasure™: Jefferson reads
the Poems of Ossian’ (Ossian Revisited, 94-108); Susan Manning, ‘Why does it Matter that Ossian
was Thomas Jefferson’s favourite poet?’, Symbiosis: A Journal of Anglo-American Literary Relations,
vol. 1, no.2 (October, 1997), 219-36.

*2 See Rudolph Tombo, Ossian in Germany (New York, 1901); Paul Van Teigheim’s Ossian
en France, 2 vols, (Paris, 1917); Martin Prochazka’s ‘Ossian Revived: Macpherson’s “Ossian
Poecms” and Historical Aspects of Czech Romantic Culture’, Ceska Literatura, vol. 41 no.1 (1993),
25-47 and Annie Jourdan’s ‘The Image of Gaul during the French Revolution: Between Charlemagne
and Ossian’ (Brown (ed.):1996, 183-206). The “Ossian Issue” of The Scottish Literary News (vol. 3,
no. 3 (November, 1973)) offered a number of national studies, most interestingly (in opening a door on
a critical tradition unknown in the West) Paul Dukes’ ‘Ossian and Russia’.

* For example, a back translation of the Abbé Cesarotti’s Historical and Critical Dissertation
(1806); Arnold Chapman, ‘Heredia’s Ossian Translation’ Hispanic Review 23 (1955), 231-6; H.
Sasse, “Michel Denis as a Translator of Ossian’, Modern Language Review 60 (1965).

* See his “Herder, Ossian and the Celtic” in Brown (ed.): 1996, pp. 257-71; ““Ossian at
Home and Abroad’ Strathclyde Modern Language Studies, vol. 8 (1988), 5-27; ‘German Ossianism:
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sinister forces may at times be at work within national literary histories anxious to

distance themselves from what they see as the youthful indulgences of their leading
figures (in Germany the precedent for this was set by Goethe himself).

All these efforts have a significant value in revising the literary history of the last
two hundred years, and could be taken further. For example, the ways that Ossian was
mediated to its later audiences needs exploring. Yet in its concern with literary
archaeology, unearthing otherwise hidden links in the face of a historiography which is
(or is perceived as being) sceptical about such claims, this tradition tends only to
analyse the nature of the influence as an afterthought. This leads to explanations not
grounded in firm and complete (or in some cases credible) readings of Ossian or,
particularly given the piecemeal nature of the studies of the issue, to contradictions and
inconsistencies that a totalising study would do well to address. The question of
Ossian’s radicalism, for example, needs to account both for Hook’s suggestion that the
cultured and passive nationalism of Ossian explains its appeal to the founders of the
United States, a country born of revolution but rejecting radicalism, and the
assumptions about a more active radicalism underlying Dukes’ analysis of the reception
of the poems in Russia and Punter’s discussions of Macpherson and Blake. We must,
of course, be mindful of Hook’s warning in another context that ‘a society and a culture
take from a work of art what they want to take, find in it what they want to find’ (Hook
(1984), p. 39) and of the dangers of second guessing the tastes of figures from the past.
That said, the suspicion remains that such methodological niceties are not the real
stumbling block here. In short, as well as going to illuminate an area of literary
historiography which has remained hidden for too long, literary responses to OUssian
can and should be used to explore qualities of Ossian itself rather than, as all too often

hitherto, as an excuse not to read the poems at all.

A Reappraisal?’, German Life and Letters, 42 (1989), 32941, and ‘“The Joy of Grief’: Moritz and
Ossian’, Colloquia Germanica, 28 (1995), 101-125. His ‘Ossian in Europe’, in The Canadian Review
of Comparative Literature, 21, no. 4 (December 1994), 643-78, offers an overview and contains a full
bibliography of studies on Ossian’s impact across the world.
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IV.

Towards the end of his study of the Moderate Clergy of the Scottish Enlightenment,
Richard Sher quotes Walter Scott’s experience of the dotage of the literati: ‘the
subjects of their conversation’, wrote Scott, ‘might be compared to that held by ghosts
who, sitting on their midnight tombs, talk over the deeds they have done and
witnessed.” Sher himself notes that towards the end of his life Adam Ferguson wrote
at least two philosophical essays which took the form of dialogues between himself and
‘friends long since departed’, and Ferguson’s own nineteenth-century biographer
commented that his subject ‘was eminently distinguished by a vigour and a simplicity of
character which well entitle him, as the last survivor of a galaxy of great
contemporaries, to be designated Ultimus Romanorum.”*® Sher also records that in
1797 Alexander Carlyle dreamt, “Berrathon” like, that he had died and was met at the
gates of Elysium by the shades of departed friends, including, inter alia, James
Macpherson (1985, p. 323). Carlyle found his dream something of a joke, and we
should not miss the tone of gentle facetiousness of Scott’s description of the elder
statesmen of the Republic of Letters. Nevertheless these images of the twilight of the
Scottish Enlightenment pay tribute to the impact of the Ossianic imagination on the
culture that gave it birth. It is perhaps fitting then, that much recent criticism has
focused on the relation between Macpherson and such figures.

If Mackenzie’s Report was a fudge, as has been suggested, then its main (and
most insidious) effect is not in providing an alibi for Macpherson (although it may
superficially do so) but rather in heaping the blame upon him solely. The Report is
made up of the testimonies of various parties which relate and interpret the actions of
themselves and others at a distance of some 35 years, and in some ways it almost
represents a summation, a taking-stock, of the heyday of the great age of the Edinburgh

Enlightenment. It is thus a complex document — psychologically and otherwise — and

needs to be handled with care. While it would be an exaggeration to see the Report as

> Prose Works, vol. 19, p. 321, quoted in Richard Sher, Church and University in the
Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh, 19835), p. 322.

*® John Small, A Biographical Sketch of Adam Ferguson LL.D, F.R.S.E. (Edinburgh, 1864),
p. 67.
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some sort of literary Warren Report, it is riddled with the a series of hidden agendas

and vested interests which place Macpherson’s actions at one remove from the
Lowland literati. While the Report has not enjoyed the influence that Laing’s edition
published the same year has had, it is nevertheless an important resource for those
examining the Ossian affair. As such it needs to be noted that, in its resolute track-
covering, the Report implies that Macpherson was a literary criminal genius more or
less single-handedly responsible for the duping of the great and the good of the
Edinburgh Enlightenment.’

The example of Hugh Blair 1s informative, and worth exploring since later
chapters will make much of his involvement in the Ossianic project. Blair’s testimony
to the Highland Society Committee makes no reference to any sort of collaboration
beyond the statement (confirming what was common knowledge) that ‘I [...] wrote the
Preface which is prefixed to [the Fragments], in consequence of the conversations I had
held with Mr. Macpherson’ (Report, app. 4, p. 58), and he goes to some (gratuitous?)
lengths to mention that Macpherson was not very apt [...] to listen to advice’ (p. 61).
The only hint that Blair’s role may, in Gaskill’s words, ‘have gone appreciably beyond
that of midwife’ (1988, p. 13) comes in Blair’s report of a conversation with
Macpherson before the latter’s trip to the Highlands to look for Fingal. During this
conversation Macpherson seemed for the first time hopeful of success and Blair
comments that ‘hitherto [Macpherson] had imagined they [the hopes of finding an epic]
were merely romantic ideas which I held out to him’® (p. 59, my emphasis).>

In contrast to these generally retiring comments, scholars subsequently
examining the relationship between Blair and Macpherson have only emphasised the
part Blair played in the production of Ossian. Saunders suggests that Blair helped in

‘arranging the poems and in polishing the English version’, and it seems certain that he

* The Report does however lend credence to the “Highland Mafia” theory which suggests
that Macpherson benefited from the assistance of numerous personages in Gaelic society. Again,
while some of this appcars to be a matter of historical record the relative emphasis placed upon it, and
the motives behind it, are not issues upon which the unwary should tread with confidence.

** The role of English antiquarians in the production of Ossian is shrouded in obscurity.
While never as enthusiastic as Blair, the likes of Walpole and Gray were keen to offer advice and help:
as late as the final draft of Fingal (which he saw pre-press), Walpole was suggesting alterations to the
lay out and organisation of the text (deGategno (1989), p. 32). See also Margaret M. Smith,
‘Prepublication Circulation of Literary Texts: The Case of James Macpherson’s Ossianic Verses’, The
Yale University Library Gazette, vol.64 nos 3-4 (April 1990), 132-157.
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helped Macpherson gather the classical quotations and parallels that adom the Fingal

volume (1895, p. 149, p. 305).* Smart goes so far as to suggest that Blair’s ‘very
voice and accent may be detected in Macpherson's commentary’ (1911, p. 86). Blair’s
intimacy with the project is symbolised (indeed explained) by the fact that Macpherson
worked on Fingal literally under Blair’s nose, living in rooms below Blair’s on
Blackfriars Wynd in Edinburgh’s Old Town. Beyond this fact we are admuttedly in the
realm of speculation as to Blair’s precise input. However, in the absence of firm
evidence, the extraordinary speed with which Fingal was produced (a 19 thousand
word epic, numerous other poems, a scholarly dissertation and copious extended
footnotes in under four months) lends credence to this line (although it should be noted
that Macpherson’s output was generally prodigious — he produced his prose translation
of the Iliad in less than twelve weeks).” The Temora volume, it is worth noting, is
considerably lighter in the classical parallel department. The usual explanation for this
is Macpherson’s desire to make Ossian more credible: that while he understood that
part of the appeal of Fingal lay in the comforting familiarity within the novelty he was
also aware that this familiarity also brought with it suspicions of forgery. While this
may well be the case, it is perhaps also worth observing that Temora was composed in
London, away from the influence — and editorial assistance — of Blair.

While reading between the lines enabled Saunders and Smart to suggest the
input of Blair, it was not until the early 1980s that Richard Sher convincingly refuted
the popular image of Macpherson as literary fraudster, emerging from the Highlands
with the Poems of Ossian tucked under his arm.* While current scholarship is virtually
unanimous in offering an almost collaborative model for the genesis of Ossian, it should
be noted that there is still the odd dissenting voice, even if it seems likely that this

‘dissent comes more from overlooking certain of the salient facts than a convincing

3 Cf. Thomson: ‘we are left with a strong impression that there had been a close and
purposeful collaboration between the Professor of Rhetoric and the young classicist who had produced
[Ossian]’ (1987, p. 259).

* The figures come from deGategno (1989, p. 32, p. 140).

4! Sher (1985), and his article ““Those Scotch Impostors and their Cabal”: Ossian and the
Scottish Enlightenment’ in Men and Nature: The Proceedings of the Canadian Society for Eighteenth-
Century Studies, vol. 1 (Ontario, 1982), 55-65.
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alternative view.*> What makes Sher’s work so important is its suggestion of reasons

why nearly every major figure in late eighteenth-century Edinburgh society offered
financial help, letters of introduction, publicity campaigns, and intellectual succour to
and for Macpherson. Accordingly, various scholars have argued that Ossian offered
reinforcement for many of the intellectual and cultural battles waged by the literati,
from the production of an indigenous Scottish national literary treasure which could be
appreciated by the standards of the time; to proof of the validity of the historicist or
primitivist view of poetic development (see section V for more on this); to a way of
coming to terms with and assimilating the Highlands within modermn Scotland; to a
pseudo-nationalist document designed to bolster the clamour for a Scots Militia (and
the models of citizen virtue which underpin the militia campaign) without stirring up
patriotic feelings of a separatist nature.*

While all of these interpretations have something to recommend them, two
qualifications must be entered. Firstly, there is the suspicion that some of these
accounts, particularly those relating Ossian to the relationship between the Lowlands
and the Gaeltachd, read the extraordinary reception of the poems back into their
inception. At times one gets the feeling that Blair would be a little surprised to read
about some of ‘his’ motivations for championing Ossian. Similarly, Ossian’s influence,
and the nature of that influence, was in part dependant on factors beyond the ken of
Blair and Macpherson: it is hard to believe that the literati could have envisaged the

explosion in the tourist activities of the middling classes which took place in the last

*2 A recent example is offered by Peter Murphy in his Poetry as an Occupation and an Art in
Britain 1760-1830, Cambridge Studies in Romanticism, 3 (Cambridge, 1993). Murphy is not wholly
unsympathetic towards Macpherson and has things of value to say. All the more frustrating that he
1ignores so much recent work in the field.

¥ See, for example, Gaskill, ‘Ossian at Home and Abroad’ (1988); and David Raynor (on
Macpherson and Hume), Steve Rizza (on Macpherson and Blair), John Dwyer and John Price in
Gaskill (ed.): 1991; Leah Leneman, ‘Ossian and the Enlightenment’, Scofia, vol. 11 (1987), 13-29.
Also chapters by Stafford and Luke Gibbons in Brown (ed.): 1996; Malcolm Chapman, The Celts: The
Construction of a Myth (Basingstoke, 1992), pp. 122 and 128 and The Gaelic Vision in Scottish
Culture (London, 1978); Peter Womack, Improvement and Romance: Constructing the Myth of the
Highlands (London, 1992); Robert Crawford, Devolving English Literature (Oxford, 1992); Leith
Davis’s illuminatingly wrong-headed “Origins of the Specious™: James Macpherson and the Forging
of the British Empire’, Eighteenth Century Theory and Interpretation, 34 no. 2 (1993), 132-50; and,
by implication at least, Clare O’Halloran, ‘Irish Recreations of the Gaelic Past: the Challenge of
Macpherson’s Ossian’, Past and Present, vol. 124 (1989), 69-95. Less original but perhaps useful for
an overview is Robert Clyde’s From Rebel to Hero: The Image of the Highlander 1745-1830 (East

Linton, 1995).
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third of the eighteenth century, a phenomenon upon which, at least to some extent, the

contributions of, for example, Leneman and Womack rightly rely. There is in short
something of muddle between Ossian’s place within a wider picture as viewed from our
perspective and what Ossian meant to those on the ground at the time, a suspicion that
late-twentieth-century deconstructions of Macpherson's behaviour have been insinuated
as his consctous motivations. The second reservation is the more serious: that while
many of these explanations are in essence sound, they tend towards a reductive view of
Ossian, and one which mask tensions between Ossian and the ongoing agendas the
poems are claimed to serve; tensions within Ossian in carrying out those agendas, and
tensions between the agendas themselves. Ultimately this means that the disturbing and
subversive notes which do make themselves felt in the poems are silenced.

An example of this 1s offered by Nicholas Phillipson’s observations about the
relationship of Ossian to the Scottish Enlightenment’s on-going concerns.** For
Phillipson Ussian offers newly provincialised Scots a model of stoic virtue ‘in the face
of the inexorable forces of historical change’ and a way to practice that virtue ‘by
celebrating the triumphs of its heroes in tearful, sentimental songs’ (p. 34). This may
well be a naive reading of the emotional valency of Jacobite song culture, but that is not
my point here, rather I am interested in the tension which emerges later in his argument.
Phillipson goes on to discuss the Enlightenment’s efforts to instate ‘economic
engineering and cultural improvement’ as the new virtue, valued not merely for its
results, but for the ‘moral independence’ it symbolised. Thus such projects represented
a field of activity into which the active citizenship of pre-commercial and pre-Union
society could be transferred. Without such activity, Scotland would lose that ‘moral
independence’, leaving it nothing to do but ‘respond to its fallen fortunes with
sentimental acts of Ossianic resignation’ (p. 35). Ossian is then the solution to the
problem and the problem to be resisted. The point is not so much the contradiction,
which reveals Ossian to be a peculiarly unstable paradigm, but that 1t 1s unremarked
upon because Phillipson’s purpose in writing the article 1s, quite legitimately, not

Macpherson. To return to the point I made in the introduction, what is required here 1s

* See his ‘The Scottish Enlightenment’ in The Enlightenment in National Context, e¢d. by R.
Porter and M. Teich, (Cambridge, 1981), pp. 1940. It is testament to the importance Phillipson
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a literary approach which can build on the wider historical insights generated by the

likes of Phillipson and tussle with their contradictions in terms of Macpherson.

Sher’s ground-breaking, long overdue and in many ways inarguable conclusion
that ‘Osstan {sic] was a group effort’ and that ‘Macpherson was as much the victim as
the victimiser of the Edinburgh literary community’ (1982, p. 60) has also led to a
situation where too close an identification now exists between Macpherson and his
Lowland contemporaries. This is most noticeable when consideration turns to the
question of Macpherson's politics, and his attitude to Jacobitism and the Gaeltachd.
Histonically, Macpherson has been viewed as a hard-line crypto-Jacobite, and this is
more or less the position taken by Saunders and (to the extent that he concerns himself
in such things) Smart. ©* Nevertheless, over the last ten years profitable efforts to tie
Macpherson to the Enlightenment programme of Improvement, and, for example, post-
colonialist inspired readings of the discourse of the Sublime or primitivism (see
Womack [1992] and Stafford [Brown (ed) 1996] for examples) have had the effect of
distancing Macpherson from his traditionally subversive role, seeing Ossian in terms of
a mythology of assent. The crypto-Jacobite has become the sentimental Jacobite,
whose engagements with its rhetoric and discourse is motivated by a desire to confirm
its passing as a living culture. The problem is though, that there is something
subversive in Ossian, something recognised by the contradictory edge given to Howard
Weinbrot’s comments on the subject, and vividly exemplified in Steven Clark’s
unexamined contention that Ossian is a ‘founding myth of an independent [Scottish]
national culture’ whose author also produced “a series of historical works supporting
the Hanoverian dynasty’ (Clark (ed.); 1994, p. 76).%

The best efforts in the field have managed to capture some of this complexity.
For example, Murray Pittock has analysed ways in which Ossian is indebted to the
discourse and rhetoric of Jacobitism by suggesting the mobilisation of Jacobitism within

a ‘valedictory school of patriotism’ which memorialises a culture and admits its

ascribes to Macpherson that he makes him such a central figure in this broad-ranging introduction to
the field.

* For the impact of Macpherson’s witnessing various emotive episodes in the 45 see
Saunders, pp. 37-9.

* See Howard Weinbrot, Britannia’s Issue: The Rise of British Literature from Dryden to
Ossian (Cambridge, 1993), p. 554-6.
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defeat.” But while Pittock stresses that Ossian’s marginalising tendencies render

Jacobite history into ‘anodyne heritage’ within ‘the historyless zone of primary epic’ he
also finds room for the belief that the poems also touch ‘a raw cultural nerve’: ‘to the
extent that [Ossian] was animated by a real expression not just of nostalgia but also of
regret, Macpherson's epic offered a disturbing hint of injustice lingering amid its
sentimental treatment of grief and loss’.* Notably Pittock arrives at this balanced
insight via responding to the text, not just finding what he expects there. Colin Kidd
offers another valuable take on the issue, locating Macpherson within the more
widespread failure of eighteenth-century Scottish historiography to meet the challenges
of Thomas Innes’ debunking of the king lists, and the challenge of stadial conceptions
of progress in a way which would have allowed the construction of a genuinely British
as opposed to Anglo-British identity. Macpherson emerges as a proponent of ‘Celtic
Whiggism’, a system which attempted — and failed — to appropriate Whig values for a
Celtic past in order to counteract charges of savagery.” This is a valuable insight into
Macpherson's cultural locale and offers a way of understanding how a failed attempt at
appropriating certain terms and ideas can come to look like connivance and conspiracy
in their continuing deployment on behalf of the status quo. This is an important notion
within the chapters which follow.

A great part of the following chapters will either explicitly or obliquely come to
a position on Ossian’s relationship to the Scottish Enlightenment and the related issues
introduced here. I will engage with existing scholarship more fully as appropriate.
Within the current context it is only pertinent to note that this aspect of the Ussian
inquiry is a classic example of the strengths, weaknesses and frustrations associated
with the field as a whole. Too frequently Macpherson becomes a stopping point on a
journey elsewhere, an example of this or that which, while more historically informed

than in previous generations is no more informed by, or concerned with addressing, the

¥ See in general Murray G.H. Pittock, The Invention of Scotland The Stuart Myth and
Scottish Identity, 1638 to the Present (London, 1991) and Poetry and Jacobite Politics in Eighteenth-
Century Britain and Ireland (Cambridge, 1994).

8 Murray G.H. Pittock, The Myth of the Jacobite Clans (Edinburgh, 1995), pp. 37-9. See
also his Inventing and Resisting Britain: Cultural Identities in Britain and Ireland 1685—1789
(London, 1997), pp. 155-37.

* Colin Kidd, Subverting Scotland’s Past: Scottish Whig Historians and the Creation of an
Anglo-British Identity, 1689—c. 1830 (Cambridge, 1993).
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text than before. John Dwyer’s observation that exploring Enlightenment contexts may

actually provide an excuse for not exploring the text (1991, p. 183) needs to be heeded
if the true nature of Macpherson's intellectual and cultural relationships with his

contemporaries within the national context is to be fully understood.

V.

A consideration of the generic status of Ossian is the closest commentators usually get
to the text of the poems. However, these efforts, from the early debates about whether
the poems justified the primary epic status claimed for them by Macpherson and Blair,
or whether they represented a medieval poetic tradition more akin to the romance, have
been concerned primarily with questions of value and authenticity.’® Subsequent
scholarship, rather than using this debate as a starting point for fresh analysis of genre
and Ossian, has tended to expend its energies on discussing the debate rather than its

subject matter.!

Selective reference to this body of scholarship gives important access to the
theoretical framework within which Macpherson was operating. The strengths and
weaknesses of this work are amply demonstrated by Donald Foerster: while his work
has not aged well (he misses quite spectacularly the distinction between Savage and
Barbarian within eighteenth-century thought emphasised by Mary Margaret Rubel some

time later), it still offers some stimulating insights. His ‘Scottish Primitivism and the

** This debate was carried on primarily in the pages of the Monthly Review and the Critical
Review, and by Blair’s “Dissertation”. See Stewart (1971). Stewart points out that this was a dcbate
in the proper sense of the word, and that these writings respond as much to each other as Fingal (p.
40). Critics who quote out of context are likely, then, to misrepresent the situation.

*! See Lois Whitney’s ‘English Primitivistic Theories of Epic Origins’, Modern Philology, 21,
no.4 (1924), 351-83; H.T.Swedenburg’s The Theory of the Epic in England, 1650~1800 (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, 1944; repr. New York, 1971); Donald Foerster’s, Homer in English Criticism (New
Haven, 1947), ‘Mid-Eighteenth Century Scotch Criticism of Homer’, Studies in Philology 40 (1943),
425-46 and “Scottish Primitivism and the Historical Approach’, Philological Quarterly, 29(1950),
307-23. More recently, S.Cristea’s ‘Ossian versus Homer: An Eighteenth-Century Controversy”
Italian Studies, 24 (1969);, Mary Margaret Rubel’s Savage and Barbarian: Historical Attitudes in the
Criticism of Homer and Ossian in Britain, 1760-1800 (Amsterdam, 1978); Kirsti Simonsuuri’s
Homer’s Original Genius, Eighteenth-Century Notions of the Early Greek Epic, 1688-1798
(Cambndge, 1979); and (a large part of) Howard Weinbrot’s Britannia’s Issue: The Rise of British
Literature from Dryden to Ossian (Cambridge, 1993).
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Historical Approach’ misrepresents the general response of the Scottish Enlightenment

to Ossian but nevertheless highlights that so-called Primitivism and Neo-Classicism
were not mutually exclusive and that aesthetic judgements were still vitally accessed by
the likes of Blair through recognisably Neo-Classical traits.”* The ‘historicist’ might
have brought different standards to bear, but they were standards nonetheless: an
obvious point if we only consult what Macpherson himself has to say about the epic
form. Mainstream scholars have developed this with reference to the text of Ossian
and although they often go no further than offering mitigation for Macpherson’s
approach, they occasionally make more valuable remarks about the effect such
expectations have on Ossian.”>

This cnitical framework allows us to appreciate that the preference for Ossian
over Homer expressed in works such as Robert Wood’s Essay Upon the Original
Genius and Writings of Homer (1767 — 1775), was not merely blinkered cultural
nationalism, but reflected a change in the way that epic poetry was conceived.”
Highlighting the “primitivist / historicist’ heritage of Ossian (which can conveniently be
seen as oniginating in Thomas Blackwell’s Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer
(1735)) contextualises both the enthusiasm for Ossian and the antipathy of those

sections of the literary world who stood in opposition to the new critical values and
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who, no doubt correctly, identified an Achilles Heel in James Macpherson.” Lest we

underestimate the size of the stakes in what might otherwise be seen as a literary spat,
Rubel yokes aesthetic and sociological theory to highlight how Ossian relates to both
epic theory and the stadial theory of social development, suggesting that Macpherson’s

>? He is wrong to suggest that Lord Kames, for example, was anything but a staunch defender
of Ossian. See Arthur McGuinness, ‘Lord Kames on the Ossian Poems: Anthropology and Criticism’,
Texas Studies in Literature and Language 10 (1968), 68-76.

>3 For the distillation of ‘the bright wine of Celtic fantasy into the bottles of Blair’ (Smart, p.
102) sce: Saunders, p. 188, Thomson (1987), Womack (1989), p. 108; Stafford (1988), p. 125, Sher
(1982), p. 59.

** Whitney, p. 337. See also John Valdimir Price, ‘Ossian and the Canon in the Scottish
Enlightenment’ (Gaskill (ed): 1991, pp. 109-28) for Ossian as ‘a concerted, if unusual attempt to
expand the literary canon’ (p. 109).

>> Blackwell set, if not delivered, various classes attended by Macpherson when he was at
Abcrdeen (Whitney, p. 340; Stafford (1988), p. 28). For the tradition of Blackwell, Blair, Macpherson,
Wood (and Wolf) see Kristine Louise Haugen, “Ossian and the Invention of Textual History’, Journal
of the History of Ideas, vol. 59, no.2 (1998), 309-27.
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work could be seen as a nexus for (at least) two related Scottish Enlightenment

discourses.™

Valuable as much of this work is in contextualising Macpherson’s endeavours
and the storm with which they were received it is yet to address the question of the
generic reading of Ossian. Josef Bysveen has made something of a contribution in this
direction, although his workmanlike links between epic theory and the poems
themselves tend to simplify matters and offer a reading of Fingal which is a little on the
naive side.’’ Furthermore, much of the more imaginative work on the implications of
Macpherson’s aesthetic baggage involves an implied sense of finding something of
unintended value or curiosity in Ossian, of felicitous incompetence. As such the
underlying assumption that the poems are, on their own terms, of little value tends to be
left unquestioned. That said, a number of critics, with a degree of sensitivity, have read
Ossian as legitimate ‘memoir-epic’ (although not all of them use this expression).”®

Very little work has been done on the relationship between the nature,
atmosphere and meaning of Ossian and that of other epic poetry.” Indeed any survey
of Ussian’s wider generic context tells a tale of suggestive leads in Ossian criticism and
elsewhere not followed through. For example, modern criticism has tended to ignore
the romance side of the initial Ossian controversy, and the anonymous pamphlet Fingal
King of Morven, A Knight Errant (London, 1764) stands as the only detailed study of
Ossian “as” medieval romance. In general scholars have been too quick to adopt

Blair’s dim view of romance and have casually dismissed the importance of this generic

angle.” Indeed, the current state of scholarship on both the romance and on forms

*® Rubel (1978), passim. See also Stafford (Brown (ed):1996).

> Bysveen, Epic Tradition and Innovation in James Macpherson's Fingal (Uppsala, 1982).

°> Adam Potkay, The Fate of Eloquence in the Age of Hume (Ithaca, 1994); Womack (1989);
Ian Haywood, The Making of History: A Study of the Literary Forgeries of James Macpherson and
Thomas Chatterton in Relation to Eighteenth-Century Ideas of History and Fiction (Cranbury New
Jersey, 1988); Frederic Bogel, Literature and Insubstantiality in Later Eighteenth Century England
(Princeton, 1984).

* But see deGategno (1989), p. 39 for some brief comments.

® See Lorna Kahn, ‘James Macpherson’s “Ossian”: Genesis and Response’ (Unpublished
Ph.D. thesis, City University of New York, 1989), p. 233; and John Dwyer, ‘The Melancholy Savage:
Text and Context in the Poems of Ossian’ (Gaskill (ed): 1991, pp. 164-99, p. 195).
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such as the Gothic constitutes a resource of significant value in understanding the

nature of Ossian and its place — justified within its own terms — within literary history.*’
In short, Ossian is a text with multiple generic referents, a fact of the greatest
significance more frequently 1gnored than observed. Honourable exceptions to this are
offered by Ken Simpson, and David Hall Radcliffe.®* A tradition originating with Smart
notices the generic strains within the work without ever getting to grips with them,
embodied at its most extreme in Lorna Kahn’s retreat into seeing Ossian as a Nirvana
of Reader-response theory. While Ossian 1s as amenable to interpretation in such terms
as the next work of literature, Kahn’s particular justification for this approach smacks
less of a positive intellectual manoeuvre than a throwing up of the arms in despair in the
face of the difficulty of it all.>> No work has been carried out on the way Macpherson’s
footnotes stress a multi-generic reading practice encompassing narrative, lyric and
dramatic verse, and the ‘dramatic’ reading is yet to be carried out.** Scholarship needs
to come to terms with such aspects and the need to unpack and expand John Price’s
‘new literary form — one that conflated the epic, lyric, sublime, and dramatic’ in such a
way as to garner a positive reading strategy and unsettle Price’s cosily blasé conclusion
that he 1s “only too happy to admit’ that he gets “no real literary pleasure from reading
the works’(1991, p.125, p.126). Equally such a project is about more than merely
finding a secure generic context for Ossian since unsettling the monolithic epic view of
Ossian also involves unsettling, or at least adjusting, our ideas about Ossian’s cultural

signification:

°l See for example; Peter de Voogd, ‘Sentimental Horrors: Feeling in the Gothic Novel’ and
Chris Baldick, “The End of the Line; The Family Curse in Shorter Gothic Fiction® both in Tinkler-
Villani (ed): 1995, pp. 75-88 and pp. 147-57. For hints towards how this might relate to Ossian see
Potkay (1994), and Stafford, The Last of the Race; The Growth of a Myth from Milton to Darwin
(Oxford, 1994).

%2 Simpson, The Protean Scot: The Crisis of Identity in Eighteenth Century Scottish
Literature (Aberdecn, 1988); Radcliffe, ‘Ossian and the Genres of Culture’, Studies in Romanticism,
vol.31 no.2 (1992), 213-32.

%3 Kahn (1989). Peter Murphy has recently alluded to the ‘generic enigmas’ of Ossian, but
sees this merely as a symptom of Macpherson’s ‘brilliant but utterly unpoetic’ genius: ‘his contempt
for form is a contempt for real literary beauty, and the divine emptiness of Ossian’s poems is the
result’ (1993, p. 47-8).

°4 Haywood (1988) makes a start. In this context it is interesting to note that the Germans,
French and Italians, enthusiastic admirers of Ossian in a way never matched by British readers, read
their Ossian in texts that distinguished, metrically and otherwise, narrative from lyric sections of the
text. (I am grateful to Dr. Howard Gaskall for this information).
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Mikael Bakhtin [in The Dialogic Imagination)] has characterised the world of epic as
‘an utterly fimished thing’ which is ‘impossible to change, to rethink, to re-evaluate’.

For Bakhtin, the epic 1s ‘beyond the realm of human activity’, and as such remote from
the contemporary world with its jostle of competing literary forms.

(Stafford, Brown (ed.): 1996, p. 85)

This is the theoretical insight behind many of the readings which see Ossian as
culturally stultifying, replacing a living tradition with a fixed and dead one. There is
much in this perspective, but one way this thesis measures the undercurrents of cultural
resistance present in Ossian is by registering the disruption of the epic monolith by
more unruly, questioning and subversive modes.

This discussion of generic issues has omitted that body of scholarship devoted
to Ossian as Sentimental text on the grounds that it will be discussed below. Needless
to say, Northrop Frye’s approach — a fundamentally textual one — in the article which
declared open season on this issue has not been followed up by his successors in their
race to explore the intellectual framework of Sensibility around Ossian.” For Jerome
MacGann this is of a piece with the general tendency of the “cultural studies’ which are
largely responsible for re-examination of the poetry of Sensibility ‘to evade the question
of the aesthetic character and value of the obscured texts’.®® Whatever, chapters two
and three below both attempt to come to terms with the question of Ossian’s formal
category, and taken together suggest that the Sentimental Epic can perhaps more
usefully be described, in modal terms, as an eighteenth-century romance. In this way I

hope to marry an understanding of the cultural context of Sensibility with a lively

appreciation of the ‘reality’ of the Ossianic expenence.

VL

When an American academic, in response to Ossian’s prominence in Weinbrot’s book,
wondered electronically ‘who is reading Ossian’, he received a number of enthusiastic
replies. Yet what emerges from a consideration of literary cntical herntage of the

poems is the strong sense that few are reading Ossian with their eyes open. In a way

% Frye, “Towards Defining an Age of Sensibility’, English Literary History, vol. 23 (1956),
144-53.

% Jerome MacGann, The Poetics of Sensibility: A Revolution in Literary Style (Oxford,
1996), p. 5.
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perhaps symptomatic of a tradition that has relied on the kindness of disciplinary

strangers and that has been dominated by considerations of authenticity and influence,
the critical henitage of Ossian has, in general, been one of begged questions and easy
answers. The time 1s ripe for the work by scholars in various fields and with various
interests to be built upon by sustained and contextualised readings of Macpherson’s
texts from a number of related angles, exploring and interrogating the current
consensus, and coming to a more subtly articulated position on the issues which cohere

around Ossian.
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CHAPTER TWO.

Ossian and the Epic of Sentiment

L

The Received and Polite Forms.

One of the few things about which cnitics agree concerning 7he Poems of Ossian 1s that
they represent an attempt to present the world with the remains of an epic poet. The
success of the attempt is, of course, a matter of some dispute: Thomas Gray was
perhaps the first to have offered qualifications and disagreements in a tradition which
stretches to the present study. Nevertheless, that the attempt was made remains
undisputed, and it is necessary to come to some understanding as to why. Macpherson
marks Ossian’s epic pretensions unambiguously: he subtitled Fingal “An Ancient Epic
Poem,” and was bolder in his first footnote to 7emora. Commenting that ‘the title of
Epic was imposed on the poem by myself” he goes on to claim that Temora is ‘natural’

epic, unencumbered by the drier aspects of classical aesthetic theory:

Tho’ this poem of Ossian has not perhaps all the minutiae, which Anstotle, from

Homer, lays down as necessary to the conduct of an epic poem, yet, it is presumed, 1t
has all the grand essentials of the epopoea. Unity of time, place, and action is preserved

throughout.'

The Fingal edition had anticipated the appearance of Temora as a complete eight book
epic by including the first book of the poem and a lengthy note to the effect that this
represented merely the opening of ‘one of the greatest of Ossian’s compositions’ (p.
456, n.1). And this was not all, as Ossian’s first appearance suggested fragmentary
traces of other larger narratives: “The Death of Cuchullin” implied another epic relating
to Temora (and probably encompassing poems such as “Dar-thula”) awaiting to be

discovered and.pieced together. Hints about a fourth long poem on the subject of
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Oscar’s youth were provided in “The War of Inis-thona, where Macpherson tantalised

(or threatened, depending on your point of view) the reader with the suggestion that
this poem represented only the opening of an epic and that ‘there are some now living,
who, in their youth, have heard the whole repeated’ (p. 439, n.1). Macpherson’s
motives for creating this sense of expectation were both entrepreneurial and aesthetic:
he was preparing the ground for future discoveries while also creating a patina of
desolation and melancholy around the remains of a once thriving tradition.® That these
further poems never materialised is perhaps significant, although not of particular
relevance to the study in hand.

Neither do we need to go far to find reasons for Macpherson’s adoption of the
epic genre. We might almost say that there was no choice to be made, despite the
changes in sensibility and taste which, as we shall see below, were increasingly
problematising the epic. In the first instance Macpherson had grown up in a culture
which routinely considered its poetic tradition to be an epic one.” D.S.Thomson has
repeatedly made the point that The Book of the Dean of Lismore, one of Macpherson's
major sources (and one whose Gaelic is notoriously difficult, making 1t unlikely that
Macpherson understood it all), looks, at least superficially, like a fragmented epic poem
(and one which ascribes many of its compositions, incidentally, to Oisean). If Thomson
is adamant that even if Macpherson thought he had an epic ‘it is unlikely that he held
such a belief for long’, the idea that the Dean’s book is somehow older than it appears,
and may convey ancient epic material albeit in a later form continues into more critically

“responsible” times.* Neil Ross, an editor with no time for Macpherson's impositions,

James Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian and Related Works, ed. Howard Gaskill
(Edinburgh, 1996; from the 3rd ed. of 1765), p.479. All further references will give a page number to
this edition.

* For Macpherson as self-publicist sce Laing (quoted in Gaskill edition, p.439 n.1). But note
that Macpherson says quite definitively that the epic that “The War of Inis-thona” represents ‘is lost’
and, suggesting that Macpherson shuts the door on the possibility of it being found more
unambiguously than he might have done had advanced billing been his sole aim. See below for the
‘patina of desolation’.

* Burt’s Letters (1730), speak of ‘educated Highlanders who knew and admired [Gaelic]
poetry and believed it to be of an epic cast’ (Thomas Bailey Saunders, The Life and Letters of James
Macpherson (London, 1894), p. 59). cf. Howard Gaskill’s assertion that Medieval Gaelic ballads ‘do
[...] in the main represent examples of sophisticated literature which has gone demotic. Macpherson
knew this’ (‘Ossian at Home and Abroad’, Strathclyde Modern Language Studies, 8 (1988), 5-27

(p.18)).
* D.S.Thomson, The Gaelic Sources of Macpherson's Ossian (Aberdeen, 1952), p. 83.
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nevertheless talks in Macphersonian terms of the ballads of the collection revealing ‘the

spontaneous working of the Gaelic mind before it was affected by any external
influence’:

apart from the language they bear no trace of [the fifteenth century]. The men who put
them in metrical form were able to separate themselves from their surroundings and to
retain the spirit of the ancient saga. The heroic ballads are unique in presenting us with
customs more primitive than those of the Middle Ages.’

If the Dean’s Book held out the promise of ‘fools’ gold” to Macpherson, modern
scholarship has proved no less susceptible to the same promise, even if it expresses it in
more restrained (but no less illogical) ways.

Whatever, Macpherson was not only culturally attuned, ‘from the cradle’ as it
were, to feel that his scraps of ballads represented epic in the raw. His university
education, at first King’s and then Marischal College Aberdeen would have encouraged
Macpherson to think formally about the poetry and culture of the Gaeltachd in these
terms. There 1s a double focus, or time scale to be noted here, firstly concerning
Macpherson's theoretical understanding of his sources and secondly of his own poetic
temperament, his own qualifications, as it were, to act as mid-wife for Ossian. He
would have learnt, for example, that poetry was inextricably tied to the state of society
and man, and that epic poetry was the product of vibrant, warring and primitive
peoples, of times of ‘disorders and public ruin’ either before the establishment of civil
society or during times of civil war ‘which, with all the misery that attends it, is a fitter
subject for an Epic poem, than the most glorious campaign that ever was made in

Flanders.*®

While we should be aware that the representation of the Gaeltachd as
primitive bandit country in Macpherson's lifetime has more to do with ignorance and
Government propaganda than historical reality (the last clan battle was fought in 1688,
for example), nevertheless the medieval heroic ballads Macpherson collected do bear

the hallmarks of composition in a climate of clan warfare and volatile, blood-feud

> Neil Ross (ed.), Heroic Poetry from the Book of the Dean of Lismore (Edinburgh, 1939), p.
XXVil.

® Thomas Blackwell Jnr, An Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer (London, 1735), p.
65, p. 27. Blackwell would not have taught Macpherson face-to-face since Greck was a first year
course at Marischal and Macpherson did not arrive from Kings until his second year. Nevertheless
Blackwell’s thinking was widely influential in the city, and the Greek course Macpherson did at Kings
had been set by Blackwell and was taught by ex-students of his. Sece Fiona Stafford, The Sublime
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driven politics.” Furthermore, the young Macpherson personally experienced the events

of the Forty-Five and its aftermath, just the sort of time of ‘disorder and public ruin’
Blackwell suggested was ripe for developing the epic sensibility. Howard Erskine-Hill
has suggested that “if there is an epic moment in eighteenth-century British history it is
surely the hopeless charge [of the Jacobites] at Culloden [...] there, in the century of
neo-classical epic, was the real thing’.®

Social, or geo-political, conditions are not the only aspect of Blackwell’s theory
of relevance here. Thomson’s belief that, however honestly mistaken Macpherson may
have been initially, his continued insistence that ballads were broken epics was
ultimately duplicitous, ignores the fact that the historicist school of criticism had gone
some way to loosening the links between original source composition and received text,
had for example, broached the question of whether Homer could write or not.” Epic
poetry thus becomes susceptible to the degradations of time, and open to, demanding
even, restoration. Put altogether:

[Macpherson] leamed from Blackwell that the epic was a natural form for the early
bard, so 1t seemed reasonable to assume that Ossian, too, was an epic poet. The heroes
of the existing Highland poems would not be out of place in an epic, but Ossian’s great

original work must have become scattered through the centuries into shorter poems or
‘fragments’. (Stafford (1988), p. 36)

Furthermore, because the Blackwell school stressed the ‘surprising resemblance of the
oldest writings’ across all cultures, similarities which stretched to the use of the ‘very
same expressions and phrases’ (Blackwell(1735), pp. 72-3), it would have been seli-
evident to Macpherson that the job of completing the Gaelic epic involved making it
substantially similar to other examples of the genre. Thus through mutually reinforcing

cultural conditioning and education, it is likely and understandable that Macpherson

Savage: James Macpherson and the Poems of Ossian (Edinburgh, 1988), p. 28; Lois Whitncy,
‘English Primitivistic Theories of Epic Origins’, Modern Philology, 21, no. 4 (1924), 251-83 (p. 340).

" Allan Macinnes, Clanship, Commerce, and the House of Stuart, 1603-1788 (East Linton,
1996), p. 170. See chapters four and five below for the ideological construction of the Gaeltachd.

8 Howard Erskine-Hill, ‘Literature and the Jacobite Cause; Was There a Rhetoric of
Jacobitism?’ in Ideology and Conspiracy: Aspects of Jacobitism, 1689-1759, ed. by Eveline
Cruickshanks, pp. 49-69, p. 59. The hopelessness or otherwise of Culloden is part of the mythology of
defeat I explore in chapter five.

> Donald Foerster, Homer in English Criticism: The Historical Approach in the Eighteenth
Century (New Haven, 1947), p. 35.
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would have believed that there was a Gaelic epic somewhere to be found in the

Highlands and that he would have known what it should look like once restored.
This means that perhaps Saunders was not altogether fair when he suggested
that:

If Blair, instead of waxing enthusiastic over the fancied discovery of a national epic,
had applied [...] but a little poetic genius, with an admixture of common sense, he
would never have given Macpherson any ground for supposing that the collection of
lyrical pieces which he produced was characterised by any real unity, or possessed any

other mark of a true epic’ (1894, p. 188)

Nevertheless such an observation moves us to the second set of pressures bearing on
Macpherson. In the next chapter I will discuss the process by which ‘lyric pieces’
become ‘national epics’, but for the present I want to suggest that a sense of the
continued cultural-ideological importance of the epic can also be gained from those
who have unpacked Saunders’ scathing comment and analysed the aims, ideals, and
expectations which lay behind the support for Ossian by the Edinburgh intellectual
community. As Richard Sher has suggested, Ossian represents (in part) an important
part of the campaign of the /iterati to raise the literary image of Scotland, a campaign in
which ‘only a complete Gaelic epic, dressed, of course, in Neo-Classical English garb,
could possess the scope and grandeur necessary to elevate Scotland to a new place in
the national history of Britain’."® A qualification needs to be entered here, since Ken
Simpson, writing about the assumptions of the cultural muscle of the epic which lie
behind the preface to Wilkie’s Epigoniad, has suggested that ‘it is symptomatic of
Scottish nostalgia for a remote and aggrandised past that a Scot should write 1n such
terms when other European nations had mostly discounted the epic form as being in
any way appropriate to their needs’, and John Price has observed about Ossian that

‘Iinside the fat genre of the epic an even fatter genre of historical fiction was struggling

s 11

to get out’.” However, there is a world of distance between Wilkie’s neo-classical

19 Sher, ““Those Scotch Impostors and their Cabal”: Ossian and the Scottish Enlightenment’,
Man and Nature: The Proceedings of the Canadian Society for Eighteenth Century Studies (Ontario,

1982), 55-65 (p. 59).
' Ken Simpson, The Protean Scot: The Crisis of Identity in Eighteenth-Century Scottish

Literature (Aberdeen, 1988), p. 86; John Valdimir Price, ‘Ossian and the Canon in the Scottish
Enlightenment’ in Ossian Revisited, ed. by Howard Gaskill (Edinburgh, 1991), pp. 109-28, p. 126.
For the problems of the epic in the eighteenth-century, see Weinbrot, below, and also John Lucas,
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posturings and self-consciously constructed Epic, and a newly-discovered ancient

poetry whose age and naturalness surmounts the sense of provincial staleness and
outmodedness Simpson sees represented in a taste for epic writing in the later
eighteenth century, Macpherson, Blair and the rest may have been part of a generation
doomed to have few successors in their confident appeal to the epic, but they
nevertheless did speak from a position which saw the epic, for right or wrong, as the
pre-eminent literary and cultural form. The resistance with which the ‘Northern
Homer’ was met, particularly after Macpherson's attempts to Ossianify Homer with his
lliad (1774), testify to the continuing cultural importance of the epic beyond Scotland,
and the debate over epic and its relevance would continue in modified form, along side
the continued production of epics which enshrined personal and national values, well
into the next century (for example, the period 1790-1820 saw dozens of epics on
religious and national historical themes — such as those of Joseph Cottle — written). All
that said, the strategic value of this assumption of epic dominance is not my primary
concern. For the moment all that is important is that that assumption was made.
However, there was one problem with producing a national epic which was felt
with some force at the time, a dilemma best summed up in Sher’s recipe for success: to
have the desired effect, the epic needed to combine ‘the raw power and majesty of
Homer with the moral and aesthetic sensibilities of the Neo-Classical age’, producing a
document of which Scotland could be justly proud, and feeding the tastes of an
audience which, while increasingly disenchanted with the bloody excesses of Homer,
still looked towards the epic as the form of the dominant cultural meta-narrative.
These ‘moral and aesthetic sensibilities’ make their presence most obviously felt in what
Sher has elsewhere labelled the ‘polite veneer of Sentimental neo-classicism® (1982, p.
58). This formulation encapsulates the aesthetic, ethical and ideological agenda of the
Scottish Jiterati, representing a commitment to the civilising power of moral sentiment,

a system of values by which human fellow-feeling could be excited to the highest

England and Englishness: Ideas of Nationhood in English Poetry 1688-1900 (London, 1990), passim
and pp.16, 48.

'? Richard Sher, Church and University in the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh, 1985), p.
251. For the helping hand of Blair, Ferguson et al., see p. 254 and also Gaskill (1988), pp. 13-14; and
Thomas Bailey Saunders, The Life and Letters of James Macpherson (London, 1894), pp. 149-50, p.
305.
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degree by exquisite depictions of suffering.”

This chapter explores this aesthetic
formula and its implications, and as such develops in its course a totalising image of
Sentimental epic. It is necessary, first of all, to break this characterisation down a little
further in beginning to examine this hybrid creature, the Polite and Sentimental ancient
epic.

Politeness is a crucial concept here, expressive of both a means and an end of
Sentimental ethics: one cultivated acute sensibility in order to become polite by virtue
of the fact that that sensibility was, in its finest manifestation, polite. Essential to this
concept of politeness, as we shall see, was a stoic ability to marry emotional expression

with self-possession:

Such, Fingal! were thy words; but thy words I hear no more. Sightless I sit by thy
tomb. I hear the wind in the wood; but no more I hear my friends. The cry of the
hunter 1s over. The voice of war is ceased. (Fragment VIII, p. 18)

The Ossianic set-piece of blind son sitting at the tomb of his father also represents a
classic Sentimental tableau. Grief is the predominant emotion and pity the response
required from the reader. Yet it is a basically polite moment. The reader is not made to
shift uncomfortably in the presence of this emotion because the understatement of those
short paratactic statements not only avoid histrionics but also makes sure that the
passage implies but never asserts the ubi sunt motifs which animate it, and which 1in
other texts underscore the plangency of the moment with a potentially strident
bitterness.

The concentration on poignancy rather than bitterness also suggests how the
quotation also exemplifies a third aspect of politeness: its role as an important buffer to
ensure that rather than becoming raucous the raised national consciousness of Ossian
remained “literary” and safely non-explosive. The movement of history descnibed here
and symbolised by Ossian’s previous assertion that ‘Oscur my son was brave; but Oscur
is now no more’ (Fragment VI, p. 15) is, as we shall come to see, never far from the

reader’s consciousness, ensuring that Fingal is no Song of Roland, that the celebration

"> For example see Sher (1985); John Dwyer, Virtuous Discourse: Sensibility and Community
in Late Eighteenth Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1987); Luke Gibbons, ‘The Sympathetic Bond:
Ossian, Celticism and Colonialism’ in Celficism, ed. by Terence Brown (Amsterdam, 1996) pp. 273~
92. For Moral Sentiment in general see R.S. Crane, ‘The Genealogy of the Man of Feeling’, English
Literary History, 1 (1935), 205-30.
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1s also a lament. The narrative framework of the poems emphasises that we are

witnessing a remembrance of things lost, the celebration of a glorious past, but, for all
that, a time which 1s gone forever. Current Scots Gaels are left with an inheritance and
can revel in the reflected glory of their ancestors but that is ultimately all (and
Macpherson himself makes clear that ‘the honour which nations derive from ancestors,
worthy, or renowned, is merely ideal’ and while it ‘may buoy up the minds of
individuals [...] it contributes very little to their importance in the eyes of others’ (p.
216)). Indeed, as this passage suggests and as we shall see at length below, innate
Sensibility, is predicated on this fall from grace: without such a catastrophe these
compensatory abilities would not manifest themselves.

At this point, however, we must enter a qualification, one upon which I shall
expand in this chapter and elsewhere. Within this discourse at least, Sensibility (albeit
emerging from catastrophe) 1s grounds for cultural superiority, and in these terms
Ossian makes a play for the cultural superiority of the Gael. As we shall see, a retreat
into sentimentalism can be interpreted as a narrative of assimilation and as a
mythologising of a status quo to the material disadvantage of the Gael. I do not want
to dismiss this, but it may nevertheless be an anachronistic if not naive judgement to
make without also suggesting the opposite case: while the nationalism advocated by the
literati was not an incitement to rebellion, neither was it completely divorced from
more worldly concerns. If Sensibility was the new religion (literally, in as much as from
the pulpit Blair preached events such as the Passion in terms of the ‘gentle melancholy’
of ‘tender sympathy’) then Scotland, said Ossian, not only has it in spades but could
even be seen as its spiritual home.'* Equally, there existed in eighteenth-century
Scotland from the time of the Union of 1707, a tradition of finding in a lost martial past
a conception of nationhood in ‘purely moral and spiritual’ terms ‘without institutional
association or application’, a redefinition of the state which would find its ultimate
expression in Herder’s conception of kulturstaat, the belief that ‘if [the nation]

managed to maintain its cultural tradition, it could exist [...] without the apparatus of

'* For Blair’s efforts to ‘reinterpret Christianity in the light of Sensibility’ see Dwyer (1987),
pp. 59-60.
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*> Al this perhaps goes some of the way to explaining the hostility with which

state’.

Macpherson's efforts were met with in England. After all, one of the great unasked
questions about the “Ossianic Wars” is why the great and the good of English letters
spent so long rubbishing something they claimed was self-evidently rubbish, and it is
worth observing that those who emphasise Ossian’s connivance with the Anglo-British
cultural juggernaut do so by overlooking that juggernaut’s hostile reaction to the
poems. This study returns to these questions in a number of forms, and in chapter five
the status of the Sentimental Ossian is considered at greater length in terms of cultural
politics. Equally, chapter four v\;ill discuss ways in which Ossian relates to Scottish
Enlightenment civic thought which will further revise our notions of Macpherson's
national consciousness. For the moment all I want to stress is that we should not
mistake for a craven surrender to, or complicity in, a cultural mainstream a
‘cosmopolitan species of nationalism that sought to raise the status of Scotland in the
eyes of the world by demonstrating its superiority according to universally accepted
standards of taste and conduct’ (Sher (1985), p. 324).

This, as it stands, represents the critical consensus as regards the Polite Ossian,
whose success 1s conventionally accounted for in terms of the accommodation of
Modern Sensibility with Ancient Epic. Ossian’s poems tell of the battles of long ago
fought in an age-old landscape, conducted and narrated in terms which would appeal to
the reader of Richardson, ‘poems that spoke of noble deeds, but little bloodshed, rude
manners mixed with lofty sentiments, much weeping and dying but no physical pain’
(Sher (1982), p. 58). But at the same time as an account of Ossian it is thoroughly
unsatisfactory, since any lively reading must come to terms with what Stafford has
characterised as the ‘misery and frustration’ of the Ossianic figures; a represented world
which, in the words of Peter Womack, is ‘luridly dysfunctional’, and in which ‘an
irresistible tendency is constantly increasing the already excessive spectral
population’.’® In the discussion which follows I shall offer a reasoned account of the
epic subversion within Ossian, the obsession with defeat, failure and insufficiency

which goes to explain why ‘the Iliad is as full of battles and deaths in battles as 1s

'> John Robertson, The Scottish Enlightenment and the Militia Issue (Edinburgh, 1985), p. 45;
William Donaldson, The Jacobite Song: Political Myth and National Identity (Aberdeen, 1988), p. 88.
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Fingal, without having gained the reputation of being elegiac’, why the overnding

atmosphere of Ossian 1s of sparagmos ‘the sense that heroism and effective action are
absent, disorganised or foredoomed to defeat, and that confusion and anarchy reign
over the world.”’” While this does not make Ossian unepic exactly, I would like to
argue that, in the course of Macpherson's attempt ‘to graft on to the heroism of the
traditional epic the compulsive pathos of the age of sensibility’ (Simpson (1988), p. 55)
the certainties and high ideals of the epic come under more sustained assault and
interrogation than is usual in the form. My argument has two strands, one stylistic, and
one more substantive. In the sphere of the stylistic, I shall consider the consequences
of the polite epic form. From there, a position will have been reached whereby the
implications of Ossian’s place within a Movement of Sensibility, a system of thought
and value with imperatives, structures and motifs inimical to an old-fashioned epic
purpose, can be unfolded. These lines of argument will together, and at every turn,
suggest that the “polite epic” longed after by the likes of Blair is, in its most exquisite

formulation, a fantasy.

I1.

How can I relate the deaths when we closed in the strife of our steel? O daughter
of Toscar! Bloody were our hands. (Fingal, Book IV,[ p. 87])

Ossian’s question to Malvina here, as he turns from a description of the climactic battle
in Fingal, represents more than rhetorical cuteness, raising an issue of some
significance in eighteenth-century attitudes towards epic poetry. As I touched upon 1n
the previous section, the bloodthirsty behaviour of epic characters (and the delight
eighteenth-century readers perceived in the descriptions of that behaviour) threatened

Homer’s position as the pre-eminent literary figure in the Western tradition: for more

'¢ Stafford (1988), p. 102; Peter Womack, Improvement and Romance: Constructing the Myth
of the Highlands (Basingstoke, 1989), p. 106.

' Eleanor M. Sickels, The Gloomy Egotist Moods and Themes of Melancholy from Gray to
Keats (New York, 1932), p.111; Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton, 1957),
p. 192. For Sickels it is a matter of poetic style, a line she pursues to some profit in a discussion of
various versifications of Ossian.
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civilised times, ‘even if heroic grandeur had emerged from unheroic causes, the price of

such glory was too high’."® In a sense Homer was a victim of his own privileged
position, since, as Howard Weinbrot has argued, it was the adoption of the epic as
expressive of a cultural and national meta-narrative which led to this examination of the
moral and ethical underpinning of its narratives, an examination under which, in an
“Age of Refinement”, Homer withered (1993, p. 226).

The preference for Ossian expressed during the 1760s comes, then, from its
satisfaction of certain cultural fantasies. Ossian represents Homer only better: he
avoids those excesses considered distasteful or questionable by eighteenth-century
standards, and he introduces elements which the classical epics had, to the chagnn of
eighteenth-century readers, omitted. As Adam Potkay has put it in his study of ‘the
stylistic and political contradiction of eloquence and polite style’ which haunted
eighteenth-century — particularly Scots — thinkers, ‘like a Sophoclean god, Ossian
descends to settle a seemingly insoluble tension’: against all the odds, in Ossian the full-
blooded representation of heroic deeds is shown to have a place within the ideology of
politeness.”” The purpose of this section is to put such claims for Ossian on the stylistic
level under the microscope in a sustained way.

Macpherson draws readers into making specific comparisons between the moral
behaviour of Ossian’s characters and their classical antecedents, usually by doing it for
them. “Lathmon” offers two examples in as many pages: first, the request of Gaul to
be allowed to lead the Caledonian line into battle is glossed with the observation that
‘this proposal [...] is more noble, and more agreeable to true heroism, than the
behaviour of Ulysses and Diomed in the Iliad, or that of Nisus and Euryalus in the
Aeneid’ (p. 468, n. 27); and second, Macpherson extemporises on the subject of ‘the
custom of depreciating enemies’, a fault he sees endemic in the modern world and “one
of the capital faults in Homer’s characters’ (p. 468, n. 35). It is worth noting that in
this second instance Macpherson adds a coda to the effect that this lack of decorum
‘cannot be imputed to the poet, who kept to the manners of the times in which he

wrote’, an observation which demonstrates his intellectual debt to Blackwell’s

'8 Howard Weinbrot, Britannia’s Issue: The Rise of British Literature from Dryden to Ossian

(Cambridge, 1993), p. 225.
'% Potkay, The Fate of Eloquence in the Age of Hume (Ithaca, 1994), p. 228 and p. 226.
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Historicist school of criticism. It is, indeed, something of an irony that the intellectual

community which fostered the “Northern Homer” was one which, in its basic principle
of judging by the lights of the author’s not the reader’s time, was designed to defend
Homer from the charge of amorality, an irony implicit in the fraught balancing act
Macpherson is engaged in here.

The shoddy treatment of vanquished foes seems to have particularly exercised
Macpherson in his reading of the classics, for this ‘railing disposition’ is something he

takes them to task for on numerous occasions, perhaps most heatedly in Zemora:

This reply of Ossian abounds with the most exalted sentiments of a noble mind. Tho’,

of all men living, he was the most injured by Cairbar, yet he lays aside his rage as the

foe was low. How different is this from the behaviour of the heroes of other ancient

poems! (p. 491, n. 49)
Macpherson here compares Ossian’s actions with those of, for example, Aeneas at the
end of Aeneid. Where Aeneas had dispatched the fallen Turnus in revenge for the
death of a friend, Ossian is willing to perform the funeral rites necessary to satisty the
spirit of the man who has treacherously engineered the death of Ossian’s son. In
general, Macpherson’s comparisons with the Classics proceed on two levels, that of
formal poetic technique and that of the propriety of action. While Homer 1s allowed
some excellencies, even superiority in aspects of the former, in the latter case the
emphasis is almost exclusively on the more correct and polite course or execution of
action within Ossian. However, such “proper” action only goes half way to
rehabilitating the warrior epic, since the sphere in which Ossian’s characters are offered
the opportunity to show the ‘most exalted sentiments of a noble mind’ is still that of
arms and brutal, premature death. In short, the question posed by Ossian to Malvina
with which we started this chapter remains to be answered. An analysis of how the
description of battle unfolds from this point on suggests clues as to Macpherson’s
solution.

In the first instance, Ossian would appear to solve his dilemma by not describing
the battles. In true chivalric fashion the lieutenants of Fingal had vowed to achieve
certain deeds on the field of battle, giving Ossian ample opportunity to describe stirring

single combats and deeds of derring-do. Yet having addressed Malvina Ossian goes on

to comment that ‘the gloomy ranks of Lochlin fell like the banks of the roaring Cona.—
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—Our arms were victorious on Lena; each chief fulfilled his promise’ (p. 87), before

launching into an extended simile:

Thou hast seen the sun retire red and slow behind his cloud; night gathering round on
the mountain, while the unfrequent blast roared in narrow vales. At length the rain beats
hard; and thunder rolls in peals. Lightning glances on the rocks. Spirits ride on beams
of fire. And the strength of the mountain-streams comes roaring down the hills. Such
was the noise of battle, maid of the arms of snow.

This is almost copy book Sublime, an angle of the Ossianic aesthetic I shall examine
further in the following section. What is to be picked out at the present moment is that
the passage describes not actions but a sound, and that while there is no denying that
the passage has power and 1s memorable, it 1s memorable not of anything concrete but
of atmosphere. We witness no acts of valour, none of the promises fulfilled. There is
then another return to the listening Malvina:

Why, daughter of the hill, that tear? the maids of Lochlin have cause to weep. The
people of their country fell, for bloody was the blue steel of the race of my heroes. But I
am sad, forlom, and blind; and no more the companion of heroes. Give, lovely maid, to
me thy tears, for I have seen the tombs of all my friends. (p. 87)

Having been denied meaningful interaction with the glorious events of the battle, we are
thus confronted first with a tableau of Scandinavian widows, and then with the old
Ossian. The shift in emotional register contained in this momentary change of
perspective is reinforced by the events of the rest of the book. Returning to his story,

Ossian finally gets around to describing an individual event:

It was then by Fingal’s hand a hero fell, to his grief.——Gray-haired he rolled in the
dust, and lifted his faint eyes to the king. And is it by me thou hast fallen, said the son

of Comhal, thou friend of Agandecca! I saw thy tears for the maid of my love i the
halls of the bloody Starno. (p. 87-8)

When Macpherson focuses on detail here he does so with some degree of vividness.
Yet this particularisation (both of specific incident and the way that incident is
described) is to point up feelings of pity and an awareness of tragic waste. Malcolm
Laing suspected that this was lifted from Aeneid X (although he admits that
Macpherson may have changed all the words to ‘avoid apparent imitation’), but a more

solid Virgilian allusion might be to the dusty death of Troilus as depicted on the
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Carthaginian temple mural in Aeneid 1*° As we shall see in chapter five, not for the

only time does an allusion to one of the more sombre moments in the Aeneid
underscore an Ossianic moment of pathos, here with a lurking reference to a previous
scene of sorrow and mournful remembrance. The shift from triumphal warring to
melancholic reflection 1s completed by a final switch in focus to Cuchullin, yesterday’s

main.

O ye ghosts of the lonely Cromla! ye souls of chiefs that are no more! be ye the
companions of Cuchullin, and talk to him in the cave of his sorrow. For never more
shall I be renowned among the mighty in the land. I am like a beam that has shone; like
a mist that fled away, when the blast of the moming came, and brightened the shaggy
side of the hill. (p. 88)

It is easy to forget that this speech ends a book which has seen the total rout of the
enemies of Cuchullin. I shall return to this tendency to turn ‘away from the military
engagement in order to linger among the various half-lights produced by the battle’ in
terms of the demands of the text of Sensibility for appropriate subject matter, but for
now my point 1s that the eschewal of scenes of glorified violence in favour of scenes of
politely rendered pathos has a detrimental effect on the confident dynamism of the
warrior epic.”’

Yet this reticence about violence has been taken to be at the heart of the social
and aesthetic compromise offered by Ossian. Potkay speaks of poems ‘stunted at
precisely the point where primary epics are most expansive’, presenting a world in
which ‘primeval force is advertised but concealed; paraded but veiled behind a polite

aesthetic’:

Ossian’s language purposefully distracts us from the brutality it implies: the metonymic
catalogue of martial accoutrements [...] is oddly depersonalised, and blood appears to
burst out of no one and no where in particular.*

For Potkay this ‘literal and figurative mystification of violence’ is at one with the ‘ethos
of politeness’ and finds its perfect vehicle in the Burkean aesthetic of the Sublime. In a
footnote to Temora VIII Macpherson justifies the miraculous mist which descends to

veil the combat of Fingal and Cathmor in terms which are instantly recognisable:

2 Laing (ed), The Poems of Ossian, 2 vols, (Edinburgh, 1805), vol. 2, p. 145 n. 38.
*! Paul deGategno, James Macpherson (Boston Ma., 1989), p. 79.
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[Ossian’s] numerous descriptions of single combats had already exhausted the subject.
Nothing new, nor adequate to our high ideas of the kings, could be said. Ossian,

therefore, throws a column of mist over the whole, and leaves the combat to the
imagination of the reader. (p. 526, n. 11)

Concluding. with -the -observation that-- ‘our - imagination stretches he’yerrd“ and,
consequently, desprses the descnptron here as elsewhere Macpherson seems to be
-echomg Burke’s maxim that a clear 1dea 1S therefore another name for a little 1dea’,
and similarly emphasising the infinite as the key to the sublime.” This is not the first
time this chapter will discuss Macpherson and Burke, but for the moment I want to
observe, along with Potkay, that ‘the disguising of violence in columns of mist’ can also
be said ‘to define the ideology of manners itself® (1992, p. 124).**

Yet, as I have implied in my charting the battle at the end of Fingal 1V, this
veiling not only excites the imagination with obscurity but also denies us access to
straightforward action in a world in which it is increasingly seen to be in short supply.
Potkay’s use of the word ‘stunted’ is as revealing as it is acute, since this reticence
about violence plays a major part in the portrayal of frustrated heroic endeavour in the
poems, part of what Potkay has elsewhere termed the ‘forceful unreadability’ of Ossian
(1994, p. 213). Not that this does not have its own appeal, but it is not the appeal of
primary epic. An analogous point emerges from the polite absence of agency in the
appearance of blood as identified by Potkay. While making the actions more “poetic” 1t
also creates a vaguely surreal atmosphere to the poems: Ossian’s characters have
pitifully thin skin, spilling their life-forces with a nightmarish ease. The discreet nature
of violent combat, wounding and bleeding gives a startling illogicality to deaths
recounted in a way which gives a peculiar impression that there has been a breach in the
train of cause and event. “Dar-thula™s set-piece climax draws all these elements

together:

Dar-thula stood in silent grief, and beheld their fall: no tear is in her eye: but her look
is wildly sad. Pale was her cheek; her trembling lips broke short an half-formed word.
Her dark hair flew on the wind. But gloomy Cairbar came. Where is thy lover

o — e —

2 Potkay, ‘Virtue and Manners in Macpherson’s Poems of Ossian’, PMLA, vol. 107 (1992),

120-31 (p. 124).
3 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and

- -Beatitiful, ed. Adam Phillips (Oxford, 1990; from"J.T.Boulton’s 1958 edition of the second edition,

1759), p. 58.
24 The association of politeness and the Sublime may seem paradoxical, but see below on the
‘Sentimental Sublime’ and its connotations.
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now? the car-bome chief of Etha? Hast thou beheld the halls of Usnoth? Or the dark-
brown hills of Fingal? My battle had roared on Morven, did not the winds meet Dar-
thula. Fingal himself would have been low, and sorrow dwelling in Selma.

Her shield fell from Dar-thula’s arm, her breast of snow appeared. It appeared, but 1t
was stamed with blood for an arrow was fixed in her side. She fell on the fallen Nathos,

like a wreath of snow. Her dark hair spreads on his face, and their blood 1s mixing
round. (pp. 146-7)

The vagueness of the battle descriptions denies us the recompense implicit within the
heroic sacrifice, the glorious action which costs the hero(ine)’s life: all we are left with
is the dying and, in the transferred eroticism of that final image, we witness the final
mockery of fulfilment.

More drastic subversion of the epic form, and a more telling interrogation of its
values is to be witnessed in analysing Ossian in relation to the structural and emotional
economy of the Sentimental Text. However it is already apparent that the ‘veneer of
sentimental neo-classicism’ 1s a problematic formulation and that the stylistic demands
of politeness and the unreconstructed epic are in conflict within Ossian. Efforts to
make the old-fashioned epic hero acceptable to the age of politeness left him confused
and incompetent. While his behaviour and the motive springs of that behaviour are

now aesthetically pleasing, it is all too often fatally removed from the world of positive

achievement.

111,

Sentimental Aims and Preoccupations.

As the previous section began to imply, the standards and imperatives of the
Sentimental movement go beyond presenting heroic behaviour in such a way as to
make it acceptable to polite eighteenth-century tastes. It also suggested that if a
discreet and polite reticence about violence and death can be considered as alien or
unhelpful to a confident heroism, then these imperatives can be interpreted as more
thoroughly antagonistic. As such, charting these defines still further the clear water

between Ossian’s epics of Senstbility and those of his heroic predecessors, and engages
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further with the Ossianic temper as described by Stafford, Womack and Sickels in part

one and which I have suggested is symbolised by the archetypal theme of sparagmos.

It 1s not my intention to offer another comprehensive description of the Cult of
Sentimentality and Sensibility, merely to expand a little on the working definition
offered in my opening remarks on the Sentimental Epic. As I suggested earlier, the
movement was committed to the workings of moral sentiment, a sympathetic exchange
in which benevolent action is the response of the good on witnessing the suffering of
the oppressed. A key document here is Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments
(first published 1759), in which the central tenets of this philosophical tradition were
codified, and in which, with its relatively novel focus on the observer within a tri-partite
structure of sympathiser, object of sympathy and observer of both, was of crucial

25

importance for literary manifestations of Sentiment.” DeGategno has suggested that

Macpherson ‘had read Smith with great interest’, a claim supported by Gibbons’
observation that some of the Theory of Moral Sentiments® ‘most complex formulations
are worked through the body of Macpherson’s text’.® If the timing seems a little tight
here (although there is no reason why it should, given that it would be over two years
before Fingal appeared) we should perhaps bear in mind the intellectual melting-pot of
pre-New Town Edinburgh in the 1750s, a place where the ideas of the literati,
including Smith on his frequent visits from Glasgow, mingled and cross-fertilised.”’
Furthermore, Macpherson was exposed to a second route by which the works of
Shaftesbury, the theoretical background of Sentiment, were mediated to the eighteenth
century: if Smith had been a disciple of Francis Hutcheson, the Ulsterman who did
much to disseminate Shaftesbury North of the Border, then so was George Tumnbull, a

leading influence at the Aberdeen universities during Macpherson’s time.*®

"y > See Janet Todd, Sensibility: An Introduction (London, 1986). For Smith’s importance to
Schtimental literature see Brian Vickers’ introduction to Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling
Won, 1967) p. x.
26 deGategno (1989), p. 90; Gibbons (1996), p. 287.
#’ For the informal circulation of ideas in mid-eightcenth-century Edinburgh see, for example,
Whitney (1924), pp. 346-8. Smith was an inveterate complainer about what he considered to be
violations of his intellectual property rights: he claimed that Hugh Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and
Belles Lettres (1783) and Adam Ferguson’s Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) were lifted
from his own matenal.

“ For polite learning at Aberdcen, see Paul Wood, The Aberdeen Enlightenment: The Arts
Curriculum in the Eighteenth Century (Aberdeen, 1993), pp. 49, 60, 113 and 162.
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At its simplest, moral sympathy involves being moved to alleviate the suffering
of another on account of the pain one feels on that person’s behalf. This extends to
other, more literary and more nebulous manifestations, however: the sympathetic
response could be used to dnive home a moral or ethical point; or, more generally still,
the text of Sensibility is a celebration of the capacity for benevolent emotional response,
a flexing of the sympathetic muscles (and as such s continually on the verge of toppling
into self-indulgence). Ossian concerns itself with all three of these orders, the first of
which is exemplified by the conclusion to “Oina-morul”. At the end of a tale of heroic
adventuring Ossian discovers that the eponymous heroine he has rescued and been
awarded as a prize in fact loves the one from whom Ossian has “rescued” her. Ossian’s
response 1s immediate:

Soft voice of the streamy isle, why dost thou mourn by night? The race of daring
Trenmor are not the dark in soul. Thou shalt not wander, by streams unknown, blue-
eyed Oina-morul.—Within this bosom is a voice; it comes not to other ears: it bids
Ossian hear the hapless, in their hour of woe (p. 324)

Ossian’s reaction displays all the positive virtues of the man of feeling, motivated to do
good by the dictates of an innate moral sense responding to an image of virtue in
distress. Heroically, Ossian proves himself flexible and imaginative in his brief as the
upholder of the name of the race of Trenmor. Such moments serve to demonstrate the
Justice of Dwyer’s observation that ‘while “vulgar readers might be attracted inmtially by
the martial and the marvellous characteristics of the epic genre, Macpherson obviously
wants their attention to be held by its sentimental and moral validity’ (1991, p. 196), or
of deGategno’s belief that the ‘essence’ of Ossian is often ‘not political
accomplishment but an emotional test of faith’ (deGategno (1989), p. 71: see also, p.
55). But these comments, as they stand, are insufficient given that they, particularly
Dwyer’s, imply that the two ethical orders can work on parallel levels when in fact they
needs must interact and impact on each other: it is, I would argue symptomatic of the
clash between traditional heroism and Sentiment in Ossian that this most positive
expression of the latter involves an interrogation of the former. In “Oina-morul”
fighting is not only not enough but positively counter-productive. Ossian is admired as

man of moral sentiment, but with that admiration comes the acknowledgement that the

martial side of thg story 1s redundant, absurdly pointless; that things have turned out for
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the best not because of but despite the conventional heroic strivings of Ossian. As we

shall see, the re-priontisation of heroism leaves those in martial heroic poems nowhere,
their actions of no relevance to the new moral system.”

However, Ossian 1s more generally involved with the second and third orders of
sympathy identified above, interests which cohere within the doctrine of ‘the joy of
grief’. Ossian presents both a text of the Age of Sensibility and an age of sensibility in
the text: the society of the eighteenth century which values sympathetic tears is offered
a precedent for itself in the Celtic past.”® These features are manifest as early as Fingal
I. The first inset story offered here is related to Cuchullin as an explanation of the
absence of various Irish heroes and recalls a typically murderous Ossianic ménage a
trois in which the chief’s ‘friends in battle’ die not exactly as Cuchullin envisaged
‘striving in the battle of heroes’ but in fighting amongst themselves (p. 57). This 1s not
an auspicious start to Cuchullin’s defence of his homeland, and the self-destructive
trigger-happiness of the Irish heroes has ominous undertones in the context of the
decision at hand, whether to fight or wait for reinforcement from Fingal. There 1s
however, nothing self-conscious about this episode, its reflective emotional impact
directed at the reader of the poem and not its characters (although there is an ironic
lesson in there somewhere if only they could hear it). An inconclusive battle follows,

after which Cuchullin lays out his idea of a good evening’s entertainment:

Carril, raise thy voice on high, and tell the deeds of other times. Send thou the night
away in song; and give the joy of grief. For many heroes and maids of love have moved
on Innis-fail. And lovely are the songs of woe that are heard on Albion’s rocks; when
the noise of the chace is over, and the streams of Cona answer to the voice of Ossian.

(p. 61)

Cuchullin is in effect asking for the sort of entertainment offered by the reader who
picks up Ossian. This is the first example of the ‘joy of grief” expression (at least until
Macpherson's re-ordering of the poems for the 1773 edition dropped Fingal down the

running-order), and it is used within the context of a communal bonding experience

7 This prioritisation is shared by Ossian with the novel of Sentiment. See R.F.Brissenden,
Virtue in Distress: Studies in the Novel of Sentiment from Richardson to Sade (London, 1974), p. 119.

* the cultural function of Ossian as mythic text in this sense is beyond our remit here. See
Dwyer, ‘The Melancholy Savage: Text and Context in the Poems of Ossian’ in Gaskill (1991, ed.), pp.
164-99, and John Greenway, ‘The Gateway to Innocence: Ossian and the Nordic Bard as Myth’,
Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture, 4 (1974), 161-70.
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which strengthens the attachments between the men, and between the men and the area

they are engaged in defending against an invading army of superior numbers.*' By way
of a footnote, Macpherson flags up the ethical dimension to Carril’s story: the tale of
Cairbar and Grudar is ‘introduced with propriety’ since in dealing with men who ‘tho’
enemies before, fought side by side in the war’ it offers a model to Calmar and Connal,
two of Cuchullin’s feuding captains (p, 424, n. 95). This is an example of what John
Dwyer sees as the function of ‘the joy of grief’:

moral melancholy was a precise ethical tool. Its purpose was neither self-indulgence
not a retreat from the active duties of life. It was a literary device for cooling the often

overheated human ego and stimulating a reflection which was simultaneously social and
ethical. (Dwyer (1991), p. 182)

But as it stands there is nothing melancholy about Carril’s story, which relies on the
subsequent return to hostilities of Cairbar and Grudar - the failure of the reconciliatory
model it is being evoked to advocate — for it to become a song of woe and to have its
ethical message enshrined within an emotional appeal. This sympathetic and narrative
economy is of central importance, and 1s discussed at length later in this chapter.

Within the Sentimental scheme, for grief to have validity as a moral educator 1t
is necessary to distinguish the right sort of grief, in terms of both timing and style. In
the above quotation Cuchullin is explicit that the ‘songs of woe’ are lovely ‘when the
noise of the chace is over’ and more than merely contrasting sounds he is making a
point about priorities. Ossianic heroes seem clear in their own minds that the joy of
grief is to be enjoyed “out of office hours” (although as we have seen its purpose is far

from recreational), as Ossian’s response to the death of Oscar illustrates:

Why, Fillan, didst thou speak of Oscar, to call forth my sigh? I must forget the warrior,
till the storm is rolled away. Sadness ought not to dwell in danger, nor the tear in the
eye of war. Our fathers forgot their fallen sons, till the noise of arms was past. Then
sorrow returned to the tomb, and the song of bards arose. (Temora Il, p. 237)

31 Cf. Ernest Renan’s assertion that ‘where national memories are concerned, griefs are of
more value than triumphs, for they impose duties, and require a common effort’ (‘What is a Nation?’
transl. by Martin Thom, in Nation and Narration, ed. by Homi Bhabha (London, 1990), pp. 8-21, p.
19). See also Todd (1986), p. 83 for Sentimental exchange in Rousscau-can terms as ‘emotional
public rituals [...] which would serve to unite the participants’.
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While this seems unproblematic, this formulation includes an assumption about the

sentimental which suggests that it is somehow alien to the practical, a paradox whereby
acute sensibility renders one incapable of exercising the powers it should inform.>
Self-control is, as we saw in the previous section on politeness, a key concept
within the sympathetic exchange. Smith saw the sympathetic grief of the impartial
observer as a painful thing, which explains the willingness of that observer to alleviate
the suffering it is a response to. If benevolence is to an extent self-interested, however,
this leaves open the possibility that one might find it easier to remove oneself from the
scene of suffering than to do anything about it. Equally, control was necessary by the
sufferer of misfortune since, as we might have it today, it is hard to feel sorry for those
we suspect of making a good job of feeling sorry for themselves. Thus in the above
quotation, Ossian echoes his own narrative comments and a speech of his father at the

end of the previous book which suggest that not only timing but style is important:

The night would have descended in sorrow, and moming retumed in the shadow of
grief: our chiefs would have stood like cold dropping rocks on Moi-lena, and have
forgot the war, did not the king disperse his grief, and raise his mighty voice. The
chiefs, as new-wakened from dreams, lift up their heads around.

How long on Moi-lena shall we weep; or pour our tears in Ullin? The mighty will not
return. Oscar shall not rise in his strength. The valiant must fall one day, and be no
more known on his hills.—Where are our fathers, O warriors! the chiefs of the times of
old? They have set like stars that have shone, we only hear the sound of their praise.
But they were renowned in their day, the terror of other times. Thus shall we pass, O

warriors, in the day of our fall. Then let us be renowned when we may; and leave our
fame behind us, like the last beams of the sun, when he hides his red head in the west.

(Temora, 1, p. 231)

This speech, combining exquisite pathos with stoic determination, would seem to justify
Gibbons’ belief that Smith’s self-controlled object of utmost sympathy (the model for
emulation extolled by The Theory of Moral Sentiments) ‘could be a character sketch of
the Ossianic hero, the new refined expression of Scottish and Celtic sensibility.”> We
are presented with a clear-eyed acceptance of the eternal facts of human existence as an
enabling strategy rather than an enervating one. Such moments help to explain why, for

all its apparent Sentimentality, Ossian was held in such great esteem by those who had

32 ror the “moral defeatism’ of Sensibility sce Brissenden (1974), p. 126 and passim.
33 Gibbons (1996), p. 282.
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no time for what Hazlitt, an Ossian fan, called the ‘do-me-good, lack-a-daisical,

whining make-believe’ of the novel of High Sentiment.**

To leave it at this is to oversimplify matters however. As the comments of
Fingal and Ossian suggest, rather than merely presenting a steady procession of
Smithean paragons, Ossian also invokes the alternative, constantly worries over the
“proper” sort of response:

thy song is lovely [...] Malvina, but 1t melts the soul. There is a joy in grief when peace
dwells in the breast of the sad. But sorrow wastes the mournful [...] and their days are

few. They fall away, like the flower on which the sun looks in his strength after the
mildew has passed over it, and its head is heavy with the drops of night.

(“Croma”, p. 187)

The distinction between wasting sorrow and gentle melancholy is negotiated — asserted
— through a number of poems and is maintained somewhat precariously. Indeed, the
fraught nature of Ossian’s final position on this question is suggested by the sheer
amount of time devoted to refining and worrying over it, and is perhaps symbolised by
the similarity of image used signify each: if sorrow is mildew which cankers the flower,
then the joy of grief ‘is like the shower of spring, when it softens the branch of the oak,
and the young leaf lifts its green head’ (“Carric-thura”, p. 158).*> Furthermore, to
imply a firm distinction between ‘grief’ and ‘sorrow’ is to do something the text does
not: as the quotation above from Zemora 1 demonstrates, Ossian is not beyond using
the terms synonymously.

If Ossian is “Sentimental epic”, then it is to be more properly read as a
prolonged attempt at integrating the mechanisms and aims of moral sympathy with the
exigencies of the active world, its epic striving manifested as a determination not to be
washed away by a tide of misfortune, a determination to cultivate the proper stoic mind
set with which to deal with the ever mounting list of catastrophes and casualties. In
Fingal, matters are relatively unproblematic, as Fingal’s response to the death of his
son Ryno illustrates:

And fell the swiftest in the race, said the king, the first to bend the bow? Thou scarce
hast been known to me: why did young Ryno fall? But sleep thou softly on Lena, Fingal

34 Hazlitt quoted in Todd (1986), p. 145. See also Jefferson’s admiration explained in similar
terms in deGategno (1991).

33 Laing believes this crucial Ossianic distinction in “Croma” to be stolen from Maspp and
Homer (1805, vol. 1, pp. 541-2).
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shall soon behold thee. Soon shall my voice be heard no more, and my footsteps cease
to be seen. The bards will tell of Fingal’s name; the stones will talk of me. But, Ryno,
thou art low indeed, ——thou hast not received thy fame. Ullin, strike the harp for
Ryno; tell what the chief would have been. Farewel, thou first in every field. No more
shall I direct thy dart. Thou that hast been so fair; I behold thee not—Farewel. (p. 93)

The emphasis is on Ryno, denied the opportunity to prove himself and who can now
only exist as what might have been: Fingal’s ‘low indeed’ emphasises the double
misfortune of Ryno’s early death and the lack of the tales of glory that would have kept
his name alive in posterity. While Fingal articulates his sense of the enormity of the loss
through reference to himself, the centre of emotional gravity in the passage remains
with Ryno: the juxtaposition of Ryno’s unheralded demise with Fingal’s own great
memory In years to come, engrained into the landscape as it were, and the terms of
Fingal’s injunction to Ullin only heighten our sense of Ryno’s misfortune. This is
legitimate sympathy of the best kind, full of poignant equanimity and imbued with a
delicate, personal sorrow for that which passes too soon. The reader is never asked to
sympathise more with Fingal than with Ryno, although the magnanimity of Fingal’s
grief in turn garners its own sympathetic tribute from the reader. Above all, it is self-
controlled, Smith’s ‘magnanimity amidst great distress [which] appears always so
divinely graceful.®® Later, Fingal asks for Ryno, only to remember ‘but he is not
here—my son rests on the bed of death’ (p. 103), a moment picked out by Blair as
‘worthy of the highest tragic poet’ and which he favourably compares to Othello’s ‘my
wife-what wife?” speech (Act V, scene ii). The features Blair picks out for praise here
are highly significant: ‘with the dignity of a hero’ says Blair, Fingal ‘corrects himself,
and suppresses his rising grief” (“Dissertation”, pp. 397-8).>’

Elsewhere in the poems, Fingal is frequently given to speculating on the
transience of human things. In “Carthon” the description of the ruins of Balclutha

prompts him thus (in adminng the sentiment we should ignore the unintentional

¢ Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (6th edition, repr. 1869; first edition 1759),
p. 4.

*T This is praise indced from Blair, given that he thought that Macbeth and Othello were
Shakespcare’s masterpieces (Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, 2 vols, (Edinburgh, 1783), vol.2,
p. 524).
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symbolism that the ruins of Balclutha are the direct responsibility of Fingal’s father):

Desolate 1s the dwelling of Moina, silence is in the house of her fathers. — Raise the

song of mourning, O bards, over the land of strangers. They have but fallen before us:
for, one day, we must fall (p.128)

In the following chapter I will discuss “Carthon” at length and relate the whole of this
speech to the overall meaning of the poem. For the moment, I wish only to stress that
this is an exercise in sympathetic imagination, the threat of the vision is held within the
bonds of aesthetic contemplation (a fact only emphasised by the arrival of the ruins of
Balclutha brought to life, so to speak, in the shape of the avenging Carthon) and leads
Fingal to a note of defiance: ‘let the blast of the desart come! we shall be renowned in

?

our day.” These are leisurely, controlled speculations — a sort of anticipatory ‘joy of
grief’— and their phlegmatism contrasts strongly with the desperate immediacy with
which Fingal contemplates the fall of his line in Temora, a poem in which the balance
between melancholic reflection and self-possession proves more allusive. The first
book of the later epic climaxes in the death of Oscar, a calamity to which Fingal’s
response 1s in marked contrast with his reaction to the death of Ryno:

When shall joy dwell at Selma ? When shall grief depart from Morven ? My sons fall
by degrees: Fingal shall be the last of his race. The fame which I have received shall
pass away. my age will be without friends. I shall sit a grey cloud in my hall: nor shall
I hear the return of a son, in the midst of his sounding arms. (p. 230)

This time the focus of attention is Fingal himself, and we have seen above the results of
this self-obsessed sort of gnef (“our chiefs would have stood like cold dropping rocks

on Moi-lena, and have forgot the war’), a fact symbolised by the way Fingal here
echoes the words of the opposing general Hidalla, spoken just previously:

Fingal will moum in his age, and see his flying fame. — The steps of his chiefs will
cease in Morven: the moss of years shall grow in Selma. (p. 228)

Ossian 1s not short of hopefuls predicting dire things for Fingal only to fall at the hands
of the great king and his heroes. The difference here is that Fingal is in a similar state
of mind, his sensibility conspiring agatnst his best interests rather than reinforcing them.

A formal symmetry within 7emora, dependent upon the death of Oscar at the
outset being mirrored by the death of Fillan at the close of the poem, means that, when
it comes to the fortunes of his family, things only get worse for Fingal. Fingal’s self-

control when faced with these calamities is far less assured and is only achieyed through
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a withholding of his sorrow: as Ossian says, ‘the sighs rose, crowding, from his soul;

but he concealed his grief’ (p.273). When Fingal does retire to give vent to his feelings,

the scene, through its elemental imagery, is touched with Sublime terror:

The grey skirts of must are rolled around; thither strode the king in his wrath. Distant
from the host he always lay, when battle burnt within his soul [...]JUnequal were his
steps on high, as he shone in the beam of the oak; he was dreadful as the form of the
spirit of night, when he cloaths, on hills, his wild gestures with mist, and issuing forth,

on the troubled ocean, mounts the car of winds. (p. 273)

Fingal never breaks down, but as he stumbles along the hill-top he is no more the self-
assured demi-god who dominated the landscape in Fingal, taking both topography and
personal grief in his stride. There is little place for the politeness implied in Smith’s
‘divinely graceful’ composure, and the sense of alienation from his people is striking.
Instead we have Blair’s Sentimental Sublime, the awe and terror with which we
glimpse, through the mist and the night, a human spirit grappling with the strongest of
emotions and refusing to buckle.* |

The Sentimental Sublime inheres, in the words of Larry Stewart, in those
‘actions, situations, and states of mind which produced a response in the audience
similar to that produced by Sublime physical objects’.”” This broadening of the Sublime
horizons is not in itself problematic. Burke had pushed his analysis of what may be
considered sublime as far as his empiricism and the iron law of bathos would allow
(into the realm of smells, for example), and Blair himself in the Lectures generates a
whole series of Sublimes: Virgil’s ‘philosophical’ sublimity, Lucan’s ‘moral’ (or
‘Sentimental’) sublime, Homer’s ‘sublimity of action’, and Milton’s ‘sublimity of
object’.

Yet this moral or sentimental sublime is problematic in as much as it yokes
clements which are more usually treated as separate, if not mutually exclusive.
Macpherson's own delineation of Ossian as containing ‘what is beautiful in simplicity,
and grand in the sublime’ (p. 52) is closer to the eighteenth-century norm, following
Burke, of separating the beautiful and the sublime entirely. Or again, when

Macpherson comments about 7emora:

%% See Blair, Lectures, vol.1, pp. 52-4.
¥ Stewart, ‘Ossian in the Polished Age: The Critical Reception of James Macpherson's
Ossian’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Michigan, 1971) p. 225.
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The transition from the pathetic to the sublime is easy and natural. Till the mind is
opened, by the first, it scarcely can have an adequate comprehension of the second.
The soft and affecting scenes of the seventh book form a sort of contrast to, and

subsequently heighten, the features of the more grand and terrible images of the eighth.
(p. 522,n. 1)

This puts the cart before the horse somewhat, if Samuel Monk’s claim that for the
Graveyard school of poetry sublime terror was deployed ‘to prepare the mind for
whatever moralising the poet might chose to indulge in’ is to be believed, and puts
Macpherson closer to Monk’s conception of the sublime in the Gothic novel, where it
exists for its own sake.”” Nevertheless, this reversal of polarisation within the
relationship between the ‘sublime’ and “pathetic’ does nothing to disrupt the firm
antithetical distinction between the ‘soft and effecting’ and the ‘grand and terrible’.
Larry Stewart, in his ‘Ossian, Burke, and the “Joy of Grief”, points out the
congruencies between the Ossianic ‘joy of grnief” and Burke’s thinking particularly in his
section on ‘Joy and Grief.*! In as much as the ‘joy of grief’ — the Sentimental Sublime
— is centrally concerned with the association of pain and pleasure, and contains a
doctrinal insistence on the principle of distance (as we have witnessed in the above
discussions) this can be seen as broadly justified. Yet the ‘joy of grief® is, as we have

also seen, ‘a precise ethical tool’, and as such is not only a useful but a sociable instinct,

when Burke had been adamant that usefulness to man is one of the prime factors which
count against an object being sublime (second only to clarity as an anathema to terror).
Furthermore, Burke makes a prime distinction between the Sublime and Beautiful in
terms of the passions of self-preservation (sublime) and those of sociability
(beautiful).*’

In the event, sympathy represents a sort of battleground between the claims of
the Sublime and Beautiful within Burke’s taxonomy of passions. Sympathy, Burke
suggested, ‘may either partake of the nature of those which regard self-preservation,
and turning upon pain may be a source of the Sublime; or it may turn upon ideas of
pleasure’ and therefore be of the order of the ‘social affections’ (I, xiii, p. 45). So

sympathy may go either way, but in his discussion of grief Burke had been clear that

% Samuel Holt Monk, The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theories in XVIII-Century England

(Ann Arbor, 1960), p. 90.
! Stewart, English Language Notes, 15, 1 (September, 1977), 29-33.
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grief was not of the order of positive pain, since the person who grieves ‘suffers his

passion to grow upon him; he indulges it, he loves it: but this never happens in the case
of actual pain’ (I, v, p. 37). Add this to the social function inherent in the ‘joy of grief’
and we see that the Sentimental Sublime exists if not as a contradiction in terms, then as
a substantive category in its own right.

Of course, given that there is no incontrovertible evidence to prove that
Macpherson was directly influenced by Burke, Stewart may just be misguided in
applying one to the other. However, Price suggests that Burke may have been a
source for Blair’s theories (1991, p. 113), and certainly in the Lectures (which although
not published until 1783 were, said Blair, substantially the same as those he had been
giving since 1759) Blair 1s fulsome in his acknowledgement of Burke’s ‘several
ingenious and onginal thoughts upon’ the sublime (I, p. 55). Equally, the review of
Fingal in the Annual Register (May, 1762), almost certainly written by Burke himself,
picks out the sublime features of the volume.* In the absence of a firm link the
differences and muddling of categories in Ossian may cast little light on Burke himself,
but I think the general congruence between Blair, Macpherson and Burke’s thought,
something which is unlikely to have been independently derived, means that we can
legitimately discuss.the first two in terms of the third. Such discussion also allows us a
handle — if nothing more — on the complicated prism of Sentiment, Sublime and
Sociability operating in Ossian, and on the irreconcilable elements of Macpherson's
project.

The Sentimental Sublime can be seen in the light of an attempt to reinvest the
Sentimental, a polite, feminine and, i1t was feared, feminising discourse with masculine
virtues via the heavily masculine-gendered medium of the Sublime. In Tom Furniss’
words, the sublime provides the ‘aesthetic means through which bourgeois thought
establishes itself, in the face of the charges of luxury brought against it by traditional

writers, as the locus of individual effort and virtue’.** Thus an insistence on Stoic self-

control, the object of this emotion, 1s not merely a procedural concern to guarantee that

2 Enquiry, pp. 65-6, p. 44.

3 See Price (1991), p. 113; Stewart (1971), pp. 68-75. I am grateful to Howard Gaskill for
the information that Burke, as editor, was also writing the literary reviews for the Register at this time.

* Tom Furniss, Edmund Burke’s Aesthetic Ideology: Language, Gender, and Political
Economy in Revolution (Cambridge, 1993), p. 34.




76
the instinct for self-preservation does not kick the wrong way, but is an attempt to gain

admittance into the rhetoric of Polite Sensibility for seemingly redundant manly virtues.
At the same time, with its association with the highest forms of politeness, stoic
heroism is reconditioned for the eighteenth century. A measure of Scottish interest in
the cultivation of a set of mental attitudes which allow one to integrate oneself with
some higher order is provided by noting the appearance of Moore and Hutcheson’s
translation of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations (1751), and by the reprint in 1759 in the
Scots Magazine of Winckleman’s Study of the Sculpture of Antiquity, a study of
Sublime Stoic heroism.*’ In the same way Blair talks of the Sublime moral qualities as
those ‘high and great virtues’ which require awesome effort and ‘turn upon dangers and
sufferings’, in short the civic virtues of ‘heroism, magnanimity, contempt of pleasures,
and contempt of death’ (1783, vol.1, pp. 87-8). Here then, and not in the discreet
presentation of violence, would we appear to see a more secure integration of ancient
and modern value systems, a ‘cultural seam between two ethical domains’ (Dwyer
(1991), p. 169). However, closer consultation with the poems suggests that this too is
a false promise.

Fingal eventually comes down from his hilltop to face Cathmor in a shroud of

Sublime splendour. I quote at length to convey the mood of the scene:

silent shone to the moming the ndges 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 rolling 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 dim 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 his host
over every moving tribe. They gathered, gleaming, round, with all their echoing shields.
So rise the green seas round a spint, 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, unwieldly, round, with all their
backs of foam. (Temora, VIII, p. 287)

The first paragraph effectively conveys both the expectancy of the waiting army and the
brooding majesty of Fingal, and emphasises the distance between the great leader, alone
in his grief, and his people. This separateness is confirmed in the second paragraph by

the painstaking description of when exactly Fingal becomes not visible but recognisable

%5 1 am grateful here to Dr. Nicholas Phillipson.
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to his army: neither his sword nor his spear nor his shield identify him, only his physical

presence 1s enough to raise the shouts of his men. Immediately, this fulfilment is further
undercut by the comparison of Fingal to a spinit, whom the (ubiquitous and perennially
conveniently passing) traveller only ‘thinks he dimly sees’, which effectively plays down
the concrete sense of unity the arnival of Fingal provokes.

This sense of mystery and separateness is significant in the context of Fingal’s
otherwise exemplary behaviour in reacting to the death of Fillan, and allows us to
unpack Dwyer’s suggestive observation that ‘Ossian is an eighteenth-century ideal type
— the “man of feeling™, and his distinction between Fingal and Ossian: where ‘Fingal is
awesome, he is amiable’, where ‘the reader is given many opportunities to get to know
Ossian’ but ‘may never know the distant and solitary Fingal’ (1991, p. 187). Ossian, in
other words, is Sentimental, Fingal Sublime. Yet Ossian posits the Sentimental
Sublime as the ‘ideal type’, and in these terms Ossian comes off particularly badly. If
Fingal represents a Smithean i1deal, albeit one he struggles to maintain, Ossian offers
something more in the line of a certain Duke of Biron whom Smith uses to highlight the
worst sort of response to misfortune.*® In the main Ossian (or at least the old, narrating
Ossian) is solipsistic, over-dramatic and makes no attempt at self-control. He
continually emphasises his own position, and his advice to Malvina that ‘sorrow wastes
the mournful [...] and their days are few’ is undercut by his subsequent actions and
REDSTA B S pity (e ToVSy Hila YRR Y LRV HOPRYR: fhe sdfminehafos
him from Smith’s ideal. The ultimate proof of this, and a reciprocating irony, of
course, is the existence of the poems themselves: if Ossian was not given to outbursts
of histrionic grief and nostalgia, if he could in Blair’s phrase, suppress his rising grief,
then there would be no Poems of Ossian.

This qualification makes Dwyer’s comment all the more significant, if
inadvertently so, since it demonstrates how the gearing of the text (he is right to
distinguish Ossian and Fingal in this way) runs counter to the theoretical model. Being

Sublime in his sentiment Fingal can be no other than a forbidding and distant character

% On the scaffold ‘the intrepid Duke’ disgraced himself in his weeping ‘when he beheld the
state to which he was fallen, and remembered the favour and glory from which his own rashness had
so unfortunately thrown him’ (Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, p. 47).
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compared to his son, the point being that Ossian, to adopt John Mullan’s observation

about Smith’s doctrine of the impartial and stoically self-possessed observer, pushes
‘the discourse of moral philosophy far enough for it to begin to fail to explain how
members of a society were actually bound together.”*’ Investing the Sentimental with
Sublimity needs must distance it from the sociable, since ‘to speak of a habitual or
fashionable sublime [...] 1s to suggest a certain logical difficulty’ given that ‘a major
dilemma of the sublime is that of preserving its difference from the custom, habit, and
fashion [the preserve of the beautiful] which are continually launching insidious
assimilative forays upon it.”*® In short, the price Fingal pays for being the paragon of
stoic sentimental virtue is divorce from the social sphere his behaviour is intended as a
model for. Again this Sentimental insight i1s not restricted to Ossian: Mullan has
pointed out that the result of Richardson’s efforts at the ‘reconciling of sensibility to
power’ in Sir Charles Grandison is a hero who is a “strangely absent apparition, his
desires ever “secret”.”

The overt aims of the Sentimental text are, then, to provide the reader, and
often the characters, with scenes and stories of pathos upon which to exercise their
capacities for moral sympathy in the correct fashion, and within those scenes and
characters to offer carefully delincated versions of the proper response. These aims
constitute a threat to the epic tone of Ossian in as much as they necessitate a morbid
concentration on the unfortunate, on gnef, and shift the locus of heroism moved from
scenes of battle to scenes of woe. Furthermore, the model of virtue which replaces
outright warring within this system, the Sentimental Sublime, is something of a hollow
substitute for confident heroism. Frances Ferguson has described the Sublime as a
whole as at times resembling “a null set, or a category of experience that can be spoken

of only elegiacally’ (p. 47), a phrase which applies with a degree of force to its

Sentimental variations, as witnessed in Ossian and captures the diffuseness of Ossian’s

ideals.

47 John Mullan, ‘The Language of Sentiment; Hume, Smith, and Henry Mackenzie’ in The
History of Scottish Literature Vol. 2 1660-1800, ed. by Andrew Hook (Aberdcen, 1987), pp. 273-89

(p. 28)).
* Frances Ferguson, Solitude and the Sublime: Romanticism and the Aesthetics of

Individuation (New York and London, 1992), pp. 46—7.



79
This 1s far from the end of the story, however, since the methods used to

achieve these aims by the sentimental text also contribute to the overall subversion of
the formal and thematic certainties of the high epic. The second half of the chapter thus
explores the dynamics and emotional economy of the Sentimental Ossian in order to
understand further the at times fraught relationship between Macpherson's poems and

their epic models.

IV.

The Sentimental Technique.

a bunch of little episodes, put together without art, and of no
importance on the whole. Henry Mackenzie, The Man of Feeling (1771).

Two abiding principles in the construction of the Sentimental text are fragmentation
and repetition, and since Northrop Frye’s seminal essay on the Age of Sensibility, they
have been the shared principles that have yoked Ossian to the Sentimental movement.”
However, little effort has been made to analyse the forms and effects of Ossian’s
fragmentation in any depth.

In one sense fragmented and repetitive narratives are pragmatic methods
deployed in order to bring about the moral ends discussed in the previous section:
fragmentatton allows the author ‘to depict pathetic scenes without having to worry
unduly about the potential distractions of plot’ while the repetition of similar situations
for the same effect ensures that the emotional tenor remains constant’! By

downgrading aspects such as plot and character, the text intensifies these effects by

“ John Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of Feeling in the Eighteenth
Century (Oxford, 1988), p. 86, p. 83.

%% See Northrop Frye, ‘Towards Defining an Age of Sensibility’, English Literary History, 23
(1956), 144-53; Dwyer (1991); Todd (1986); and most recently two articles in the collection From
Gaelic to Romantic: Ossianic Translations, ed. by Fiona Stafford and Howard Gaskill (Amsterdam,
1998): Tom Keymer’s ‘Narratives of Loss: The Poems of Ossian and Tristram Shandy’ (pp.79-96) and
Susan Manning’s ‘Henry Mackenzie and Ossian: Or, The Emotional Value of Asterisks’ (pp.136-52).

° Dwyer (1991), p. 184. cf. ‘there are hiatuses, fragmentations, and, especially, repetitions,
not in order to state moral truth or to impress a psychological trait, but simply to highlight and
intensify an emotional effect’ (Todd, p. 92). Of course this comment makes a distinction between
moral truth and emotion which Sentimentalism did not recognise.
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demanding its own reading strategy: denied ‘an identifying fantasy with a character or

an author’, or indeed many meaningful and clear events to act as signposts, the reader
‘must feel his way by sensing the emotional atmosphere of the piece’.’? Ossian is
riddled with different types of fragmentation (somewhat paradoxically perhaps, given
that it represents poetry reconstructed from fragments), and identifying and analysing
them is a valuable exercise in charting of the fate of the heroic in Ossian, shading as
they do out from pragmatic concerns to reveal a depth signification in their own right.

Firstly we are presented with discontinuity on the macro-scale, a striking
example of the paradoxical fact that the closer wholeness i1s approximated, the more
obvious ultimate fragmentation becomes. On the suggestion of Lord Kames,
Macpherson rearranged the ordering of Ossian for the new edition of 1773,
proclaiming that ‘one of the chief improvements, on [sic] this edition, is the care taken,
in arranging the poems in the order of time; so as to form a kind of history of the age to
which they relate’ (p. 412).> As I suggested earlier, there existed a drift within the
original volumes, a vague but visible outline of a larger story (for example in the
grouping of “The Death of Cuchullin®, “Dar-thula” and the first book of Temora
together in the Fingal volume). Indeed, Macpherson tells us in the Temora dissertation
that he had omitted a number of poems from the first volume so as ‘they might not
break in upon that thread of connection, which subsists in the lesser compositions,
subjoined to Fingal’ (p. 215). This thread was, if Macpherson is to be believed,
reinforced by the re-ordering to create a fragmentary meta-narrative, cohesive in
charting the progression and close of the reign of Fingal.

This rearrangement has been viewed in two ways. Firstly (and this is
undoubtedly true) the reordering had the effect of whetting readers’ appetites on non-
epic poems, rather than plunging them into the more difficult Fingal immediately.
Secondly, Macpherson’s mention of history leads one to suppose that the
rearrangement reflects Macpherson’s growing interest and efforts in the field of
historiography, and Ossian’s status as textual source within the British historiography

he erected in the 1770s. Ossian’s relationship with Macpherson's later antiquaran

inquiries will be discussed in chapter four, for now I wish to concentrate on exactly

52 Todd (1986), p. 6; deGategno (1989), p. 65.
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what ‘kind of history’ the 1773 Ossian offers (for, as detractors never tire from

pointing out, Macpherson acknowledged few factual restraints when it came to the
production of Ussian). It 1s immediately striking that this ‘kind of history’ is not strung
together in any particular and recognisable chronology in the way we might expect.
We should of course be careful not to minimise the differences of historiographical
approach between the eighteenth century and our own, but we might nevertheless
expect some sort of chronological ordering. After all, Macpherson's own comment that
care had been taken in the arrangement leads us far from expecting the seemingly
random organisation of the poems we 1n fact encounter. Certain poems are indeed
pushed up the running order (for example “Comala” and “Cath-Loda”, the only poems
which deal directly with Fingal’s youth), but such tidying is more than compensated for
by the inversion and separation of poems which had originally been placed together.
For example, in the Fingal volume “Lathmon” and “Oithona” are placed consecutively,
presumably on the grounds that the events of the latter are dependent on the events
subsequent to the former (as Macpherson himself points out [p. 469 n. 1]). In 1773
they are not only separated by eight poems (including the six-book epic Fingal) but are
inverted in order. Such goings-on moved the anonymous editor of a 1792 edition of the
Works to comment on Macpherson’s claim for historical re-ordering ‘that there is not,
in the English language, a paragraph in more direct opposition to truth’, and to restore
the 1765 ordering of the poems.>*

Such features may just be mistakes, of course, oversights which reflect the
growing disillusionment with Ossian on Macpherson's part that some have noted in the
1773 edition. Yet it seems unlikely that anyone with enough commitment to undertake
a revised edition (and in many respects the 1773 edition represents painstaking revision)
would have made such errors out of a lack of interest. A more fruitful way of looking
at this inconsistency is Larry Stewart’s claim that the 1773 rearrangement ‘supplies a
framework in which the poetry as a whole becomes, in one sense, a single tale
providing the joy of grief’ and that each poem owes its particular place to, if anything,
its contribution to a gradually darkening emotional history of Fingal’s time (Stewart

33 For Kames’ input sce Saunders (1894), p. 239.
>4 Anonymous preface, p. vi, in James Macpherson: Ossian’s Fingal 1792, introduced by
Jonathan Wordsworth [Poole, 1996]).
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(1977), p. 32). In the absence of the odd “newly discovered” linking poem, the 1773

‘kind of history’ 1s no more - indeed is substantially less — logically coherent than its
predecessor. The Ossianic grand narrative, its ‘kind of history’ is, as it were, a sort of a
Sentimental Journey through the history of ancient Caledonia, and the strange
contradictions between intention and action are symptomatic of a wider creative tension
within the Sentimental text between a sense of fragmentation and a sense of order.
Within the Temora volume the use of physical fragmentation becomes bolder as
gaps are imagined not merely between poems but within them. The first duan of
“Cath-loda” and “Colna-dona” are examples of poems where the text is fissured with
actual breaks. This emphasis on incompleteness within the Sentimental Text represents
more than just a convenient way of avoiding plot distractions, it also draws attention to
the fact that texts are ‘physical objects that can be subverted, mutilated or lost’:
‘stories, fictions or books are revealed to be not mind-possessing alternative worlds but
simply vulnerable physical objects, fragments of expenence to be buffeted about like the
sensibility of the sentimentalist, “the sport of contingencies™ (Todd (1986), pp. 104-5).
As Tom Keymer has recently put it, ‘fragmentation may incidentally provide means of
freezing narrative progress to highlight feeling, but it serves more centrally as a
presiding metaphor for the sense of disintegration and loss so pervasive [in Ossian]’.>
Fragmentation of this sort also implies deeper meaning, a sense of cultural alienation, a

failure of the tradition to keep its integnty. Although it should be noted that within that

failure there also exists the counter ‘myth of survival in destruction’:

the artefact represents not only the traces of a larger cultural world but also the tragic
trials and triumphant survivals of its history. Made of transient stuff, it survives only
brokenly, to serve as a reminder of all that has been effaced or swept away. Yet the
fact that it has survived at all [...] suggests the power of culture to endure its
vicissitudes with something of itself still intact.*

The two epic poems demand a more conventionally unified structure and
therefore avoid the more daring physical techniques of textual lacunae. Even here,

however, we must confront Macpherson’s now almost completely 1ignored insistence on

55 Keymer (1998), p.87. See also Leo Braudy, ‘“The Form of the Sentimental Novel’ Novel, 7

n0.1(1974), 5-13.
¢ Katic Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire

(Princeton, 1997), p. 8, p. 28.
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the generic or poetic fragmentation of the text and the careful way in which he observes

differences in the type of poetry used in the original: lyric, narrative, and a dramatic
form akin to recitative (or as Laing put it, an ‘absurd admixture of the past and the
present, of epic, lyric, and dramatic poetry’ [1805, I, p. 384]). Three times in Temora
V, for example, (notes 2, 39, and 52) Macpherson talks of the changing nature of the
original, a sudden burst of ‘lyric measure’ (n.2), the beauty of which cannot be rendered
in translation (n. 39). The dramatic analogy is particularly revealing in its emphasis on
differing priorities of composition:

I have in a proceeding note, observed that the abrupt manner of Ossian partakes much
of the nature of the Drama. The opening of [Temora VI] is a confirmation of the
justness of this observation. Instead of a long detail of circumstances delivered by the
poet himself, about the descent of Cathmor from the hill [...], he puts the narration n
the mouth of Fingal. The relation acquires importance from the character of the
speaker [...] The apostrophes which are crowded on one another, are expressive of the
perturbation of Fingal’s soul (pp. 508-9, n. 1)

The dramatic form thus suits two purposes. Firstly it provides an alib1 for ‘the abrupt
manner’ of the narrative, and secondly it invests the disjointed narrative with further
emotional loading. Drama exists as a shadowy term of reference within the Ossianic
aesthetic universe. Malcolm Laing identified borrowings from 14 of Shakespeare’s
plays, along with ones from the eighteenth-century dramatists Home, Congreve,
Addison, Mason and Mallet. Furthermore, the description of early lyric tragedy given
by Hugh Blair offers a further suggestive point of contact. Aeschylus, says Blair, 1s
‘bold, nervous, and animated; but very obscure and difficult to read’, his plays full of
‘fire and elevation’ while Sophocles, ‘the most masterly of the Greeks’, is the “‘most just
and sublime in his sentiments’ (Lectures, 46, vol. 2, pp. 515-6). Overall, tragedy has
according to Blair a ‘force and dignity’ of a different order to the ‘uniform dignity of
Epic’ and more in keeping with ‘that briskness and ease, which is suited to the freedom
of dialogue, and the fluctuations of passion’ (ibid, p. 513). Within the Poems of Ossian
drama functions as an aesthetic safety valve, a way of containing the conflicting
demands of the sublime and the pathetic for spontaneity and discontinuity on the one

hand with those of neo-classical formalism for rigour and unity on the other. It also
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suggests the strain placed on that formalism in an age marked by ‘a growing taste for

mixed genres’.”’

The least interesting thing to say about Macpherson’s insistence on generic
heterogeneity 1s that it has the effect of providing an alibi for Macpherson's artistry,
pre-empting negative criticism by intimidating the reader with an unseen and
aesthetically complicated and alien original. Unfortunately, this has tended to be the
only thing said on the subject as well, and two further points of importance need to be
made. Firstly, Macpherson's conception of a literary product understood by formal
criticism only as an amalgam of retrospectively formulated genres centres his thinking
within the complex primitivism represented by Blair. In his Lectures Blair ties the
‘separation of the different literary provinces from each other’ to the ‘separation of the
different Arts and Professions of Civil Life’ (38, vol. 2, p. 321-2). In the following
chapter I shall discuss this separation of history and poetry as conceived by this model,
but in the present case I want to note that Blair sees the primeval literary text as one in
which we can ‘easily discern the seeds and beginnings of genres’ although they are as
yet to be ‘properly distinguished or separated’ and as such may be a combination of the
central literary genres, for Blair the ode, the elegy, the epic and the tragic or dramatic
form (ibid., p. 321). Ossian fits this generic heterogeneity perfectly, Macpherson
presenting the unseen Gaelic originals as a pre-Babelian ur-genre, more ancient even
than the primary epics of Homer, even 1if its more unruly elements are relegated to the
footnotes. We are also being offered an insight into Ossian’s (and Blair’s) importance
for the Romantic sensibility, a legitimisation of generic heterogeneity and a blow
against the ‘frigtd and absurd ideas’ of neo-classical theory’s rigorous partitions
(Lectures, 11, p.407).

Secondly, Macpherson’s image of the Osstanic text could be seen as advocating
a different set of reading priorities — ones attending to the ear and the heart more than
to the eye or the intellect — and with that in mind he 1s signifying absence and
dissatisfaction. Thus impossibility of the (any) text to convey its emotional meaning

completely is symbolised by the failure of neo-classical English forms to encapsulate

Macpherson's Gaelic sources. That words fail to describe experience and emotion

5T Steve Rizza, ‘A Bulky and Foolish Treatisce? Hugh Blair’s “Critical Dissertation”
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satisfactonly, that ‘the heart speaks (and needs) a different kind of language’ is a
suspicion common amongst Sentimental writers in a way that goes beyond

% John Mullan has noted that translation is invoked as a

commonplace truism.’
metaphor throughout Tristram Shandy for the representation of ‘the natural articulacy
of feeling’ in words, the point being that ‘Sterne concedes that sentiment can only be
glimpsed across the distance between a translator and an “original™ (1988, p. 160).
Ossian offers, as it were, a literal version of this metaphor: oral Gaelic, a “naturally
poetic language”, and coincidentally the medium of unmediated feeling, is translated
into written English in a way analogous to that by which Tristram translates feeling

*  And in both cases there is a stress on

mediated by non-verbal gesture into words.
how insufficient the translation process 1s. Thus for Keymer both Sterne and
Macpherson create the narratives of lost pasts, in Sterne’s case personal, in
Macpherson’s cultural: words, says Keymer, ‘are rarely more than gloomy
acknowledgements of separation from what they describe’ (1998, p.89). As such, even
Macpherson’s sometimes rather priggish sounding assertions that modern tastes are not
suited to the elegances of Gaelic take on a deeper and more poignant meaning,
mirroring the failure of a literary and personal agenda.

The epics are fissured with discontinuities in other ways as well. Rather than
privileging a single continuous narrative line, Macpherson swamps his main narratives
with unconnected episodes and digressions. There is of course nothing intrinsic in the
fragmentary style to negate the triumphalist epic. Indeed ‘paratactic bluntness’ is the
major constructive principle in heroic poems such as the Chanson de Roland, a poem
whose narrative, in common with that of early medieval narrative in general, ‘strings

independent pictures together like beads’.®® However, there is something more

fundamentally deflatory about Ossian’s polyphonic narrative of indirection which

Reconsidered’, in Gaskill (ed), 1991, pp. 129-146, p. 144.

*% Jerome MacGann, The Poetics of Sensibility: A Revolution in Literary Style (Oxford,
1996), p. 43.

* The idea of primitive langnage as the purveyor of unmediated feeling is a key one within
the so-called Primitivist thcory. See, for example, the opening paragraphs of Blair’s ‘Critical
Dissertation’.

® Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans.
Willard Trask, (Princeton, 1968, first published 1946), pp. p. 101, p. 116.
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fragments the story lines of Fingalian triumph.®’ The long middle books of Temora,

with their endless digressions on the generations of civil war fought over the Irish
throne, play on this technique to the extent that it often becomes impossible to tell
whether any given event is happening or being related as having happened. It is just
such tendencies within this poem which have (and with a degree of justice) led to its
reputation for nigh-on unreadability, a charge many have extended to the Poems as a
whole. Those defending the poems tend to offer the short sharp shock line, maintaining
that, in the words of an early guide, the poems are meant to be read ‘not connectedly,
or long at one time’ and for the ‘sentiments’.®® This might rescue the reading
experience, but as a reading strategy goes to undermine the continuity of the narrative
and only emphasises the generic distance from the conventional heroic.

Narrative and visual fragmentation 1s marned in the Zemora volume with
Macpherson’s increasing habit of placing small fragments of other poems on similar
themes or involving named characters in footnotes (for example at the end of book
three (p. 250-52)): these scraps, ‘just now in the hands of the translator’ continually
demand us to leave the main poem and read a small emotion-packed vignette. On the
whole, it is Gaskill’s general practice in his 1996 edition to demote these snatches of
poems and plot précis with the rest of the glosses to end-notes on the grounds that it
allows the reader to ‘savour the text without distraction’ (p. xxv). However, it should
be pointed out (as Gaskill does) that to do so alters the reading experience (in terms of
narrative tension undoubtedly for the better) as in the early editions “getting on with the
story” was precisely what was being discouraged.

Fingal keeps these wilder tendencies in check. However, the heroic triumph is
still punctured by the compulsive digressions which mark the poem, continually

distracting our attention with their stories of death and ill-fortune. Gerald Tyson has

suggested that interpolated episodes in Fingal rather than ‘giving the reader a clearer

S Polyphony is term used to describe the multiple non-subordinated narrative lines of the
medieval romance. It was first used by C.S.Lewis.

2 Anon., A Second Evening’s Amusement in a Library: Extracts from Ossian’s Poems, with
Cursory Observations, etc., etc. (undated, in National Library of Scotland bound volume of
Ossianiana, catalogue number H.31.b29 [1-3]). Internal evidence dates the pamphlet to 1823,
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understanding of the action’s import, [...] serve a largely affective purpose’.®® Fiona

Stafford takes this remark significantly further in observing that ‘after repeated
digressions of this sort, the story of Fingal’s victory is completely lost” (1988, p. 140).
These comments make two important points. Firstly, and again, that Fingal needs a
different reading practice to that of mainstream epic; and secondly that the digressive
approach (and the Cuchullin subplot) fundamentally subvert the supposed paradise of
Scottish courage and untrammelled action. In short Frye’s formulation that ‘the aim [of
the Sentimental Text] is not concentration of sense but diffusion of sense’ (1956, p.
148) can be applied to Ossian 1n such a way as to equate sense with the cumulative
narrative and affirmative action of the trrumphal heroic poem.

The representation of character in Ossian compliments these narrative
fragmentations. It was suggested earlier that the Sentimental text is ruthless in its
downgrading of character in the search for emotional epiphanies. In one sense this is
then just a by-product of the aesthetic prionitisation of the Sentimental — in a short, one
hundred word vignette, characters are no more than names — but it can also be more
specific and focused.®® Leaving aside the faceless characters who flit across the
consciousness of Ossian and the reader as their tales of woe are related for emotional
effect by some bard, the most clear cut examples of disposable characters, characters
who literally have no more substance than their names and the story associated with
them, are ghosts. Given that Virgil and Homer set entire books in the kingdom of the
dead Ossian can not be considered unique among epics in its concern with the afterlife.
However, ignoring the fact that everyone who appears in old Ossian’s stories is dead,
there are other important differences in the presentation of the preternatural in Ossian
and his predecessors, as the example of the wvisitation of Crugal to Connal in Fingal 11
makes clear. The episode seems modelled, with important differences in presentation,
on Hector’s visit to Aeneas in Aeneid 11 (lines 270-80):

Dim, and in tears, he stood and stretched his pale hand over the hero.— Faintly he raised
his feeble voice, like the gale of the reedy Lego. (p.65)

63 «“The Feast of Shells”: The Context of James Macpherson's Ossianic Poetry” (unpublished
Ph.D. thesis, Brandeis University, 1969) p. 56. Tyson goes too far, however, in drawing an exclusive
distinction between this and Homer’s use of ‘organic digression’ which ‘lends variety or amplitude to
the plot’. Ossian affords many examples of this Homeric technique.

64 For this point see Simpson (1988), p. 159.
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Stressing weakness at every turn (even in the last clause where the more muscular

sound of ‘gale’ 1s balanced by the long, slow ‘reedy’) this offers an emaciated version
of the moment of Trojan despair. In noting that Crugal “is on the verge of dissolving
into the Highland landscape’ Stafford has suggested that this style ‘was inherited
directly from the Fragments, where the lost voices had drified vaguely in their
mountain settings’(1988, p. 1390. But where she sees this as ‘peculiarly appropriate’
to the earlier work, its “‘contnbution to the epic was not always beneficial, and all too
often uncertainty becomes confusion’(ibid). It seems to me that the ‘intangible quality’
she sees in the ghostly figures and the effects they have on the “so-called heroic poem’
1s in accord with the thinly etched characters deployed by the Sentimental text to
convey emotional messages. Macpherson continually creates a diffused air around his
heroes through ghosts conveying mood rather than information. In this context it is
significant that, unlike the ghost of Hector, Crugal goes unheeded — indeed Cuchullin
uses the spirit’s weakness as an argument against it: the ghost is a ‘dim phantom of the
wind’, the ‘feeble son of the wind’ (p.66), and he uses much the same reasoning against
the ghost of Calmar in “The Death of Cuchullin” (see page 137). However, purely in
terms of the overall effect of such an ‘intangible’ supernatural world, it becomes clear
that these shards of characters, echoes of lost battles, work in the same way as the
compulsive digressions that mark the poem, continually distracting our attention and
inviting our pity with their stories of death and ill-fortune.

It 1s not, however, just that characters are one or two dimensional.
Occasionally, characters have almost a super-abundance of traits and characterisation
seems weak because it 1s inconsistent rather than non-existent. While it would be, from
a generic point of view, wrong to expect there to be too much by the way of
psychological grounding to Ossian’s figures, we might yet anticipate a certain internal,
if albeit narrative-driven, consistency. As it 1s, however, characterisation is driven less
by the plot than by the dictates — and emotional demands — of any particular scene. Of
characters who change to fit the moment and needs of the pathetic drive of the text, the
Cuchullin of Fingal provides an early if imited example. An unreconstructed epic hero
at the opening of the poem, Cuchullin, in committing himself to battle against

overwhelming odds (but only after the requisite epic war council), demonstrates that
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fame through death 1s his ultimate aim: ‘we shall fight [...] and die in the battle of

heroes’ he tells Connal (p. 66). It seems significant in the light of this that, by the time
battle is joined, in a revealing image Ossian pictures Cuchullin as already dead (‘the
chief moves before in arms, like an angry ghost before a cloud’, p. 67). However, the
arrival of Fingal denies Cuchullin the personal Thermopylae he engineers for himself, as
Swaran turns his attentions to a more pressing foe:

bending, weeping, sad, and slow, and dragging his long spear behind, Cuchullin sunk in
Cromla’s wood, and moumned his fallen friends. He feared the face of Fingal, who was
wont to greet him from the fields of renown. (p. 75-6)

In the event, this proves only a minor inconvenience for Cuchullin as he overcomes the
discomfort of not dying gloriously in battle by pretending to be dead for much of the
rest of the poem (“— And thou, white-bosom’d Bragela mourn over the fall of my fame;
for vanquished, I will never return to thee, thou sun-beam of Dunscaich’, as he puts it
on page 88). From this point on Cuchullin becomes, as Josef Bysveen puts it, ‘a new
type of heroic sentimentality, in the image of wretched, fallen greatness, and the
deplorable self-pity typical of wounded pride and ruined fame, now bereft of proud,
heroic defiance’.®’ In undergoing this character transplant, Cuchullin becomes the rain
on Fingal’s parade, a figure of ‘sadness, sorrow and shame’ qualifying his ally’s victory
with his own disgrace. Every time the story of Fingal’s campaign threatens to become
too upbeat we are offered a melancholy news flash from Cuchullin’s cave, a vignette of
‘fallen greatness’.

If Cuchullin was our only example of such a tendency within Ossian it would
seem unwise to make too much of it. Cuchullin would appear to function differently in
the second half of the poem, to effect a transformation from ‘defiant hero-god’ into
‘tender-hearted man’ (deGategno(1989), p. 47), but in as much as Cuchullin is as
extreme in his grief as he was in his bellicosity he is arguably very much the same man.
At the same time, we should be beware that it is verging on normative heroic behaviour
to believe yourself to be ‘no more’ once your reputation has been tarnished. %6

However, despite the long shadow Cuchullin casts over the tale of Fingal’s triumph, he

% Josef Bysveen, Epic Tradition and Innovation in James Macpherson's Fingal (Uppsala,
1982), p.71.
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1s no more than a prototype compared to the most complete example of a character
reconstituted to mirror the demands of the text, Fingal himself as we see him in
Temora.

In this tale of ‘last things’ the great king is reconfigured from what has gone
before (both in what he says and what others say about him) and, along with that
reconfiguration, comes the final fracture of the epic/heroic ethos. Within the legendary
tradition the death of Oscar at Gabhra spells doom for the fianna — indeed only those
absent on the day survived the battle. In Temora the battle is covered in the first of
eight books. Yet to suggest that Oscar’s death therefore becomes a temporary setback
ignores the fact that his loss — and the response of others to it — sets the tone for a
poem redolent with gotterdimmerung. We have seen in the previous section how
Fingal’s initial response to his grandson’s death threatens his victory and how he
divorces triumph in this war from his long-term success, with the implication that
whatever happens in Ireland he is still just as likely to be ‘the last of his race’. In
mourning the passing of Oscar, characters for the first time in Ossian contemplate the
reality of what his death means, are not satisfied to say, as Cuchullin did in Fingal,
‘Peace to the souls of the heroes; their deeds were great in danger’ (p. 58).

It is not just that characters suddenly have a more responsible attitude towards
death, however. Chronic fear of failure and a loss of confidence appear to become
endemic to the characters of Temora, contributing much to the twilight of the gods feel.
In no one is this clearer than in Fingal himself: his new-found self-doubt climaxes in
book VIII with a luke-warm message to the king-in-waiting, ‘that Fingal lifts the spear,
and that his foes, perhaps, may fail’, a sentiment repeated a few lines later with: ‘if there
my standard shall float on wind, over Lubar’s gleaming stream, then has not Fingal
failed in the last of his fields’ (p. 288). This is very different from Fingal’s
unquestioned assumption that its hero will be victorious (for example, Calmar’s matter-
of-fact reference to the time when ‘Fingal has wasted the field’ on p.75) and hits on the

major concern of Fingal and Ossian in Temora: the need to make a good end. As

Fingal puts it in an early rallying cry:

% Of course, within Gaelic legend Ca Chulain, rather like Achilles of the Greeks, was famous
for his preference of early death and glory over longevity and obscurity.
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Fingal 1s amudst his darkening years. He must not fall, as an aged oak, across a secret
stream. (p.234)

A poignant moment, 1ts emotional appeal heightened by the activation of a Jacobite
motif in the shape of the oak tree.” Macpherson's deployment of Jacobite iconography
and narrative tropes for sentimental effect is discussed at length in chapter five, but for
now I merely want to note that Ossian is full of oak trees, and, like here where the tree
is aged and being used in a context of threatened failure, they are rarely portrayed as
blooming with health.® We should perhaps, given the public nature of a battle-cry, be
careful not to take this as a true indication of Fingal’s actual state of mind. The fact
remains though, that it does lend an air of desperation to proceedings: the ‘must’
strikes an insistent note, as if Fingal is striving to assert what he no longer has
confidence in. And there are the more private utterances, such as Fingal’s observation
to Fillan that ‘I begin to be alone, my son, and I dread the fall of my renown’ (p.234).
It is one thing to strengthen the devotion of your followers by making yourself an
object of pity, quite another to show explicit signs of weakness. ‘Fingal begins to be
alone; darkness gathers on the last of his days’ (p. 237) says Ossian, and this means that
his father is perceived less as going out in a blaze of glory, more as scrabbling for all the
dignity he can muster. Indeed Ossian is under no illusions about his father. For every
‘who but Combhal’s son, brightening in the last of his fields?” (p. 245), suggesting an

aged ruggedness, we are offered:

the king 1s without a son, grey-haired amidst his foes. His arm is not as in the days of
old: his fame grows dim in Erin. Let me not behold him from high, laid low in his latter
field. (p. 273)

This 1s not to say that Fingal does not, as we have previously seen, cut an impressive
figure in the poem as he grapples with the facts of the fall of his race. But the point is
this: in representing a more ambitious attempt at the ‘new type of heroic

sentimentality’, Temora 1s a poem in which Fingal comes to suffer and to be pitied

" Murray G.H.Pittock, Poetry and Jacobite Politics in Eighteenth-Century Britain and
Ireland (Cambridge, 1994), p. 184.

% Cf. the description of the fall of the sons of Usnoth in “Dar-thula”; ‘They fell like three
young oaks which stood alone on the hill; the traveller saw the lovely tress, and wondered how they
grew so lonely; the blast of the desart came, by night, and laid their green heads low; next day he
returned, but they were withered, and the heath was bare’ (p. 146). As Pittock says with reference to
Fingal, ‘set in a withered and decaying landscape, [oaks] reflect the epic’s central theme, defeat’
(1994, p. 184).
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rather than to conquer. Macpherson’s last epic shares with all Sentimental texts a
tendency to owe allegiances to nothing — not even the paragon figure at the centre of
the text’s world — when it comes to extracting the maximum iemotional value from a
scenario:

My son, I hear the call of years; they take my spear as they pass along. Why does not
Fingal, they seem to say, rest within his hall? Dost thou always delight in blood? In the
tears of the sad? No: ye darkly-rolling years, Fingal delights not in blood. Tears are
wintry streams that waste away my soul. But, when I 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. (p. 290)

This displays a degree of inwardness rarely seen in Ossian, offering us a glimpse into
the cost of being in Andrew Marvell’s words, ‘the force of angry heaven’s flame’. The
speech is beautifully weighted, with every word —down to the excruciating ‘all’ in the
last line — counting, as Macpherson offers the full range of rhythmic and rhyming
effects within his measured prose. It encapsulates and places a retrospective gloss on
what has gone before in the poem and its compulsive mulling over of past events The
speech is reminiscent of one Fingal makes at the beginning of “The Battle of Lora”,

although the ultimate distance between the two i1s more revealing than any similarity:

when will Fingal cease to fight? I was bom in the midst of battles, and my steps must
move in blood to the tomb. But my hand did not injure the weak, my steel did not touch
the feeble in arms. —I behold thy tempests, O Morven, which will overturn my halls;
when my children are dead in battle, and none remains to dwell in Selma. Then will the

feeble come, but they will not know my tomb: my renown is in the song: and my actions
shall be as a dream to future times. (p. 120)

In the earlier poem the speech comes at the beginning rather than the end of the action,
and the truth of his words is acknowledged, if not a little wearily, then with a resigned
equanimity as Fingal sets about the destruction of another young pretender to his
mantle. There is none of the self-laceration we witness in Temora as Fingal seems
content with the thought that his actions will ‘be as a dream to other times.” The later
Fingal cannot rest there and the confrontational edge to his attempts to salvage
something is equally revealing. He only ever defended ‘the feeble’, and “never over the
fallen did my eye rejoice’. Human nature being what it is though, Fingal immediately

finds someone worse than himself to make himself feel better:

Thou know’st not, feeble wanderer, that fame once shone on Moi-lena. Here Fingal
resigned his spear, after the last of his fields. — Pass away, thou empty shade: in thy
voice is no renown. Thou dwellest by some peaceful stream; yet a few years, and thou
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art gone. No one remembers thee, thou dweller of thick mist! — But Fingal shall be
clothed with the fame, a beam of light to other times; for he went forth, in echoing steel,
to save the weak inarms.  (p. 291)

This collapses in its own terms. The excoriation of the feeble wanderer sits 11l on the
lips of the defender of ‘the weak in arms’ and there 1s a further contradiction between
the beginning and the end of the speech: how famous will he be if this man will not
know of him? Yet these contradictions are part of the point, part of the state of mind
the reader is being asked to pity, as Fingal recognises that the story of his life might be
something different to the one he expected, that it might indeed collapse into
contradiction.

The speech also marks precisely the nexus between the vague insufficiency of
the primary epic ending discussed in the introduction, and the demands of Sensibility.
Temora ends on a note of failure and bankruptcy, and, somewhat ironically given its
reputation for being unreadable, it gives the impression of suddenly being wise to itself,
of reinterpreting its own events so that ‘adventures that had seemed when they
happened to float in a romance world free of time and space, are suddenly re-visioned
as milestones on the one-way road to the “day of destiny.””*® The result is an oddly
“serious” heroic epic, one where the space in which gung-ho actions can be committed
“no questions asked”, and with no regard to consequences, evaporates.” The need to
produce emotionally charged scenes interrogates the heroic character and with him the
ethos of martial valour to the point that it actually subverts it, the glorious martial past
of Morven sacrificed in favour of the depiction of greatness in decline. Character and
triumphalist epic theme is driven by the needs of the Sentimental rather than the heroic
story.

Fragmentation, then, covers a number of different Ossianic techniques operating
on a number of different levels. While there is a danger of broadening the definition
beyond its usefulness, within each version the effect is the same: discontinuities

interrogate the triumphalist narrative by distracting the reader and preventing

® Thomas Malory, Le Morte Darthur: The Winchester Manuscript, ed. Helen Cooper
(Oxford, 1998), p. xxii.

70 This ‘unreadability’ has perhaps been overplayed. Temora is a set text for undergraduates
at Virginia Technical College in the United States, where, according to Dr. David Radcliffe, it is
reccived by the students with greater enthusiasm than its companion text, Johnson’s Journey.
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momentum from building up, and by disturbing our grasp on the firm concepts and

characters of the heroic world. While at the very least this means that we must read
Ossian 1n a way we would not read the lliad, 1 think we can also claim that the overall
effect goes further and actually subvert the glorious martial past the poems ostensibly

celebrate.

V.

The Sentimental Economy.

The Chief is sad but lovely
“Calthon and Colmal”

In 1773 Macpherson made a revealing emendation to this description of Colmar, the
chief becoming ‘sad but stately’. The shift from a vocabulary of outright
Sentimentalism to one more in keeping with the grandeur of the heroic narrative is
perhaps significant, as if Macpherson too felt the strain between the two literary and
social worlds. However, Macpherson made no changes to the story line, one of the
most bizarre in all of Ossian. Examining this plot and its incongruity leads us further to
the heart of the Sentimental text’s incompatibility with the heroic.

The topos of the hapless adventurer, the bungling Ossianic hero seemingly
incapable of doing his job properly 1s to be found everywhere in Ossian. Agandecca, to
whom I shall return, 1s but one example of the oppressed whom the fianna are
conspicuous in their failure to protect.”! Similarly in Fingal III, Fingal tells of
Fainasollis, a maiden who came for help in fighting off the advances of the king of Sora.
Fingal’s response is characteristically generous in telling her to ‘Rest [...