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HE love of novelty, which, in fome de-
gree, is common to all mankind, 1s more
particularly the chara&eriftic of that mediocrity
of parts, which diftinguithes more than one half
of the human fpecies. "This inconftant difpofiti-
on is never more confpicuous, than in what re-
gards the article of amufement. We change cur
fentiments concerning it every moment, and the
diftance between our admiration and extreme con-
tempt, is fo very fmall, that the one is almoft 2
fure prefage of the other. The poets, whofc bu-
{inefs it is to pleafe, if they want to preferve the
fame they have once acquired, muft very often
forfeit their own judgments to this variable tem-
per of the bulk of the readers, and accommodate
their writings to this unfettled tafte. A fame {o
fluGtuating deferves not to be much valued.
PoEeTRY, like virtue, receives its reward after
death. The fame which men purfued in vain,
when living, is often beftowed upon them when
they are not fenfible of it. This neglect of liv-.
ing authors is not altogether to be attributed to
that reluCtance which men fhew in praifing and
rewarding genius. It often happens, that the
man who writes differs greatly from the fame
man in common life. His foibles, however, are
obliterated by death, and his better part, his wri-
tings, remain; his charater is formed from
them, and he that was no extraordinary man in
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his own time, becomes the wonder of fucceeding
ages.—F'rom this fource proceeds our veneration
for the dead. 'Their virtues remain, but the vi-
ces, which were once blended with their virtues,
have died with themfelves.

TH1s confideration might induce a man, diffi-
dent of his abilities, to afcribe his own compofiti-
ons to a perfon, whoie remote antiquity and whofe
{icuation when alive, might well anfwer for faults
which would be inexcufable in a writer of this
age. An ingenious gentleman made this obfer-
vation before he knew any thing but the name of
the epic poem, which is printed in the following
colle&tion. When he had read 1t his fentiments
were changed. He found it abounded too much
with thofe 1deas, that only belong to the moft
carly ftate of fociety, to be the work of a modern
poet. Of this, I am perfuaded, the public will
be as thoroughly convinced, as this gentleman
was, when they fhall fee the poems; and that
fome will think, notwithftanding the difadvanta-
ges with which the works afcribed to Offian ap-
pear, it would be a very uncommon 1inftance of
{elf-denial in me to difown them, were they real-
ly of my compofition.

I wourp not have dwelt fo long upon this
fubjet, efpecially as I have anfwered all reafona-
ble objetions to the genuinenefs of the poems in
the Diflertation, were it not on account of the
prejudices of the prefent age againit the ancient
inhabitants of Britain, who are thought to have
been incapable of the generous fentiments to be
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met with in the poems of Offian.—1If we ert 1n
praifing too much the times-of our forefathers,
it 1s alfo as repugnant.to good fenfe, ‘to be altoge-
ther blind to-the imperfections of our own. It
our fathers had not fo much wealth they had cer-
tainly fewer vices than-the prefent age: Their
tables, it is true, were not-{o well provided, ‘nei-
ther were their beds fo foft as thofe of modern
times ; and this in the eyes of men who place their
ultimate happinefs 1n thofe conveniencies ot “lite,
gives us a great advantage over them. ° I fhall
not enter farther into this {ubjeét, but only ob-
ferve, that the general poverty of a nation has not
‘the fame influence, that the indigence of indi-
viduals, in an opulent country, has, upon the
manners of the community. 'T'heidea of mean-
nefs, which is now connetted with a narrow for-
tune, had its rife after commerce had thrown tco
much property into the hands of-a tew ; for the-
poorer fort, imitating the vices of-the rich, were
obliged to have recourfe to roguery and circum-
vention, 1n order to fupply their extravagance,
fo that they were not without reafon, reckoned
in more than one {enfe, the worft of the people.

IT is now two years fince the firft tranflations
from the Gallic language were handed about a-
mong people of tafte in Scotland. They became
at lait fo much corrupted, through the carelefi-
nefs of tranfcribers, that, for my own fake, I
was obliged to print the genuine copies. Some
other pieces were added to {well the publication
into a pamphlet, which was entitled, Fragments
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of Ancient Poetry. The Fragments, upon
their firlt appearance, were fo much approved
of, that feveral people of rank, as well as tafte,
prevailed with me to make a journey into the
Highlands and weftern ifles, in order to recover
what remained of the works of the old bards,
cfpecially thofe of Offian, the fon of Fingal,
who was the beft as well as moft ancient of
thofe who are celebrated in tradition for their
poetical genius. I undertook this journey,
more from a defire of complying with the re-
queft of my friends, than from any hopes I had
of anfwering their expetations. I was not un-
fuccefsful, confidering how much the compofiti-
ons of ancient times have been negleted, for
fome time paft, in the north of Scotland. Seve-
ral gentlemen in the highlands and ifles generouf-
ly gave me all the afliftance in their power; and
1t was by their means I was enabled to compleat
the epic poem. How far it comes up to the
rules of the cpopee, 1s the province of criticifm
to cxamine, It is only my bufinefs to lay it be-
fore the reader as I have found 1t.  As it 1s one of
the chief beauties of compofition, to be well un-
derftood, I {hall here give the ftory of the poem,
to prevent that obfcunity which the introduétion
of charatters utterly unknown might occafion.




