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COPY OF A LETTER FROM DAVID HUME, ESQ. TO
THE REVEREND DR HUGH BLAIRy, ON THE SUDB-
JECT OF OSSIAN’S POEMS.

Lisle Street, Leicester Fields,
Dzrar Sir, 19¢h Septem. 1'763.

I live in a place where I have the plea.
fure of frequently hearing juftice done to your dif-
fertation, but never heard it mentioned in a com-
pany, where fome one perfon or other did not ex-
prefs his doubts with regard to the authenticity of
the poems which are its fubjet, and I oiten hear
them totally rejected, with difdain and indignation,
as a palpable and moft impudent forgery, This opi-
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nion has indeed become very prevalent among the
men of letters in London; and I can forefee, that
in a few years, the poems, if they continue to {tand
on their prefent footing, will be thrown afide, and
will fall into final oblivion, It is in vain to fay that
their beauty will {fupport them, independent of their
authenticity : No ; that beauty is not fo much to
the general tafte, as to infure you of this event ; and
if people be once difgufted with the idea of a for-
gery, they are thence apt to entertain a more difad-
vantageous notion of the excellency of the produc-
tion itfelf, The abfurd pride and caprice of Mac-
pherfon himfelf, who {corns, as he pretends, to {a-
tisfy any body that doubts his veracity, has tended
much to confirm this general fcepticiim ; and I muft
own, for my own part, that though I have had
many particular reafons to believe thefe poems ge-
nuine, more than it 1s pollible for any Englifhman
of letters to have, yet I am not entirely without my
{cruples on that head. You think that the internal
proofs 1n favour of the poems are very convincing :
So they are ; but there are alfo internal reafons a-
gainft them, particularly from the manners, not-
withitanding all the art with which you have endea-
voured to throw a vernifh * on that circumitance ;
and the prefervation of fuch long and {fuch connect-
ed poems, by oral tradition alone, during a courfc
of fourteen centuries, is fo much out of the ordis
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naty courfe of human affairg, that it requires the .
{trongeft reafons to make us believe it. My prefent
purpofe therefore is, to apply to you, in the name
of all the men of letters of this, and I may fay of
all other countries, to eftablifh this capital point, and
to give us proofs that thefe poems are, I do not fay
{o antient as the age of Severus, but that they were
ot forged within thefe five years by James Mac-
pherfon. 'Thefe proofs muft not be arguments, but
teftimonies : Peoples ears are fortified againit the
former ; the latter may yet find their way, before
‘the poems are configned to total oblivion. Now
the teftimonies may, In my opinion, be of two
kinds. Macpherfon pretends that there 1s an an-
cient manufcript of part of Fingal in the family I
think of Clanronald, Get that fact afcertained by
more than one perfon of credit; let thele perfons
be acquainted with the Gaelic; let them compare
the original and the tranflation ; and let them tel-
tify the fidelity of the latter.

But the chief point in which it will be neceflary
{or you to exert yourfelf will be, to get pofitive tefti-
mony from many different hands, that {fuch poems
are yulgarly recited in the IHighlands, and have
there long been the entertainment of the people.
"This teftimony muft be as particular as it 1s pofitive.
It will not be fufficient that a Highland gentleman
or clergyman f{ay or write to you that he has heard
fuch poems : nobody queftions that there are tradi-
tional poems in that part of the country, where the

names of Offian and Fingal, and Olfcar and Gaul,
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are mentioned in every ftanza. The only doubt is,
whether thefe poems have any farther refemblance
to the poems publithed by Macpherfon. 1 was told
by Bourke, * a very ingenious Irifh gentleman, the
author of a traét on the Sublime and Beautiful, that
on the firft publication of Macpherfon’s book, all the
irith cried out, We knvw all those pocms ; we bave al-
ways heard them from our infancy ; but when he afk-
ed more particular queftions, he could never learn
that any one had ever heard or could repeat the ori-
ginal of any one paragraph of the pretended tranfla-
tion. 'This generality, then, muit be carefully guard-
ed againft, as being of no authority.

Your connections among your brethren of the
~clergy may here be of great ufe to you. You may
eafily learn the names of all minifters of that coun-
try who underitand the language of it. You may
write to them, exprefling the doubts that have arifen,
and defiring them to fend for fuch of the bards as
remain, and make them rehearfe their ancient poems.
Let the clergymen then have the tranflation in their
hands, and let them write back to you, and inform
you that they heard fuch a one (naming him), liv-
ing in fuch a place, rehearfe the original of f{uch a
paflage, from fuch a page to fuch a page of the Eng-
lifh tranflation, which appeared exatt and faithful.
If you give to the public a fufficient number of fuch
teftimonies, you may prevail: But I venture to
foretel to you that nothing lefs will ferve the pur-
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pofe ; nothing lefs will fo much as command the at-
tention of the public.

Becket tells me that he is to give us a new edi-
tion of your Diflertation, accompanied with fome
vemarks on Temora. Here is a favourable opportu-
nity for you to execute this purpofe. You have a
juft and laudable zeal for the credit of thefe poems.
They are, if genuine, one of the greateft curiofities
in all refpects, that ever was difcovered in the com-
monwealth of letters; and the child is, in a man-
ner, become yours by adoption, ‘as Macpherfon has
totally abandoned all care of it. - Thele motives call
upon you to exert yourfelf, and I think it were fuit-
able to your candour, and moft fatisfadtory alfo to
the reader, to publifh all the anfwers to all the let-
ters you write, even though fome of thefe letters
{hould make fomewhat againft your own opinion in
this affair,  We fhall always be the more aflured
that no arguments are {trained beyond their proper
force, and no contrary arguments {upprefled, where
fuch an entire communication is made to us. Beck-
et joins me heartily in this application ; and he owns
to me, that the believers in the authenticity of the
poems diminifh every day among the men of fenfe
and reflettion. Nothing lefs than what I propofe
can throw the balance on the other fide. I depart
from hence in about three weeks, and fhould be
glad to hear your refolution before that time.
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