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seems to me that by the principle of the survival of the
strongest we are runrîing a bandicapped race.

E. MAUD GRAHIAM, '96.

OSSIAN-THE GAELIC HOMER..

In these latter days, when tlîe spirit of evolution is in
the air, and cverything must be considered in its origin
and growth, we cannot woncler that Literature lias met
the common fate. Each new literary work is eagerly
seized by the critics, and its pedigree is closely examinied.
We are told tbat the form is taken from one quarter, and
the style from another, while the matter is gathered fromn
various sources. And in the end we find that the new
author, who bas so captivated our hearts, lias but the least
sbred of original genius-is a mere satellite shiîîing wvithi
borrowed light. Our early entbusiasmn for bim is cbilled
by the damaging revelations of tiiese cold-blooded literary
evolutionists, and we can only turri away sadly witb the
old comiplaint of tlue Preacher on our lips "There is no
new thing under the sun."

And to us wbo are sometimies weary of studying books
witb the swell of the lamp upon them-books wbich are
the products of dry scbiolarship, and eacb the offspring of
many earlîer works-it is inexpressibly refreshing to take
up some form tbat has sprung fresh from the beart of the
singer. 0f suchi a*knd are the simple heart-felt lyrics of
Robert Burns, wbio was flot a scbool inan ;only a plain
peasant singing, as Nature promipted, the music of bis
own beart, as lie followed the plougbi along the furrows of
bis native Lowland farmn. But if the Lowlanîds of Scot-
land can claini the bionor of givlng Robert Burns to the
world, there remains for the Celtic dwellers in the Highi-
lands, the bionor of giving to their country many centuries
before, its first great Nature-poet. Ossian.

It was flot until the middle of the last century tbat
-the poemns of Ossian were brouglit to the notice of the
literary world. James McPherson, a Scotcbnian of
literary tastes, made a tour of the Highlands about 176o,
for tbe purpose of securing any Ossianic reinains that
were stili available. He then wrote a book purporting to
be an English translation of tbe poems of Ossian. At
once a heated controversy arose as to the autheîîticity of
these translations, and to the present time that matter
bas remained a boue of contention for the critics. Tbis
is no place, even were we abîle, to discuss the merits of
the dispute. But it was most natural 'that such a dispute
sbould have arisen. MIcPherson did not publislb bis
Gaelic originals along witb the translations, and this fact
naturally caused suspicions. Dr. jobunson was one of the
bitterest critics. Il Produce tbe mianuscripts," he would
roar, '-and if they are proved authentic tliat will end the
matter.' Finally, the Gaelic poems were produced, and
McPherson was then accused of forging tbem to matcb
tbe translations. Tbe best opinion rîow seemis to be that
McPherson did actually find mnany fragments in his
journeys ;that be wove tbem togetlier in a rather free
English translation, filling in the gaps witb bis own
invention in order to make a complete epic poem ;and
that, wben pressed for the originals, be bourid bis Gaelic
fragments together in tbe samne way. It is generally
agreed now that the great body of bis wor k is quite as
ancient as be claimed it was.

But, Mc Pherson aside, tbere is no doubt as to a great
mass of Gaelic poetry of very great antiquity. Scotland
has always been a land of song. And it bas ever been a
favorite pastime of the Gael, on the mountain-side in
summer, and around the brigbt peat fire in winter, to
recite or sing the ancient songs of tbeir fathers. As a race
tbey have lived, even as they do to-day, very much in tbe
past, and they can find nothing of modemn times to equal
the old songs and hegends that bave corne down from
almost pre-bistoric times. Men bave been known wbo

could redýite Gaelic poetry for several successive evenings
without repeating a single line the second time. Tbus tbe
old ballads bave been preserved-not in books or mouldy
parcbmient-but cherishied lovingly in the heart by eacb
generation, and carried down througb the ages on tbe
lips of nien. It were surely then 11o unprofitable thing to
glance at this ancient poetry wbicb bias lived s0 nlany
centuries, and whicli lias becomie specially interesting in
our own time on accounit of the part it played in tbe
revival of German literature in tbe hast century.

Wlîo then was tbis Ossian ? Unfortunately, we know
notbing about bimi that can be called bistorically certain.
Like Homer, lie is sbrouJed in the dini sbadows of anti-
quity, and like Homer too, bis very existence as a living
personality bias been doubteci. Notlîing but tradition and
bis own songs remain to tell us anytbing of bis life. There
are many legends concemning him all differing widely in
detail but agreeing strangely in their general character.
J-e is tunifornily represented as an old mnan, bereft of ail
bis ikindred, seeking solace from his loneliness in song.
According to one legend be was lulled to sleep by the
sweet strains of invisi ble singers, and awoke, after a bun-
dred years, to find bimiself alone amiong a race of strangers.
Tbe most general story is that Ossian lived in the tbird
century, wbeîî the Ceits were still Heatben, and long
before Cbiristianity bad begun to gain any footbold in
Britain. He is tbe son of Finn or Fingal, tbe great war
king of the Fenians, and bimself a warrior as well as bard,
goes ont witb tbe valiant peers of bis father to battle
against tlîe invading biosts of Locblan. At last, in bis
extreme old age, lie is left alone. Ail bis friends bave
passed away, and, saddest of alI, bie is bereaved of bis
young biero son Oscar, the sole comfort and bo pe of his
declining years. Only tbe beantiful Malviîîa, tlîe betrotbed
of Oscar, is left to hîim, and sbe seeks to console bîm with
ber song. And thus, wvitbi no interest in tbe present, and
with ail the ties wbicbi bound bim to tbe past rutblessly
broken, the sigb tless old bard sits iii the mist, in wbicb lie
im agines according to lus lieatlîen fancy bis friends corne
agaîîî to visit bim. And as lie communes witb tbese, and
meditates upon tbe past, lie sings a plaintive son- of otber
years,

"0f nId, unbappy, far-off tbings,
And batties long ago."1

To illustrate the style of Ossian, let us take this battle-
picture from tbe first book of II Fingal,"' and let us remind
tbe cbaritable reader tbat, as tbe music and language-
beauty of Homer cannot be reproduced in translation, so
it is probiable, as aIl tbe critics agree, tbat McPberson bas
fallen far short of tbe Gaelic original.

ILike autumni's clark storms, pouring from two ecbo.
ing buIs, towards eacb otber approacbed tbe bieroes. Like
two deep streamns from bigli rocks meeting, mixing, roaring
on tbe plain ;loud, rongbi, and dark in battle, meet
Locblin and Innis-fail. Cliief mnixes bis strokes witbi cbief,
and man witlî man ;steel, clanging, sounds on steel.
Helmets are cleft on bigb. Blood bnrsts and smokes
arouind. Strings miurmur on tbe polisbed yews. Darts
rush a]oîîg tbe sky. Spears faîl like tbe circles of ligbt,
wbicb gild the face of nigbit. As tbe noise of the tronbled
ocean, wben moll tbe waves on bigbi. As the hast peal of
tbunder in beaven, sncb is tbe din of war! Though
Cormac's bnundred bards were tbere to give tbe fight to
song; feeble was the voice of a hnndmed bards to send the
deaths to future times ! For many were tbe deatbs of
beroes ; wide poured the blood of the brave !

And, in contrast, let us quote fmom the sixtb book
this passage of a more peaceful character :

"lTbe clouds of nigbt came rolling down. Darkness
rests on the steeps of Cromla. Tbe stars of tbe nortlb
arise over the rolling of Erin's waves ; tbey show their
beads of fire througb tbe flying mist of beaven. A dis-
tant wind roars in the wood. Sulent and dark is the plain


