
Scottish writer, poet, literary
collector and politician, he is
known as the "translator" of the 
Ossian cycle of poems (1761):
thanks to its deep appreciation of 
natural beauty and the melancholy
tenderness of its treatment of the 
ancient legend,  it contributed to 
bring about the Romantic
movement in European literature.



SECTION SUMMARY
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JAMES MACPHERSON
 1736: he was born at Ruthven, Inverness-shire.

1753: he was sent to King’s College and  
moved to Marischal College in 1755 
(the two institutions later became the 
University of Aberdeen). 

 1756: he went to Edinburgh for just over a year, and while a 
student he is said to have written over 4,000 lines of verse, 
some of which was later published, notably
The Highlander (1758).

He returned to Ruthven to teach: there he met the 
Celticist John Home and showed him manuscripts
of Gaelic poetry, supposed to have been picked up 
in the Scottish Highlands and the Western Isles.
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JAMES MACPHERSON
 1760: encouraged by the Rev. Home, he

published Fragments of Ancient Poetry
collected in the Highlands of Scotland,
pieces translated from the Scottish Gaelic, 
which he spoke.

The book was a great success and aroused interest in the 
possibility that Scotland might possess a body of classical 
literature analogous to the Homeric poetry of Greece. In 
August he was commissioned to go in search of the lost 
epics, visiting Perthshire, Argyll, Inverness-shire, Skye, Mull… 

 1761: he announced the discovery of an epic on the subject
of Fingal written by Ossian. In  December he published
Fingal, an Ancient Epic Poem in Six Books followed by 
Temora in 1763 and The Works of Ossian, in 1765.
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JAMES MACPHERSON
 1764: he moved to Florida, having been made secretary to 

the colonial governor of Pensacola.

 1766: he returned to Great Britain and lived comfortably as 
an historian and political pamphleteer writing several
historical works.

 1780: he entered Parliament
and continued to sit for the 
remainder of his life.

In his later years he bought an 
estate, to which he gave the 
name of Belville House, in his native Inverness-shire.

 1796: he died at the age of 59. His remains were carried
from Scotland and interred at Westminster Abbey. 6





OSSIAN (1761)
 Fragments of Ancient Poetry

purports to be a translation of an epic
cycle of Scottish poems from the early
dark ages: the 3rd-c. epic poet Ossian, 
a blind bard, sings of the life and 
battles of Fingal, a Scottish warrior. 

 Fingal led the Fianna of Erin, a kind of military Order 
composed mainly of the members of two clans, Clan Bascna
and Clan Morna devoted to the service of the High King and 
to the repelling of foreign invaders; under him the Order 
reached the height of their renown becoming the greatest 
band of warriors in the land.
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FINGAL & ARTHUR.
 The two heroes share some common features, since

❑ neither of them grows up with his own parents:

1. Fingal is brought up by Bodhmall, a druidess, and 
studies under the leprechaun (i.e. a dwarfish fairy clad 
in a red or green coat)-like druid and 
poet Finnegas; 

2. Arthur’s tutor and adviser is the power-
ful sorcerer Merlin, a druid and a bard;  

❑ both of them are strongly enveloped by magic,
on one hand to gain power, on the other to exert it:

1. Fingal gains wisdom tasting the salmon of knowledge and, as a 
king, he uses magic weapons like a spear and a shield;

2. Arthur is recognized as the rightful heir to the throne when he
extracts the sword from the stone and his source of power is
later Excalibur, a magic sword forged in Avalon. 9





An incredibly successful fraud…
 Macpherson’s Ossianic poems are considered one of the most 

famous frauds in English literary history:  almost as soon as 
they were published Samuel Johnson 
declared that these  “translations” 

“never existed in any other form than that 
which we have seen. The editor, or author … 
doubtless inserted names that circulate in 
popular stories, and may have translated 
some wandering ballads, if any can be found." 

• By the 19th c. this verdict was widely accepted:
nevertheless they were enthusiastically received and 
translated into German, French, and Italian. 

• It was ranked second in poetic greatness only to Homer, with 
some critics even arguing that his works surpassed the Iliad
and the Odyssey! 11



… with an “error”…
 Set in Scotland (not in the 

Midlands or South of Ireland), 
the poems celebrate the Gaelic, 
Highland heritage that was then 
rapidly being obliterated by changing economic and political 
conditions.

 Their “error” seems to have been to equate

❑Fingal, a Celtic champion who lived in the 11th c.,  with Fionn
mac Cumhaill (pr. /’fjn mə’ku:l/) who united several clans' 
warriors in 3rd-c. Ulster;

❑Ossian (his Scottish bard) with Oisin (pr. /ou’∫i:n/) mac (i.e. 
son of) Fionn mhic Cumhaill, the greatest poet of Ireland. 

But was it simply an error? 12



… why?
 By publishing a collection of Highland legends Macpherson

created a heroic and poetic past that his countrymen 
wanted to believe had existed: as Robert Folkenflik, 
Professor Emeritus at UCLA, stated

“The general reception of the Ossianic
works, with [… ] Highland Scots by the
score prepared to state under oath that
they had learned these poems as boys, 
shows that the country was crying out
for such a past and such a poet.”

 People found some of their most popular beliefs embodied 
in what they believed was an artifact from an ancient 
civilization, and they took comfort in the discovery of an 
ancient poet who had expressed ideas with which they 
were familiar, lending them legitimacy and authenticity.13





INFLUENCE & LEGACY
 Ossian resembles other attempts at national epic-building. 

Among those who literally fell under their spell we find
surprising personalities:

❑Napoleon carried a copy with him into battle;

❑Goethe incorporated his translation
of a part of the work into his novel
The Sorrows of Young Werther;

❑the city of Selma, Alabama, was
named after the home of Fingal;

❑Franz Schubert composed many Lieder
(i.e. “songs”) using Ossian’s poems;

❑paintings like Jean Dominique Ingres’ 
romantic and moody Dream of Ossian
(1815), are based on it.
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