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Preface

This book had its genesis in an international conference on ‘Alba: Celtic Scotland in the Middle Ages,’ that was held at the University of Guelph in Canada to commemorate the one hundredth anniversary of the death of William Forbes Skene, the pioneering historian of Celtic Scotland. A further concern was to remedy what was perceived as a substantial void in the historiography of medieval Scotland where the Gàidhealtachd was concerned. This volume is the result.

The ten essays collected here have all been substantially revised since they were first presented, to take account of the most recent scholarship. The editors are particularly grateful to the contributors for their patience and good-humoured co-operation as both travelled far from Guelph. It is with sadness that we note the passing of one of the contributors, Dr. Alan Bruford, whose essay is presented here as it was originally submitted, without the opportunity for revision.

Taken as a whole, the volume spans virtually the entire medieval period, from the Caledonians of Late Antiquity to the rebellions of Donald Dubh MacDonald, a claimant to the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles, in the early sixteenth century; it is, therefore, chronologically, if not thematically, comprehensive. Each chapter stands on its own, and addresses a specific problem or issue within the broader framework of ‘Celtic Scotland.’ The stage is set by Ted Cowan in ‘The Invention of Celtic Scotland,’ which discusses both perceptions of Celts and Highlanders and the historiography of the Gàidhealtachd from the late middle ages to the time of W. F. Skene and beyond. Cowan notes how the apparent dearth of contemporary source materials has often been perceived as a hindrance to the study of Celtic Scotland. It is fitting, then, that the next essay is concerned with a re-evaluation of one particular document. In ‘The Seven Kingdoms in De situ Albanie: A Record of Pictish Political Geography or imaginary Map of ancient Alba?’ Dauvit Broun examines the way that this important text has been used by historians since the time of Skene, and asks whether most commentators have read too much into it. Broun argues, in contrast to generations of earlier scholars, that this text cannot be read as a realistic map of Pictish political geography, although he goes on to suggest that this does not necessarily diminish its value for the historian. The Picts also figure prominently in the contributions of both Alan Bruford, ‘What happened to the Caledonians?’ and Graeme Cruickshank, ‘The Battle of Dunnichen and the Aberlemno Battle-Scene,’ with each author concentrating on a particular type of evidence. Bruford, relying heavily on linguistic evidence, primarily in the form of place-names, delves into the political geography of North Britain in the post-Roman centuries to offer a speculative reconstruction of the fate of the Caledonians, the early inhabitants of what would become Alba. Cruickshank, taking as his main ‘text’ the magnificent battle-scene on the Pictish cross-slab in the Aberlemno churchyard, explores what he calls one of ‘the biggest clashes of arms in the history of ‘Dark Age’ Britain’ – the battle of Dunnichen in 685, in which the Picts defeated the Northumbrians and threw off their overlordship.

The Picts were, of course, only one of several ethnic groups that went into making up the kingdom of Alba and, later, the medieval kingdom of Scotia. Seen from another perspective, Alba/Scotia was also put together out of regional building blocks. In his wide-ranging essay on ‘The Province of Ross and the Kingdom of Alba,’ Alexander Grant explores the mechanisms by which one of those regional building blocks, the northern province of Ross, was incorporated into the kingdom of Alba, reflecting on important problems in the history of that province from Roman times up to the early thirteenth century, and assessing its interactions with a dynamic and emerging kingdom. From Ross, the focus shifts to Galloway, and from largely secular subjects to an ecclesiastical one. Keith Stringer’s article on ‘Reform Monasticism and Celtic Scotland: Galloway, c.1140–c.1240,’ explores the contribution of one dynasty of ‘Celtic’ magnates to religious life in medieval Scotland, and adds a new dimension to our understanding of the interplay between native ‘Celtic’ society and mainstream European life.

The theme of the interactions and relations between Scottish kings and powerful regional lords serves to link the remaining four essays. In ‘Rebels without a Cause: The Relations of Fergus of Galloway and Somerled of Argyll with the Scottish Kings, 1153–1164,’ R. Andrew McDonald compares and contrasts the relative positions of Fergus and Somerled as powerful, largely autonomous rulers on the margins of the Scottish kingdom, and considers in detail their turbulent and ultimately disastrous relations with the Canmore kings. David Sellar, in ‘Hebridean Sea-Kings: The Successors of Somerled, 1164–1316,’ takes up with the death of Somerled in 1164 and explores the careers of his descendants, with a special emphasis on the MacDougall Lords of Argyll, highlighting their roles as both Scottish magnates and Hebridean sea-kings. Moving into the later medieval period, Steve Boardman tackles the question of not only a regional power-base but also the dynamic expansion of one kin-group – the Campbells – at the expense of another – the Stewarts – in ‘The Tale of Leper John and the Campbell Acquisition of Argyll.’ The volume fittingly concludes with Norman MacDougall’s thoughts on the ‘decline and fall’ of one of the most important institutions of medieval Gaeldom: the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles. In ‘Achilles Heel? The Earldom of Ross, the Lordship of the Isles, and the Stewart Kings, 1449–1507,’ MacDougall offers compelling insights into the inner dynamics and the mechanisms which ultimately weakened and destroyed this characteristic Gaelic institution.

At the editorial level, it has been thought desirable to maintain a high degree of individuality among the various articles. No effort has been made to standardise personal or place-names, in order to reflect the idiosyncratic nature of current scholarship as well as the present polarisation between those scholars who prefer Gaelicised forms and those who favour Anglicised ones. Similarly, no effort has been made to harmonise points of view between articles, thereby more accurately reflecting the current state of knowledge on various issues and the differing interpretations of historians on contentious matters. Indeed, scholarly disagreement is fundamental to historical dialogue, and the reader will, occasionally, find potentially contradictory opinions voiced, most notably between the contributions of Dauvit Broun and Alan Bruford but also in the footnotes of various other essays. The differing viewpoints on a wide variety of related topics mean that there is bound to be some overlap in these articles, but it is hoped that there is little repetition.

A volume of essays such as this one is almost bound, by definition, to contain chronological and thematic gaps and omissions. Most noticeable in these pages, perhaps, is a lack of material on women in the Gàidhealtachd – an omission which it is hoped the imminently forthcoming volume on Women in Scotland, edited by E. Ewan and M. Meikle (Tuckwell Press), will go some way to remedying. Similarly, considering the importance of the Church and religion in the Middle Ages, ecclesiastical facets are surely under-represented here, although Keith Stringer’s masterly study sheds important light on hitherto undeveloped themes. No doubt more could have been written on any number of themes; at the end of the day, however, it is important to acknowledge that the study of Celtic Scotland is an ongoing, not to mention a dynamic, process. It is hoped that this volume will make some modest contribution to the field, while at the same time stimulating further investigation, discussion, and debate.

Inevitably, a volume like this is a collaborative effort. The editors would like to thank the authors warmly for their contributions – all of which have received multiple peer evaluation – as well as for their patience and co-operation, particularly during the final stages of production. Also deserving of special thanks are Sandy and Alison Grant, Dauvit Broun and Jacqueline Buchanan. We are indebted to Ms Christine Boyle of the University of Guelph for her organisational skills, and to Mrs Dorothy Mallon, Department of Scottish History, Glasgow University, for her assistance with the typescripts. Finally, we thank John and Val Tuckwell, who have once again proved a pleasure to work with, and who have supported this project from the beginning.

E.J.C. 
R.A.McD.



1

The Invention of Celtic Scotland

EDWARD J. COWAN

In 1837 William Forbes Skene began his first book on Gaelic-speaking Scotland with a quotation best rendered ‘happy are the people without a history’; adopting that criterion, he observed that the Highlanders should have been ‘one of the happiest people in Europe’.1 Some forty-five years later J. G. Mackay, bemoaning ‘The Misrepresentation of Highlanders and their History’, cited Sir Walter Ralegh’s opinion that ‘all history is a romance and no further deserving attention than as a record of speculative and hypothetical conjecture’. Though not prepared ‘to acquiesce entirely in the opinion of this great man’, he thought that so far as books relating to the Highlands were concerned ‘there seems to be some ground for this broad and sweeping scepticism’. Mackay, who was addressing the Glasgow Highland Association in 1882, asserted that ‘to many Highlanders the extraordinary antipathy and determined antagonism with which they have been treated by pragmatical historians has long been a most unaccountable mystery’. In his view the writers who commented upon the Highlands without knowing anything about them were as much to be dreaded as the activities of Butcher Cumberland. While an Englishman or a Lowlander might be distinguished as a Whig or a Jacobite, ‘the Highlander could have no such sentiments, he could only be activated by his love for plunder and bloodshed’.2

Two years earlier Skene had completed what may be regarded as the most lasting legacy of his life’s work, the great three volume Celtic Scotland: A History of Ancient Alban.3 His impressive scholarly output included several volumes of editions and translations of documents at that time virtually unknown to the world of scholarship, which until comparatively recently persisted in reiterating the fiction that there were no worthwhile sources available to historians of Celtic Scotland in the medieval era. Such wilful neglect, he suggested in his Highlanders (a Highland Society of London prize-winning essay), was more deep-rooted than mere ignorance, and should be attributed to



the influence of that extraordinary prejudice against the Celtic race in general, and against the Scottish and Irish branches of that race in particular, which certainly biased the better judgement of our best historians, who appear to have regarded the Highlands with somewhat of the spirit of those who said of old ‘Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?’ But it is mainly to be attributed to the neglect, by the indiscreet supporters of Highland fables, of that strictly critical accuracy, in point of evidence and reasoning, so indispensable to the value of historical research; the want of which infallibly leads to the loose style of argument and vague assumption so remarkably characteristic of that class of writers, and tends unfortunately to draw down upon the subject itself no small share of the ridicule to which the authors were more justly liable.



He claimed that the production of his essay involved an ‘entirely new system of history’, namely the exposure of the ‘fundamental error’ tracing descent of the Gaels from the Dalriadic Scots, demonstrating instead, to his own satisfaction, their Caledonian origins.4 Forty years later his aim, less ambitiously, was to



show what the most reliable authorities do really tell us of the early annals of the country, divested of the spurious matter of suppositious authors, the fictitious narratives of our early historians, and the rash assumptions of later writers which have been imported into it.5



In this endeavour he was following a well-worn path extending all the way back to the avowals and disclaimers of the medieval chroniclers.

The success of Celtic Scotland owed much, as Skene acknowledged, to the publisher David Douglas, who, having enjoyed a personal and professional breakthrough with G. W. Dasent’s Popular Tales from the Norse (1859), had become something of a specialist in Scottish, notably Gaelic, material. Douglas overcame a number of the technical problems associated with the printing of the language to produce J. F. Campbell’s Popular Tales of the West Highlands (1860), and he also published such writers as Cosmo Innes, E. W. Robertson and Joseph Anderson, as well as Skene, to become one of the great unsung heroes of nineteenth-century Scottish historical and cultural publishing.6

Although Skene became Historiographer Royal for Scotland in 1881, he was a career lawyer, a Writer to the Signet and clerk of the bills in the Court of Session. Born at Inverie, in Knoydart, his love of the history and culture of the Highlands was reinforced through his acquaintance with another famous lawyer, Sir Walter Scott, who arranged for him to be boarded with the Gaelic scholar and minister, Mackintosh Mackay, at Laggan, Inverness-shire, from whom he learned Gaelic. As Aeneas Mackay wrote, ‘while never neglecting official and professional duties, his discharge of which was highly appreciated by his clients and the court, he had his eye from earliest manhood on highland history and Celtic scholarship’; in his view William Forbes Skene ‘accomplished more for the annals of his native country than any other writer’ of the nineteenth century.7 He did not become a household name, however. None other than Robert Louis Stevenson failed to recognise Skene when, as a young man, he was apprenticed to the law firm of Skene and Edwards, and he later told a correspondent that his former employer was ‘a Great Historian – and I was his blessed clerk and did not know it; and you will not be in a state of grace about the Picts till you have studied him’.8

Many of Skene’s ideas and assertions are no longer tenable but his accomplishment should not be under-rated; it was not his fault that the prejudice towards his subject long survived his lifetime. While the historiography of the Gàidhealtachd has greatly improved during the last twenty years or so,9 there is no room for complacency and there is still some considerable way to go, particularly with reference to the medieval period, which has tended to receive less attention10 than such familiar subjects as the Jacobites or the Clearances. Among the contributors to this volume are some of the foremost historians of medieval Celtic Scotland – although none of them would ever contemplate a project on the scale that Skene set himself since such massive syntheses, so confidently and eagerly embraced by the Victorians, are no longer fashionable, nor are they attainable, given the pressures of modern academic life. But – quite simply – Celtic Scotland cannot be ignored by anyone investigating the first millennium and a half of Scottish history. Skene died in 1892. This volume of essays was conceived as a modest token of respect for his outstanding scholarly achievement; he it was, for good or ill, who placed Celtic Scotland on the historical map once and for all. No one since has seriously doubted its existence though many have quibbled about the label ‘Celtic’.

However, as Tom Devine has indicated, there was another side to Skene. In 1847 he was appointed Secretary to the Central Board of Management for Highland Relief, a body charged with alleviating the worst effects of the potato famine. In that capacity he was forced to confront what he considered to be the inadequacies of the contemporary population of the Gàidhealtachd. So sensitive were the contents of his letters to Sir Charles Trevelyan, Assistant Secretary to the Treasury and a man centrally involved in both Irish and Scottish relief, that he wrote, ‘Pray do not let these find their way into print.’ While Skene was by no means totally impervious to the plight of starving and impoverished Gaels, there is no doubt that he was personally implicated in a number of controversial and unpalatable decisions which amounted to subsidising certain landlords while recommending the migration of their socially and economically unreconstructed tenants.11 One could therefore be forgiven the suspicion that William Forbes Skene sought refuge in the Celtic past as some solace for his failure to truly confront his Gaelic present. But he was neither the first nor the last so to do, and indeed his views can be seen as representative of one of the great streams of Scottish historical consciousness which, swirling with contradiction and ambivalence, ebbed and flowed throughout the centuries.

The word ‘Celtic’, or for that matter ‘Celt’, is fraught with difficulty and controversy. The ‘Keltoi’ first appear in the works of early Greek writers of the fifth century BC, such as Hecataeus of Miletus and Herodotus. Though subsequent historians have found their use of the term infuriatingly imprecise it seems to have conveyed the sense of non-Greek, and hence ‘foreigner’ or ‘barbarian’ which in Greek eyes were one and the same. In modern parlance it defined ‘the other’.12 Like many historical appellatives, ‘Celtic’ has generated much confusion and, in certain quarters, hostility. It is always a cause of some unease when historians cannot decide upon definitive nomenclature for the period or topic they are investigating – hence the disputes over such descriptors as ‘Dark Age’, ‘medieval’, ‘Renaissance’, feudalism, revolution or nationalism. The problem is compounded when the adjective is also claimed for archaeology, language, culture, religion, music, mysticism, magic, literature and lunatic fringery. For good or ill the Celtic label is now well established and no amount of futile flytings between archaeologists, linguists and historians will change that fact.13 Skene applied the word to the Celtic-speaking inhabitants of Scotland – Britons, Picts and Gaels, yet during most of the period with which he was primarily concerned the words ‘Celt’ or ‘Celtic’ do not appear in any indigenous source. The evolving awareness of these terms in Scotland, as well as of the Gàidhealtachd in the context of Scottish historiography, is the theme of what follows.

*    *    *

The first Scottish chronicler to explicitly discuss the inhabitants of Gaelic Scotland was John of Fordun, who probably composed his Chronica Gentis Scotorum in the 1370s; his material was later incorporated into Walter Bower’s Scotichronicon, written in the 1440s. It is with some diffidence that I quote the relevant and overly familiar passage yet again; but what should be noted is that medieval commentators depended heavily upon the authority of classical writers in formulating their remarks, the voice of antiquity providing verification of empirical observation. Thus Fordun famously noted that the Gaels spoke a different language from that of their civil neighbours, domestica gens:



The people who speak Scots occupy the coastal and lowland regions, while those who speak Gaelic live in the mountainous regions and the outer isles. The coastal people are docile and civilised, trustworthy, long-suffering and courteous, decent in their dress, polite and peaceable, devout in worship, but always ready to resist injuries threatened by their enemies. The island or highland people however are fierce and untameable, uncouth and unpleasant, much given to theft, fond of doing nothing, but their minds are quick to learn, and cunning. They are strikingly handsome in appearance, but their clothing is unsightly. They are always hostile and savage not only towards the people and language of England, but also towards their fellow Scots because of the difference in language.14



For good measure the testimonies of the Roman historian Solinus and the seventh-century encyclopaedist Isidore of Seville were recruited to emphasise Gaelic barbarism, bloodlust, battle-rage and bravery.

John Mair embroidered this account in his History of Greater Britain, published in Latin at Paris in 1521.



Just as among the Scots we find two distinct tongues, so we likewise find two different ways of life and conduct. For some are born in the forests and mountains of the north, and these we call men of the Highland, but the others men of the Lowland. By foreigners the former are called Wild Scots, Scoti sylvestres, the latter householding Scots, Scoti domestici. The Irish tongue is in use among the former, the English tongue among the latter. One-half of Scotland speaks Irish,15 and all these as well as the Islanders we reckon to belong to the Wild Scots. In dress, in the manner of their outward life, and in good morals, for example, these come behind the householding Scots – yet they are not less, but rather much more, prompt to fight; and this both because, born as they are in the mountains and dwellers in forests, their very nature is more combative … These people delight in the chase and a life of indolence; and their chiefs eagerly follow bad men if only they may not have the need to labour; taking no pains to earn their own livelihood, they live upon others, and follow their own savage and worthless chief in all evil courses sooner than they will pursue an honest industry. They are full of mutual dissensions, and war rather than peace is their normal condition.



Yet each of these writers – and the point has not been sufficiently stressed – could, despite their apparently hostile attitudes, detect much of value in the Gaelic population. Fordun and Bower emphasised their loyalty and obedience if properly ruled, while Mair applauded their military abilities and selfless courage. Such ambivalence would prove a recurrent theme.

The views of Hector Boece in his hugely influential Scotorum Historiae (1527) were much less qualified; he made no secret of his admiration for the ‘auld Scottis’ or Gaels, who preserved sturdy and worthy values which eluded his effete contemporaries. He praised the moderation, sobriety and self-sufficiency of former generations as well as their athleticism, inurement to cold weather and a harsh environment, their courage, and capacity for war. Things in his own day were not as they had once been; ancestral frugality had given way to gluttony and luxury.



For quhare our eldaris had sobriete, we have ebriete and dronkinnes; quhare thay had plente with sufficence, we have immoderat coursis with superfluite; as he war maist noble and honest, that culd devore and swelly [swallow] maist; and be extreme diligence, serchis sa mony deligat [luxurious] coursis, that thay provoke the stomok to ressave mair than it may sufficiently degest.16



He wrote at some considerable length about the attributes and manners of his hardy forebears; but what was to trouble posterity, and would bring much ridicule upon Boece’s head, was the spurious line of forty kings that he included in his account. These kings had been inherited from Fordun and Bower and originated in the earlier king-lists which Dauvit Broun has recently illuminated so helpfully,17 but they were to haunt Scottish historiography for two hundred years.

John Leslie bishop of Ross was a great admirer of Boece and shared many of his opinions; his History was published at Rome in 1578, a Scots translation appearing in 1596. He too was convinced that the values and manners of the old Scots were preserved by contemporary Gaelic speakers, who for over two thousand years had maintained uncorrupted their language, clothing and way of life. Such writers, interested as they were in manners and the speculative reconstruction of past societies, could be said to have anticipated the much-lauded ‘conjectural historians’ of the Scottish Enlightenment.18

The supreme historian to emerge from Renaissance Scotland was George Buchanan, and he it was who, in his magisterial discussion of the antecedents of the populations of the British Isles, first truly introduced the terms ‘Celt’ and ‘Celtic’ to Scottish historiography, drawing upon his profound knowledge of the classical sources. He showed, in the introductory sections of his Rerum Scoticarum Historia (1582), that Britons, Picts and Scots shared a common kinship in their descent from the Gauls or Celts. A native of Killearn, close to Loch Lomond in the earldom of Lennox, Buchanan was a Gaelic speaker who, as a committed classicist, could cheerfully anticipate ‘the gradual extinction of the ancient Scottish language’, the dying away of its ‘harsh sounds’, and its replacement with ‘the softer and more harmonious tones of the Latin’; thus Gaelic-speakers would pass from ‘rusticity and barbarism to culture and civilization’.

Throughout his discussion Buchanan reserved much of his venom for the Welsh antiquarian, Humphrey Lloyd, whom he accused of constantly preferring barbarism to refinement. In Buchanan’s view over-population in the homelands of Gaul – in earlier times a term of much wider geographic application than it was in Caesar’s day – forced the Celts to migrate to neighbouring lands. He used ‘Celt’ in the same sense that the Greeks had understood. Thus from the Celti, or Celtiberi (Celtiberians), the people known as the Celtici were descended. In another passage he noted that ‘the Irish, and the colonies sent from them, having sprung from the Celtic inhabitants of Spain, very probably used the Celtic (language)’ – Hiberni et coloniae ab eis missae a Celtis Hispaniae habitatoribis oriundi, uti credibile est, Celtica utebantur.19 As his translator sensibly observed, ‘the aborigines of Europe were known by the general name of Celts, as the aborigines of America are known by the general name of Indians’. Following Pliny’s notion that the common origins of nations could be traced by comparing religion, language and onomastics, Buchanan pointed to the shared religious practices of the Gauls and the Britons in their mutual respect for druids and bards; the name and function of the latter were still preserved, he noted, ‘among all nations who use the ancient language of the Britons’. He was fascinated by the transitory nature of language, by how it was continually evolving and changing, and he quoted Horace with approval:



As from the trees old leaves drop off, and die,

While others sprout, and a fresh shade supply,

So fare our words – time withers them, but dead,

A fresher language rises in their stead.



Thus it was that the languages of the Celts gradually diversified though, through a learned disquisition on place-names, utilising the unimpeachable testimony of the classics, Buchanan was able to demonstrate their common roots:



I think it rather wonderful that the fundamental principles of a language, and the manner of declining it, should be preserved among a people so widely scattered, so rarely agreeing in the other rules of life, and so often opposing each other, with such deadly hatred.20



He thus initiated a debate which consumed much historical talent in subsequent centuries, which was partially resolved by Kenneth Jackson in 1955,21 but which still rumbles on in certain quarters.

It is important to realise that Buchanan rooted his entire discussion of Scottish history in his review of what classical writers had to say about the early peoples of Scotland, quoting extensively from Caesar, Tacitus, Cicero, Solinus, and Ammianus Marcellinus, among others, and, incidentally, rehearsing practically every cliché and stereotype about the Celts – and hence by implication the Gaels – repeated by these writers. But Buchanan also sought inspiration for, and corroboration of, his constitutional theories in the Gaelic past; he sought to justify the deposition of Mary Queen of Scots by invoking the antiquity and sanctity of custom as it still survived in the Gàidhealtachd in his own day. Clan chiefs were elected, and were liable to lose office if they did not obey their councils. ‘Is it likely’, asked Buchanan, ‘that those who are so careful in sections of the community would ignore what affects the welfare of the whole nation?’ Like Boece and Leslie he was greatly impressed that a culture over two thousand years old survived in his native country; but to him, in the main, belongs the distinction of having revived the Ancient World’s identification of the kinship of the Celtic peoples.22

Although Buchanan’s constitutional views remained familiar throughout the seventeenth century, the distractions of religious controversy and civil war rendered his ideas about the Celts largely irrelevant. The Montrose wars of 1644–5 both widened the gulf and deepened the antipathy between Highlander and Lowlander. Sympathy and admiration for the warrior-like abilities of the Gaels were manifested in several royalist histories,23 but the climate was apparently overwhelmingly hostile to the reception of an emerging Gaelic voice. As John MacQueen has pointed out, Gaelic-speaking Scotland also experienced a renaissance in the sixteenth century,24 but there was little awareness of or interest in it in the rest of Scotland. Although histories were composed in the Gàidhealtachd they were not to be published for some considerable time.25

It is somewhat harsh, however, to claim that Buchanan’s notions about the Celts ‘had no effect whatever on the learned world, and … were a cul-de-sac in the history of ideas’.26 It is a safe bet that everyone with an interest in Scottish history in the seventeenth century read Buchanan more or less critically. Robert Gordon of Straloch expressed some reservations about his theories, while there was a flurry of interest in matters antiquarian towards the end of the century. Sir Robert Sibbald, who was interested in a wide variety of subjects, produced a history of Fife in which he argued that the Picts were Goths, traces of whom survived in the Lowland population, so anticipating by a century the ideas of John Pinkerton. The Irish chronologist and genealogist, Roderic O’Flaherty, well and truly set the cat among the Scottish pigeons with his publication of Ogygia (1685) in which he attacked ‘the imaginary antiquity of Buchanan’s ancestors’, describing him as ‘a man happier in his poetical genius than in the probability of his accounts’. He was, of course, attacking Buchanan’s bogus kings whom he had uncritically borrowed from Boece: ‘in comparison with Irish history, the antiquity of all other countries is modern, and in some degree in a state of infancy’.27 Sir George Mackenzie, with the assistance of Sibbald and Sir James Dalrymple, responded with a ‘defence’, ‘founded on a strange idea that the honour of Scotland depended on the antiquity of the royal line’.28 None of these writers used the word ‘Celtic’ but they did send readers back to their copies of Buchanan, whose works were to be superbly edited by Thomas Ruddiman in 1715. Meanwhile, in England, John Aubrey had been investigating megalithic sites such as Stonehenge and Avebury and had associated them with druids, thus spawning ‘the germ of an idea which was to run like lunatic wildfire through all popular and much learned thought, and particularly emotive feeling, until modern times’.29

*    *    *

The dubious distinction of having first employed the word ‘Celt’ in English30 appears to belong to Edward Topsell, curate of St Botolph, Aldersgate, and lifelong zoologist. In 1607 he wrote in his History of Foure-footed Beastes that ‘Indians were wont to use no bridles like the Grecians and the Celts’.31 John Milton used ‘Celtick’ in his ‘Mask’ (1634) and in ‘Paradise Lost’.32 Professor John Garden of Aberdeen wrote to Aubrey in 1693, noting that ‘Druid is a word of Celtick extract, and that the origin thereof is to be sought for in the Celtick tongue such as both the old Gallic and the British tongues were’.33 Another of Aubrey’s informants was the Irish deist and controversialist, John Toland, who commenced working on aspects of Celtic philology shortly after he graduated from Edinburgh University in 1690; he had previously spent two years studying at Glasgow. His publishing history is complex; his book, or rather pamphlet, The History of the Celtic Religion and Learning: containing an account of the Druids, first appeared in 1726, though parts of it had clearly existed in draft in the 1690s. Toland’s essays represent the first sustained discussion of Scottish megalithic monuments – in a comparative context for he considered those of Ireland, England and Wales as well – though he distinguished them as druidic. He was an admirer of Sibbald and also of Martin Martin, whose A Description of the Western Islands of Scotland (1695) he used extensively. In a Scottish context his work deserves to be much better known since he wrote much of interest on a broad range of topics, but for present purposes what is impressive is his confident handling of the word ‘Celtic’. Glossaries, appended to his History, of Irish, Breton and Latin words are dated 1693 from Oxford. He well understood the relationship between Welsh, Cornish ‘almost extinct’, Breton, Irish ‘the least corrupted’, Manx and Gaelic, and he was emphatic that Celtic and Gothic were ‘as different as Latin and Arabic’. He expressed concern that writers such as William Camden, Britannia (1586), and his own contemporary, Edward Lhuyd, concentrated too much on Wales in pursuing their ‘Celtic’ researches, without paying sufficient attention to Irish and Gaelic. Indeed it may have been a communication from Toland which partly inspired Lhuyd’s visit to the Highlands and Islands at the turn of the century.34 Toland was undoubtedly an eccentric of some notoriety but he was perfectly comfortable with expressions such as ‘Celtic Antiquary’ and ‘Celtic original’; nor was he lacking a sense of humour – ‘they are apt all over Scotland to make every thing Pictish, whose origin they do not know’.35

It is thus not exactly clear what is meant when one commentator asserts that ‘Paul Pezron (1639–1706) was in all probability the inventor of the modern Celts, and thus of Celticism’, unless it is symptomatic of a type of Welsh celto-centricity, noted by Toland and still to be detected in some of the journal literature.36 There is no denying the influence of Abbé Pezron’s L’antiquité de la nation et la langue des Celtes (Paris 1703), which appeared in translation as The Antiquities of Nations: more Particularly of the Celtae or Gauls, taken to be originally of the same people as our Ancient Britains (London 1706); but it was very much part of a debate which was well and truly underway. Pezron was mentioned, briefly, in Father Thomas Innes’s ground-breaking Critical Essay on the Ancient Inhabitants of the Northern Parts of Britain or Scotland (1729), though his greatest debt was clearly to George Buchanan despite his criticism of the latter’s work. The Essay and his The Civil and Ecclesiatical History of Scotland (first published in 1853) lucidly and systematically laid out the early history of Scotland utilising an analytical and critical methodology which was, quite simply, unprecedented; and, in the process, he finally demolished Boece’s wretched forty kings. He also, though sparingly, employed the word ‘Celtic’, but only with reference to language; thus British (or Welsh), Pictish and Irish were ‘all originally only different dialects of the same mother tongue, the Celtic’.37 He argued that the Picts, whom he like Sibbald believed to have originated in Scandinavia, were simply ‘the ancient Britons of the north’, the Britons themselves deriving from ‘the Celtes or Gauls’, as Buchanan had suggested.38

John Pinkerton provided a review of eighteenth-century historical literature, much of it irrelevant in the present context. David Malcolm published his Dissertations on the Celtic Language (1738), ‘the first work which had appeared in Scotland upon that subject, which afterwards sleeped, till Ossian had the happy effect to awaken public curiosity’.39 Malcolm, minister of Duddingston, is noteworthy for his conviction that the Amerindians spoke a form of Gaelic, a conclusion to which he came after interviewing survivors of the failed Darien colony.40 William Maitland’s History of 175741 was mentioned only to be trashed. The two Macphersons, John and James, were noted as ‘the very first authors whom the Highlands of Scotland have ever produced’, and hence the ‘novelty and oddity of their prejudices’, particularly their perceived antipathy towards their Lowland neighbours, were not surprising.42

*    *    *

The problem was (apart from Pinkerton’s sour-faced contempt for competitors, real or imagined) that Scottish medieval history was re-invented during the Enlightenment. The two greatest historians of the age (though there were, of course, others) were William Robertson and David Hume; the former published A History of Scotland (1759), while the philosopher produced A History of England to the Revolution of 1688 (1763), adopting the unusual convention of commencing with the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and then working backwards to complete his account from the time of Julius Caesar; despite the book’s title it did contain incidental material on Scotland and a fairly detailed section on Mary Queen of Scots. Both writers were firmly rooted in their own present, a world of progress, improvement and enlightened ideas; both regarded early history as being akin to childhood and medieval and early modern times to youth and early middle age, while their own era was regarded as full adult maturity. By their criteria people on the verge of the third millennium would exist in some historical hereafter or in a twilight zone of geriatric debility. Both men were spared the realisation that progress is an illusion. Both, it might be added, wrote with a certain aloofness which gives the impression that they were not truly engaged with their subject, a condition normally known to historians, fallaciously, as ‘objectivity’ which is still pursued as a futile quarry in certain modern historiographical circles. Occasionally, however, both betray a glimmer of passion.

Robertson believed that ‘no period in the history of one’s own country can be considered as altogether uninteresting. Such transactions as tend to illustrate the progress of its constitution, laws or manners, merit the utmost attention.’43 Upon publication his History was given a rapturous reception and extravagant praise for its judiciousness, its balanced and moderate tone and its clarity of style. It treats of the period 1542–1603 with a preface on medieval Scotland. Modern critics have concurred with contemporaries on the merits of Robertson’s work. He complained that existing histories were marred by polemic and bias, an observation of some truth. Ever since John Knox some Scottish historians had behaved like advocates entering the court with a distinct point of view or opinion, ready to demolish the opposition with proofs which often took the form of full transcripts of documents entered into their texts. Sometimes dismissed as antiquarians, they were nothing of the kind – though admittedly the authors’ analytical abilities were often submerged in a mass of undigested texts, Robert Wodrow’s massively documented The History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland (1721–2) providing one such example. Robertson transcribed his documents in appendix form; it was said of David Hume that he never dirtied his hands in an archive and he kept quotation to a minimum in order to concentrate upon narrative and causation.

Robertson wrote off the first nine hundred years of Scottish History as ‘pure fable and conjecture and ought to be totally neglected or abandoned to the industry and credulity of antiquaries’;44 it was not just the Celtic past but all medieval history which was barbaric. The situation, however, gradually improved. The problem throughout Scottish history was the overweening power and ambition of the nobility; over and over again he reiterated the point that ‘under the aristocratical form of government established among the Scots, the power of the sovereign was extremely limited’, while the Reformation simply strengthened the grip of the nobility45. Even under James VI, ‘all the defects in the feudal aristocracy were felt more sensibly, perhaps, than at any other period … and universal licence and anarchy prevailed to a degree scarce consistent with the preservation of society’.46 In the conclusion to the entire work it is revealed that the process of taming the magnates began in 1603 once James had access to English resources; as elsewhere in Europe their position was ‘undermined by the progress of commerce’. Stewart absolutism did the rest. Seventeenth-century Scotland was a miserable place: ‘its kings were despotic; its nobles were slaves and tyrants; and the people groaned under the rigorous domination of both’. The nobility fought back at the crown in the covenanting revolution but they were bankrupt by 1660, their power finally shattered by the Union of 1707.



As commerce advanced in its progress, and government attained nearer to perfection, [feudal privileges] were insensibly circumscribed and at last, by laws no less salutary to the public than fatal to the nobles, they have been almost totally abolished. As the nobles were deprived of power, the people acquired liberty.47



Robertson’s rather astonishing condemnation of the aristocracy is deserving of notice particularly since his noble contemporaries supported the moderate party in the Kirk of which he was leader. There may have been an element of flattery in all of this to the effect that the nobility, having enjoyed a heroic, if anarchic, past in which they could perhaps take pride, were now members of a polite and enlightened society.

There was, however, an ambivalence in Robertson’s attitude towards his country’s past. He observed that Scottish geography, ‘mountains and fens and rivers, set bounds to despotic power and amidst these (despite the chaos) is the natural seat of freedom and independence’; the nobility too ‘owed their personal independence to those very mountains and marshes which saved their country from being conquered’. He seems to have realised that the nobility, for all their faults, checked the excesses of the monarch and preserved the constitution and liberties of Scotland. He admitted to some surprise that so many documents from the sixteenth century were ‘remarkable for a precision and vigour of expression, which we are surprised to meet with in an age so unpolished’. He may even have temporarily questioned his own commitment to progress when he articulated the realisation that ‘the vices of another age astonish and shock us; the vices of our own become familiar and excite little horror’.48

David Hume, who attempted in his lengthy history to prove the constancy of human nature, was equally dismissive of the medieval period.



The curiosity, entertained by all civilized nations, of enquiring into the exploits and adventures of their ancestors, commonly excites a regret that the history of remote ages should always be so much involved in obscurity, uncertainty, and contradiction. Ingenious men, possessed of leisure, are apt to push their researches beyond the period in which literary monuments are framed or preserved; without reflecting, that the history of past events is immediately lost or disfigured when entrusted to memory and oral tradition, and that the adventures of barbarous nations, even if they were recorded, could afford little or no entertainment to men born in a more cultivated age. The convulsions of a civilized state usually compose the most instructive and most interesting part of its history; but the sudden, violent, and unprepared revolutions incident to barbarians, are so much guided by caprice and terminate so often in cruelty, that they disgust us by the uniformity of their appearance; and it is rather fortunate for letters that they are buried in silence and oblivion. The only certain means by which nations can indulge their curiosity in researches concerning their remote origin, is to consider the language, manners, and customs of their ancestors, and to compare them with those of their neighbouring nations. The fables which are commonly employed to supply the place of true history, ought entirely to be disregarded.



For the reasons stated he was resolved to begin his account with the Romans, ‘neglecting all traditions, or rather tales’ concerning early history, and to ‘hasten through the obscure and uninteresting period of Saxon annals’.49 In fact he devoted some four volumes to medieval England, but he implied that Scotland had no ‘real history’ before the reign of Edward I, and ‘so few events of moment, that to avoid tediousness’ he omitted them. Very quickly the reader is introduced to a barbarous, rude people, ‘more accustomed to arms than inured to laws’. In 1296 ‘even the turbulent highlanders, ever refractory to their own princes, and averse to the restraint of laws’ submitted to Edward who, for good measure carried off the Stone of Scone, venerated by ‘popular superstition’. Hume dismissed the Scots’ claim that the English king destroyed their records, doubting that they had any history the loss of which might be regretted. His patriotism gained strength in contemplating the careers of Wallace and Bruce, as ‘the genius of the nation’ was aroused to throw off the English yoke; but he could not help regretting that Edward’s plans for union had not been realised. He took a dim view of the avarice, fanaticism and ‘absurd severity’ of the Reformers, particularly in their harsh treatment of Mary. He had no regrets that the regnal union in 1603 foreshadowed the loss of Scottish independence and he proceeded to paint a dismal picture of Scots and Scotland on the eve of the covenanting revolution, a people thrawn, cantankerous, uncultivated and thirled to Calvin.50 It was of course the religious dimension which so disgusted Hume and which inspired the utter contempt in which he held his predecessors. Sir David Dalrymple, Lord Hailes, who has some claim to be regarded as Scotland’s first true medievalist, who was equally judicious in historical dissection and the selection of the mot juste, and who proved himself a superb manipulator of the trope of irony, dismissed the period before Malcolm Canmore as ‘involved in obscurity and fable’, and denounced the superstition of a bygone age.51

*    *    *

It is something of a relief to turn from this depiction of near-relentless gloom to the pages of Gilbert Stuart, who chose to seek his inspiration in a more distant Scottish past, in ‘the democratical genius of the Scottish constitution’ by which the subjects could resist the tyranny of the monarch and, ‘making him a sacrifice to justice, and an instruction to posterity, conduct him from the throne to the scaffold’. He participated in the lively contemporary debate on the militia, opposed as he was to the standing army as a potential instrument of tyrannical whim, and oppression through taxation. Stuart rejoiced that he lived ‘in this enlightened age of philosophy and reflection’,52 and he serves as a reminder that Robertson and Hume did not have everything their own way. Between them, however, these two luminaries of the historian’s craft mustered little credibility for the value of studying the history of medieval Scotland. They were aided and abetted by Adam Smith and Dugald Stewart whose pursuit of ‘conjectural history’ was predicated on the absence of a worthwhile or instructive medieval Scottish experience. The situation was to be retrieved by two men who conspired in the greatest literary phenomenon of the century, namely James Macpherson and Hugh Blair.

Macpherson, a native of Badenoch, published his Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760), which purported to be the compositions of the legendary bard Ossian, at the prompting of his friend, Blair, who was shortly to become the first professor of Rhetoric and Belles Lettres at Edinburgh University. The Gael was troubled by the prejudice directed against the ancient inhabitants of his country who were ‘thought to be incapable of the generous sentiments to be met with in the poems of Ossian’. Such was the popularity of the Fragments that the public demanded more, so generating the notorious controversy involving accusations of forgery, and worse. What is significant for present purposes is that Macpherson confidently used the word ‘Celtic’. He was also convinced that the old Highland way of life was passing due to commerce and migration.53 Aware of the scepticism which greeted his publications, he was careful to construct, in his prefaces, a bogus historical context for his – at the very least – questionable effusions. In this endeavour he was ably supported by Blair’s hugely influential A Critical Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian the son of Fingal (the first version of which appeared in 1763), which commenced with a double assertion: ‘Among the monuments of the ancient state of nations, few are more valuable than their poems or songs. History, when it treats of remote and dark ages, is seldom very instructive.’ In short order he demonstrated that he had no hesitation about terminology.



That the ancient Scots were of Celtic original, is past all doubt. Their conformity with the Celtic nations in language, manners and religion, proves it to a full demonstration. The Celtae, a great and mighty people, altogether distinct from the Goths and Teutones, once extended their dominion over all of the west of Europe; but seem to have had their most full and compleat establishment in Gaul. Wherever the Celtae or Gauls are mentioned by ancient writers, we seldom fail to hear of their Druids and their Bards; the institution of which two orders, was the capital distinction of their manners and policy.54



Blair, however, was not only endorsing Scotland’s Celtic heritage; he also provided much Celtic accretion such as druids and bards. It may be suspected that both Blair and Macpherson as critic and translator sought to usurp the function of the poet which Aristotle had distinguished as ‘not to be a mere annalist of facts, but to embellish truth with beautiful, probable, and useful fictions’. So similar are the sentiments expressed by the pair in their various writings that collusion can be fairly and certainly assumed. To bards and druids were added clans, chiefs and consanguinity as well as wild and romantic scenery.



The extended heath by the sea shore; the mountain shaded with mist; the torrent rushing through a solitary valley; the scattered oaks, and the tombs of the warriors overgrown with moss; all produce a solemn attention in the mind, and prepare it for great and extraordinary events.



Ossianic simile abounded in images of landscape and nature, weather and mist, so providing information on the relationship between the Celts and their environment. When superstition and mythology,55 together with a love of warfare and the lamentation for times and peoples past, were added to this heady brew, the contents of the Celtic cauldron appear pretty much as we would recognise them today.

Anne Grant wrote in 1785: ‘I am determined my children shall drink “from the pure wells of Celtic undefiled”.’56 Such was the vogue for Ossian and things Ossianic that it is hardly surprising that John Pinkerton could remark, unhappily, that ‘this may be called the Celtic century, for all Europe has been inundated with nonsense about the Celts’. He was much wider of the mark when he predicted that ‘when we come to the truth about them, and time always draws truth out of the well, the Celtic mist will vanish, or become a mere cloud’.57 Pinkerton initially embraced Ossian but later changed his mind, scornfully noting, in his inimitable irascible fashion, that ‘even little misses lisp about the authenticity of Ossian, and the antique purity of the Celtic language’, while bitterly dismissing the ‘phantasmagoria in which a dark mirror sends forth unreal images to captivate the vulgar’.58

If Blair had proved something of a celto-maniac, Pinkerton was an unrepentant celto-phobe who elevated the supposed Scandinavian origin of the Picts into a full-blown theory of Teutonism; he was convinced that the ancestry of all the northern European nations was to be sought among the Scythians or Goths. In the 1787 version of his Dissertation he argued that Scottish backwardness had prevailed during several centuries of potentially beneficent Gothic influence (including, of course, that of the Vikings) due to the country’s Celtic population which, even in the late eighteenth century, had



not yet advanced even to the state of barbarism; and if any foreigner doubts this, he has only to step into the Celtic part of Wales, Ireland or Scotland, and look at them, for they are just as they were, incapable of industry or civilisation even after half their blood is Gothic and remain as marked by the ancients, fond of lies and enemies of truth … For the Celts were so inferior a people, being to the Scythians as a negro to a European, that, as all history shows, to see them was to conquer them.59



Although these repugnant statements survived the edition of the Dissertation published in 1789 they were dropped from that of 1814, which suggests that Pinkerton’s Teutonic hide was insufficiently thick to resist the hail of critical arrows which rained down upon it. Horace Walpole, for example, greeted the first edition with the observation, ‘I think you make yourself too much a party against the Celts; I do not think they were or are worthy of hatred’.60 George Dempster of Dunnichen, the prominent and well-respected antiquary, gently mocked his friend by noting the paradox that in the Lowlands ‘all the ancient names are Celtic, and the inhabitants radically and fundamentally Goths’, whereas in the Gàidhealtachd the order of things was ‘quite reversed, the names of all the islands Gothic, and the inhabitants Celts’. He also mischievously enquired whether the Celts might be so-called from wearing the ‘kelt’ or philabeg.61 Despite his offensive views, Pinkerton pursued his thesis with much energy and massive erudition, in the process drowning his opponents, past and present, in vitriolic ink. He opined that ‘fiction was the natural product of the Celtic mind’;62 while Lowlanders were perceived to be ‘acute, industrious, sensible, erect, free’, Highlanders were ‘indolent, slavish, strangers to industry’.63 Some years ago, I argued that the developing interest in the saga literature of medieval Iceland fed the Teutonist appetites of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; while Colin Kidd has indicated how such primitive ethnology fed into whiggish ideology and British identity,64 but supporters of the Goths did not have everything their own way. The immensely influential visit to Scotland by the Icelandic scholar, Grimur Thorkelin, in the 1780s was inspired by a desire to explore the links between the Vikings and the Celts, and despite Pinkerton’s best efforts the celticists were far from vanquished. Indeed it may be suggested that his extreme views actually reinforced the case he wished to destroy.

Skene made good use of the sagas in his Highlanders. One of two people whose assistance he acknowledged was T.G. Repp, who was for some time curator of the Scandinavian books in the Advocates Library, an unhappy individual who did not find a conducive environment in Edinburgh.65 The other was Donald Gregory, secretary of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland and author of the indispensable History of the Western Highlands and Isles of Scotland from AD 1493 to AD 1625 (first published 1836, second edition 1881), a volume which neatly complemented Skene’s own work. Both men also collaborated on the Collectanea volume for the Iona Club.66

John Gibson Lockhart once referred to Sir Walter Scott’s ‘celtified pageantry’, but Scott, despite the themes of some of his poems and novels, as well as his later well-known fascination with highlandism and tartanry, was by no means Celt-obsessed. Sir Walter was a true child of Enlightenment historiography in that he rejected the medieval barbarism symbolised by the Highlands, which he stressed almost ad nauseam in Tales of a Grandfather, but he also fancied himself the heir of Ossian, the last minstrel singing the last lay about what had made Scotland, Scotland. In modern popular criticism he remains more written about than read, but the full complexity of his relationship with the Gàidhealtachd still awaits proper investigation. He noted that the Highlanders were, ‘like the Welsh, the unmixed aboriginal natives of the island, speaking a dialect of the ancient Celtic, once the language of all of Britain’.67 He never greatly stressed the Celtic antecedents of his beloved Borderland but in his Minstrelsy he quoted an epigram of 1613 which humorously alluded to the Welsh heritage of the Southern Uplands:



From Rice ap Richard, sprung from Dick a Cow,

Be cod, was right gud gentleman, look ye now.68



In chapter six of The Antiquary he made much fun of the Celtic-Teutonic debate which had so distracted Pinkerton and his predecessors, but Scott had no interest in the cult of Celticism as such. While it is true that in his Highland novels such as Rob Roy and A Legend of Montrose he often displayed impatience at the attitudes and antics of unregenerate Gaels, he was not guilty of the frequently levelled charge of completely ignoring the contemporary plight of the Highlanders:



in but too many instances, the glens of the Highlands have been drained, not of their superfluity of population, but of the whole mass of the inhabitants, dispossessed by an unrelenting avarice, which will be one day found to have been as shortsighted as it is unjust and selfish.69



According to Lockhart, Scott in 1820 became a member of the Celtic Society of Edinburgh, which existed to promote kilt-wearing and cultural activities as well as providing some financial relief for destitute Gaels; it was to provide the inspiration for George IV’s ‘Highland Jaunt’ in 1822, an episode which, in the minds of many commentators, sealed Scott’s reputation as the prime mover in the creation of plastic Scotland. The nineteenth-century proliferation of such societies – equally well-intentioned but just as manipulative – particularly in Glasgow, secured his dubious legacy.

*    *    *

It is noteworthy that although the Celtic label was secure by the time Skene’s Highlanders appeared there was little or no awareness of the pan-Celticism implied in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s twelfth-century recitation of the ‘Prophecies of Merlin’, later exploited by the propaganda department of Robert Bruce,70 nor of the politically inspired revival version of the same phenomenon which emerged in the later nineteenth century.71 During Skene’s lifetime men like Ernest Renan and Matthew Arnold were busily constructing a Celtic myth which would ultimately be swallowed by the Celts themselves.72 However much they tried to conceal their agendas under the bogus screen of objective scholarship, establishment males at the height of the British Empire, saturated in the language and rhetoric of a previous imperial age, applied the same terminology to their Welsh, Irish and Scottish neighbours as the Greeks and Romans had used to describe the barbarians. Thus it was that Skene, the epitome of the Edinburgh North British establishment could combine his scholarly interests in Celtic Scotland with a rational rejection of contemporary Gaeldom. Fortunately, he did not survive to witness the worst excesses of the Celtic movement which involved such figures as Patrick Geddes, Charles Rennie Mackintosh and his wife, Margaret Macdonald, as well as Lady Gregory and W. B. Yeats in Ireland. William Sharp, writing under his female Celtic pseudonym of ‘Fiona Macleod’, contributed much to the notion of a ‘Celtic Twilight’ in such books as Pharais (1894), The Washer of the Ford (1895) and The Winged Destiny (1904), drawing upon a weird amalgam of Pre-Raphaelite mysticism, Gaelic folklore and a seriously warped imagination. By 1963, J. R. R. Tolkien, who was briefly a lecturer at Edinburgh University, could write:



To many, perhaps to most people … ‘Celtic’ of any sort is … a magic bag into which anything may be put, and out of which almost anything may come … Anything is possible in the fabulous Celtic twilight, which is not so much a twilight of the Gods as of the reason.73



Yet through his Rings cycle Tolkien himself, notable scholar though he was, contributed greatly to the Celtic craze of the later twentieth century, the eighties and nineties of which have generated a veritable deluge of Celtic book titles not to mention the clamjamfry of nonsense that is now popularly deemed to constitute part of Celtic heritage. John Pinkerton must be birling in his grave. He was not to know that the twentieth would truly be the ‘Celtic century’; it remains to be seen what the twenty-first will make of this remarkable phenomenon, now worldwide, which craves the attention of scholarly investigation rather than the arrogance of academic dismissal. One thing is certain: the invention of Celtic Scotland is not yet complete; it is an ongoing process.
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