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Robert Burns (1759–1796), affectionately known as Rabbie Burns, was a 

Scottish poet and lyricist. He is widely regarded as the national poet of Scotland 

and a pioneer of the Romantic movement. 

Key Highlights: 

• The "Ploughman Poet": Born into a farming family in Alloway, his work often 

drew from the struggles and beauty of rural life, blending everyday experiences with 

profound emotion. 

• Linguistic Legacy: He wrote primarily in the Scots language and the Scottish 

English dialect, helping to preserve Scottish cultural identity during a time of heavy 

British influence. 

• Famous Works: He penned "Auld Lang Syne" (sung globally on New Year's Eve), 

"To a Mouse," "Tam o' Shanter," and "A Red, Red Rose." 

• Cultural Icon: His life and work are celebrated annually on January 25th  

(Burns Night) with haggis, whisky, and recitations of his poetry. 

 

Why He Matters: 

Burns was a champion of the common man and an advocate for democratic and liberal 

causes. His ability to distil complex human themes—like love, class, and nature—into 

simple, lyrical verses has given his work a timeless, universal appeal. 

Robert Burns' famous poem, officially titled "Address to a Haggis," was written in 1786.  

It is the centre of any Burns Supper, typically recited with great theatricality as the 

haggis is sliced open. 

The poem begins with the iconic greeting: 

"Fair fa' your honest, sonsie face, / Great chieftain o' the puddin'-race!"  

(Good luck to your honest, plump face, / Great chieftain of the sausage race!) 

It describes the haggis filling a "groaning trencher" (platter) and the "warm-reekin" (warm 

steaming) rich entrails being cut open. It ends with a plea to the "Pow’rs" who look after 

mankind: 

"Auld Scotland wants nae skinking ware / That jaups in luggies; / But, if ye wish her 

gratefu' prayer, / Gie her a Haggis!"  

(Old Scotland wants no watery soup / That splashes in bowls; / But if you want her grateful 

prayer, / Give her a Haggis!) 



Page: 2 of 2 

 

Analysis of Meaning 

Burns uses the haggis—a humble dish made of sheep's offal, oatmeal, and 

spices—as a powerful symbol for several themes: 

• Scottish Identity: By calling the haggis the "Great chieftain," Burns elevates a 

common peasant food to a position of national royalty, asserting Scottish pride over 

foreign influence. 

• Class & Anti-Pretentiousness: He mocks "French ragout" and "olio" (fancy, dainty 

foreign dishes). He argues that those who eat such "trash" are feeble and thin-legged, 

while the "haggis-fed" rustic is strong enough to make the earth tremble. 

• Strength and Vitality: The poem links diet to character. To Burns, the haggis 

represents the robust, honest, and hardworking nature of the Scottish people, 

whereas refined continental food represents the perceived weakness of the upper 

classes. 

• Communal Joy: The imagery of guests "stretching and striving" with their spoons 

suggests a shared, democratic experience where everyone, regardless of status, finds 

satisfaction in a hearty meal. 

 

 


