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Robert Burns
man of feeling that he should be celebrated.  Like Sterne 
and McKenzie, Burns’ work does not just stimulate the 
brain, but the heart. Like those sentimental writers, 
Burns wanted to render humanity’s best feelings into 
words: feelings of warmth, kinship and love.

Everlasting love
Take Burns’ song ‘Ae Fond Kiss’.  It comes from a time 
when he was famous and had met a woman unlike 
those he had known before: Mrs Agnes ‘Nancie’ 
McLehose.  Separated from her husband, who had 
gone to the Caribbean, she lived a quiet, genteel life 
in Edinburgh with only servants for company. This 
cultivated woman loved the genius of Burns’ verse, and 
Burns loved this cultivated woman.

It is said that the longest lasting love is the love that 
is unrequited, and Burns’ love for Nancie was said to 
have lasted until the day he died. The climax came in 
December 1791: she told him that she was leaving to 
return to her husband and she would never see Burns 
again. Their love was unconsummated, but it gave birth 
to the song, which features a cluster of uses of the word 
‘love’ at its heart, framed by two near-identical quatrains, 
perhaps suggesting that the yearning speaker’s love is 
trapped in a never-ending cycle of heartbreak:

Ae fond kiss, and then we sever;
Ae fareweel, and then for ever!
Deep in heart-wrung tears I’ll pledge thee,
Warring sighs and groans I’ll wage thee.

Luke McBratney celebrates Scotland’s 
most famous writer — the perfect poet 
for the season of goodwill

The prevailing mood of our times is irony. From 
adverts to game shows, everything eschews 
sincerity in favour of the knowing wink or the 

tongue placed firmly in the cheek. But things weren’t 
always like that. As Christmas draws nearer and our 
minds turn to events like carol services and family get 
togethers, we generally move towards an older and 
more dependable mode: sincerity.  The perfect poet to 
enjoy for his sense of sincerity is Robbie Burns, whom 
you might already know as the author of one of the 
world’s most sung songs (‘Auld Lang Syne’) and of the 
words that give the title to the most-studied book for 
GCSE English (Of Mice and Men). 

Like Byron and many other poets of the highest rank, 
Burns’ life was colourful and somewhat debauched, 
but he was much more than a songster, a lover and a 
drinker.  His verse uses simple language and he was the 
son of a farmer, but to call him merely a ‘heaven-taught 
ploughman’ is a misrepresentation. 

By the age of 18 he was well versed in Latin, French 
and Shakespeare.  His favourite authors were pioneers of 
what we often call ‘sentimental literature’: novelists like 
Laurence Sterne and Henry MacKenzie. Burns called 
Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling ‘his Bible’ and it is as a 
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Useful sites
Commissioned by the BBC in 2009 to mark 250 
years since Burns’ birth, this comprehensive source of 
poems, songs and biographical information contains 
numerous recordings of poems by readers such as 
Robert Carlyle, Robbie Coltrane and the Prince of 
Wales: www.bbc.co.uk/arts/robertburns/

As well as a biography and resources, this Writing 
Scotland site has links to a variety of materials on 
Burns and his work: www.tinyurl.com/ozbv34p

Why not organize a Burns Night for Saturday 
25 January? A Burns Night involves a supper and a 
celebration of the poet’s life and works. It can be as 
elaborate or as simple as you choose. Some ideas 
on what to do, eat and read can be found at the 
following sites:

www.tinyurl.com/a7g84bj

www.robertburns.org/suppers/itinerary.shtml

Activities
1 Read and listen to a range of Burns’ poems 

and songs. What would you say are the most 
typical features of Burns’ verse?

2 ‘Burns’ verse can be easily dismissed as too 
simple and sentimental.’ To what extent do 
you agree?
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The purity of the feelings celebrated above belies 
the complications of Burns’ actual love life.  For, while 
enjoying chaste romance and intellectual stimulation 
with Nancie, Burns was enjoying stimulation of a more 
physical nature with her servant, who in 1788 bore him 
a son.

Satire and sentiment
Burns evokes the sport of love with almost as much 
success as he renders its finer feelings. In the early 
1780s, while a tenant of Mosgiel Farm near Mauchline, 
he built the philanderous reputation that is familiar 
to us today. ‘O Leave Novels’ sees Burns set down his 
sincerity as he takes up a persona called Rob Mosgiel.  
Seemingly warning readers of the lustful feelings 
engendered by works such as Fielding’s Tom Jones and 
Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison, he also beats the 
gossips at their own game by parodying himself and 
his womanising reputation:

O leave novels, ye Mauchline belles, 
Ye’re safer at your spinning-wheel;
Such witching books are baited hooks 
For rakish rooks, like Rob Mossgiel; 
Your fine Tom Jones and Grandisons, 
They make your youthful fancies reel; 
They heat your brains, and fire your veins, 
And then you’re prey for Rob Mossgiel. 

While satirical poems like the above amuse and 
delight, they perhaps lack the lasting impact of Burns’ 
more sentimental poems and songs.  For, while satire 
engages the intellect, sentiment speaks to the soul. 
Why not test this proposition yourself? Consider your 
feelings this New Year’s Eve as you sing ‘Auld Lang 
Sang’.  The chances are, you’ll immerse yourself in the 
experience.  You might think of other loved ones or 
enjoy the company of those present, but, wherever your 
mind wanders, I expect you’ll be glorying in the full 
flowering of feelings. And should a tear spring to your 
eye, I hope you’ll feel no shame, for in Robbie Burns’ 
day ‘sentimental’ may have been a recent coinage, but it 
was not a dirty word. On the contrary, to be deemed a 
man of sentiment was the highest possible praise.

Irony may be our prevailing mood, but perhaps we 
should make room for sincerity.  When the moments of 
transition arrive — when we celebrate birth or mourn 
deaths — what sort of words do we search for?  We 
don’t seek cleverness or quips: it is to sentiment and 
sincerity that we turn.
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