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PREFACE

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face:
now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known
(I Corinthians 13:12)

The first time I encountered the name of M. A. K. Halliday was when,
as an undergraduate majoring in linguistics at SUNY Buffalo, I read
‘The users and uses of language’ (1964), the first paper in this volume.
Back then, what I appreciated most was how helpful his work was in
giving me a handle on such sociolinguistic concepts as dialect, register,
accent, etc. Now some 30 years on since my days as an undergraduate,
having had the privilege these past several years to serve as Editor for
Professor M. A. K. Halliday’s Collected Works, I appreciate so much
more the depth of insight this great linguist has brought to the study of
language, not just in terms of language as institution, or even as system,
but as social semiotic.

When it comes to studying language, or what Professor Halliday
refers to as “‘the single most complex phenomenon in nature”, it may
seem as though we only see through a glass, darkly. But then, if we
approach language from a functional perspective as an interorganism
phenomenon, “‘putting language into the context of ‘language and
social man’”, observing exchanges of meaning in face-to-face
encounters, then we begin to see more clearly and appreciate more
fully its richness in meaning potential.

I close with the following poem dedicated to the teacher turned
grammarian, Professor M. A. K. Halliday, whose work for over more
than half a century continues to teach and inspire:
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PREFACE

Poem for the Teacher turned Grammarian
M. A. K. Halliday

He recalls May 13 45 when the teacher first taught the students
Chinese. Learning how to mean, exploring together. Then the sixties,
Now the grammarian developing system networks, written on laundry
cards, then in Notes on transitivity and theme in English, early days

in appliable linguistics.

Thinking meaning, probing logic in living logos, seeking

To know meanings, light and darkness, and the shades between,
Seen not as shadows in greyscale, but as spectrums of living

Colour. Construing meanings to explain those processes of meaning,

It seerns that meaning was how the world began. In the beginning . ..
The Word. There is grandeur in this view of life. And Nigel said . ..
I want that. . let’s do that. . .here, I am. From so simple a beginning
Endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and

are being evolved.

Continuing discourse, encouraging dialogue, on language as theorizer

And mediator, exploring the excellence, pure function, and best power

Both of objects seen and eye that sees, shaping forms of consciousness,

Opening a window to the soul of language, as process, as semniotic
system.

Where does language live? In the works of man, and across the face
Of human life. In the Word made flesh, and dwelling among us.
Exchanging meaning in shared context of situation. No matter

How commonplace or highly valued, whether sacred or secular,
There is no semiotic act that leaves the world exactly as it was before.

Since setting foot in that classroom some sixty years ago, the Teacher

Tumed grammarian has continued to advance our understanding

Of what is perhaps the single most complex phenomenon in nature,

Inspiring new perspectives on language as system rich in unending
meaning potential.
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