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Literary Stylistics and Systemic
Functional Linguistics

Michael Cummings
York University, Canada

Systemic functional linguistics has a great currency in Chinese scholarship,
due to the efforts of many direct and indirect students of Michael A. K. Halliday
in China. I am therefore very honored to be asked by some of these colleagues to
talk about systemic functional literary stylistics and to say something about my own
work within it. You can find the names of many of these distinguished Chinese
systemic linguists in the article by Huang Guowen, “Hallidayan linguistics in
China” (2002), and in the article by Zhang Delu, Edward McDonald, Fang Yan
& Huang Guowen, “The development of systemic functional linguistics in China”
(2005). Today I want expressly to thank Professor Liu Shisheng of Tsinghua
University for his very kind invitation, and Professor Hu Zhuanglin of Peking
University for his many years of friendship and support. I also want to thank Liu
Nannan and Professor Fang Yan, both of Tsinghua University, the first for her
great help in preparing this occasion, and the second for the preparations she is
making for the 36" Annual International Systemic Functional Congress, to be held
here in 2009. My talk today has four parts: 1. systemic functional linguistic
description illustrated by an English poem; 2. systemic functional linguistic
description illustrated by English literary prose; 3. recent important readings in
systemic functional literary stylistics; 4. some recent research of my own into the
stylistics of systemic functional Theme and Rheme.

1.0 I will structure the first part of the discussion in terms of the three general
metafunctions ” : the

“

functions of language, that is, the systemic functional
interpersonal function of language, which serves the relating to one another of the
reader and writer; the experiential and logical function, which serves the
representation of reality; and the textual function, which serves the formation of
discourse ( Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 29-31). In the approach I take, literary
stylistics reveals the contribution of a text’s language to that text’s literary aim.

Systemic functional linguistics approaches the language of a literary text by
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situating the language within its culture and its genre, and by construing its lexico-
grammatical form, even its phonology, in terms of its discourse semantics
(Martin, 1992 19-21, 495-496). The English poem which I want to use for
illustration is W. H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” (1976 146-147). Many
of you will have encountered a systemic functional description of this poem in
Michael O’Toole’s Language of Displayed Art (1994 . 145-154, 161-166).

Musée des Beaux Arts

About suffering they were never wrong,

The Old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position; how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood;

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Brueghel’s Icarus for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the plowman may

Have heard the splash, the foresaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

1.1 In terms of its culture, the whole poem is, of course, a cultural allusion:
to Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s (15257 -1569 ) painting “Landscape with the Fall of
Icarus” , hung in the Museum of Fine Arts, Brussels (Hyde, 2003 : 67). The first
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stanza also appeals to certain common cultural values—our sympathies are drawn
not only to the figure of suffering, but also to the many innocents: the reverent
aged, children, even to doggy dogs and an innocent horse. In terms of its genre,
the text offers an appealing literary irony. Irony is an understanding shared between
writer and reader which is lost on the characters in between. Here we share an
understanding with the speaker and his “Old Masters” which is apparently lost on
all the rest. This understanding situates human suffering in relation to various
cultural ideologies: myth about justice in the case of Icarus, salvation religion in
the case of the miraculous birth and later martyrdom, political power in the case of
the torturer, bourgeois capitalism—or political power again—in the case of the
expensive ship with somewhere to get to. The second stanza, however, suggests
another cultural norm, the imputation of guilt: the plowman may have heard, the
ship must have seen. Auden also plays with a classical generic form: the difference
in the numbers of lines in the two stanzas, the crazy rhyme scheme that almost
comes together, both suggest the sonnet form. As if in a sonnet, the first stanza
presents a general situation, and the second stanza encodes it in a particular
instance. The first stanza makes use of the present tense to represent the universal
present, but the second stanza is mainly in the past tense, as if the painting
represents a particular past event. As is usually true of sonnets, at the end we are
left with the satisfying feeling that we have been given some kind of answer.

1.2 To describe the lexical and grammatical form of a text is to construe what
the text aims at. The first metafunctional perspective on lexico-grammar I want to
take up is that of the textual metafunction. The textual metafunction is the
secondary, text-forming capacity of structures and meanings which are deployed
primarily to achieve interpersonal and experiential meanings. A good illustration
here is the meanings associated with the definite article. The definite article in
written English typically makes reference to some previous occurrence of a
participant in the same text. That is, like 3™-person pronouns, it is typically
endophoric—referring within the text—and anaphoric—referring back. But
Auden’s poem is distinctively different. There are 8 instances of the definite article
in the first stanza, and just a single one barely represents anaphoric endophoric
reference; the one in “the torturer” , referring back only by inference to “the. . .

martyrdom”. All the rest are doing something different. The one in “the edge” is
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cataphoric, that is, referring ahead to “the wood”. The rest aren’t even
endophoric, but instead refer outside the text altogether, to generic categories
which are culture-specific. Michael Halliday calls these “homophoric” references:
“The Old Masters”, “the aged”, “the miraculous birth”, “the wood”, “the
dreadful martyrdom”, “the dogs” ( Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 557-558 ).
These homophoric references create the situational generality of this first stanza. In
the second stanza, 8 of 9 other definite articles have anaphoric endophoric
reference only by inference from the mention of “Brueghel’s Icarus” —that is, they
all make reference to what can be seen in or inferred from the painting: “the
disaster” , “the plowman” , “the splash”, “the foresaken cry”, “the white legs” ,
“the green water”, and so forth. From the viewpoint of the imaginary onlooker,
they are straightforward exophoric reference—reference to something outside the
text. From either perspective they are truly definite, not generic, and help produce
the contrasting particularity of the second stanza (cf. Flanagan, 1984. 99-102. ).

1.3 The interpersonal metafunction on the other hand can be invoked to account
for different kinds of speech acts, and for modality. Modality in Auden’s poem is
construed both by modal verbs and by modal adverbs. The modal verbs occur in
both stanzas, the modal adverbs only in the first. Modal verbs in the first stanza
are exclusively deontic, that is, representing objective necessity: “there always
must be/Children” , “martyrdom must run its course”. Modal verbs in the second
stanza are mainly epistemic, that is, representing human judgement. “the plowman
may/Have heard” , “the. .. ship that must have seen”. This fits our impression
that the first stanza implies general truth about life, the second stanza a particular
instantial situation which is to be decoded or evaluated. ( A different perspective
can be found in O’Toole, 1994 162. ) The modal adverbs of the first stanza have
an interesting uniformity;: “never” (twice), “always”, “how well” , “specially”
and “just”. The first five of these six form a set whose common meanings involve
the universal and the emphatic—chosen it seems to help convince us of universal
truths.

1.4 The experiential metafunction provides a third perspective. Construal of
the world-out-there can be seen in the distribution of lexis in a text. The structuring
of lexis represents the text’s fields of reference. Our very first reflections on the

poem would lead us to expect a set of lexical items which involve the field of
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“suffering” ; and this turns out to be the lexical item “suffering” itself, plus
“dreadful”, “martyrdom”, “torturer”, “disaster’, “foresaken”, and “cry”
Text lexis is structured by meaningful contrasts among lexical sets. Among the

&

contrasting sets here is one for “innocence” , including “innocent” itself, plus

“aged”, “birth”, “children”, “doggy”, and “boy”. Another contrasting set is

“

for high intensity evaluation, including reverently 7, “ passionately ",

“miraculous”, “important”, “expensive”, “delicate”, and “amazing”. Yet
another is for low intensity evaluation, including “ dully ”, “ anyhow ”,
“leisurely”, and “calmly”. The contrasting “suffering” and “innocence” sets
ironically suggest that the virtue of innocence is just as apt to belong to the vast,
indifferent context of suffering, as it is to belong to suffering itself. The
significance of the “high intensity” and “low intensity” sets is to contrast an
evaluation of suffering that we as witnesses share with “the Old Masters” , with a
dis-evaluation shared by all the other witnesses of the poem.

1.5 It seems paradoxical at first that the poem’s title is not “Icarus” — but
rather “Musée des Beaux Arts”. What this does imply is that an important field of
reference is being in the museum. Two lexical sets correspond to this. First is the
set of four items: “Musée des Beaux Arts”, “Old Masters” “Brueghel” and

&

“Icarus”; and then a much larger set representing mental activity: “wrong”,
“understood” , “waiting”, “want”, “forgot”, “heard”, “seen”, “amazing”.
The poem is after all about evaluations: the Museum onlooker’s evaluation of an
Old Master’s painting, the painting’s evaluation of innocents’ failure to evaluate
suffering. But that brings us to another side of the experiential, which is
grammatical transitivity. Systemic functional linguistics divides all semantic clause
processes into six types, material, mental, relational, verbal, behavioural and
existential. The lexical set of mental activity is nearly the same as the set of verbs
which represent mental process. Another set of verbs represents material process,
and these seem just as crucial to the text as the mental process verbs: “takes
place”, “eating”, “opening”, “walking”, “happen”, “skating”, “run a
course”, “go on”, “scratches”, “turns away”, “shone”, “disappearing”,
“falling”, “get to”, “sailed on”. You will immediately recognize that nearly all
of these processes are intransitive. In the systemic functional approach to the

ergative, only one clause participant is involved with such processes, the Medium.
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Just two of them, “opening (a window)” and “scratching (its... behind)”
involve two participants. Michael Toolan (1998 89-90) proposes one version of
the scale of empowerment, which orders the types of material process participant.
The most empowered participant is the agent, a human acting upon a human or
non-human medium. Only one of these fifteen different material processes involves
a human agent, and all the rest of the participants rank much lower on or at the
bottom of the empowerment scale.

Ironically, the single representation of an agent is “someone. .. opening a
window” , the process instanced as a totally trivial act. It would seem that in
Auden’s moral microcosm, even suffering is inconsequential because nobody is

connecting with anybody else.

Empowerment Scale Nos.

Agent (human)

Force ( nature)

Instrument
Medium-initiator ( human )

Beneficiary/Recipient

S O N O = =

Medium-target ( human)
Medium ( non-human ) 11
Total ; 18

Figure 1. The empowerment scale

2.0 The language of a short poem is a system in itself because it is sharply
framed. A prose episode does not have the same sharp boundaries as a short poem.
Nevertheless it is framed, because it is an episode. In his short-story collection,
Dubliners, James Joyce represents people morally crushed by cultural ideologies of
nationalism, religion, sexual repression and class. At the beginning of the story
“The Dead” Joyce uses a single episode to introduce and characterize the protagonist,
Gabriel Conroy, a teacher, who has been invited to speak at a party and encounters
the servant girl on his way (1958 178-179) .

“O, then,” said Gabriel gaily, “I suppose we’ll be going to your
wedding one of these fine days with your young man, eh?”

The girl glanced back at him over her shoulder and said with great
bitterness: “The men that is now is only all palaver and what they can get out

i

of you.’



