ENG 2151: Systemic Functional Grammar (Introduction)
Home Exam: December 2005

Give a functional analysis of this text, including the experiential, interpersonal and textual metafunctions. In your treatment of experiential meaning, also analyse subclauses. Avoid ending up with just a list of labels. You are expected to write an essay in which you show that you can justify your analysis where there may be alternative interpretations. You should also demonstrate awareness of wordings which stand out as rhetorically or stylistically interesting because they are marked, complex, metaphorical, or used for appraisal. 

Describe briefly the context of situation in terms of Field, Tenor and Mode and try to characterize the register to which this text belongs with specific reference to linguistic features. By way of summary, comment on the contribution of Systemic Functional Grammar to the understanding of a text like this as compared with more traditional models.
TEXT

(1) I'm supposed to be talking in a vaguely autobiographical way about the connection between life and poetry, or at least between my life and my poetry. (2) I recently read an account of a study which intends to show how writers of a certain age attempt to "seize control" of the stories of their own lives by deviously concocting their own biographies. 
(3) However, it's a feature of our age that if you write a work of fiction, everyone assumes that the people and events in it are disguised biography -- but if you write your biography, it's equally assumed you're lying your head off.

(4) This last may be true, at any rate of poets: Plato said that poets should be excluded from the ideal republic because they are such liars. (5) I am a poet, and I affirm that this is true. 
(6) About no subject are poets tempted to lie so much as about their own lives; I know one of them who has floated at least five versions of his autobiography, none of them true. (7) I of course -- being also a novelist -- am a much more truthful person than that. (8) But since poets lie, how can you believe me?

(9) Here then is the official version of my life as a poet:

(10) I became a poet at the age of sixteen. (11) I did not intend to do it. (12) It was

not my fault. (13) Allow me to set the scene for you. (14) The year was 1956 and Elvis Presley had just appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show. (15) At school dances, which were held in the gymnasium and smelled like armpits, the dance with the most charisma was rock'n'roll. (16) The approved shoes were saddle shoes and white bucks, the evening gowns were strapless, if you could manage it; they had crinolined skirts that made you look like half a cabbage with a little radish head. (17) Girls were forbidden to wear jeans to school, except on football days, when they sat on the hill to watch, and it was feared that the boys would be able to see up their dresses unless they wore pants.

(18) None of this -- you might think, and rightly -- was conducive to the production of poetry. (19) If someone had told me a year previously that I would suddenly turn into a poet, I would have giggled. (20) Yet this is what did happen.

(21) The day I became a poet was a sunny day of no particular ominousness. (22) I was walking across the football field, not because I was sports-minded or had plans to smoke a cigarette behind the field house -- the only other reason for going there -- but because this was my normal way home from school. (23) I was scuttling along in my usual furtive way, suspecting no ill, when a large invisible thumb descended from the sky and pressed down on the top of my head. (24) A poem formed. (25) It was quite a gloomy poem: the poems of the young usually are. (26) It was a gift, this poem, a gift from an anonymous donor, and, as such, both exciting and sinister at the same time.

[A slightly adapted version of Margaret Atwood’s Waterstone’s Poetry Lecture delivered at Hay On Wye, Wales, June 1995.]

PAGE  
1

