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ELI MANDEL -ON POEMS AIND POETRY
EUi Wolf Mandel was born in 1922,1 gears in varions magazines, such as

eEstavan, Saskatchewan. He re- The Northern R e v i e w, Contact,
ciredhis .A. nd MA. a theulni- CIV/n, Queeri's Quarterly,Th

cewc hi BA andM.A atthe Tamarack Review, Cariadian Forum,
iers.ity of Saskatchewan, and his and others. Saverai of his poamns
P1t.D. at the Unversity of Toronto. were included in Canadian, British
He carne to the Departmaent of Eng- and American athologies, and ha also
lihi et U of A in 1957. appaared oit the CBC program

Prof essor Mandel is a wefl-known 1 Atholog y". A wide selection of his
pect whose poerns have appeared poetry was published in Trio (1954),
duuîg ita h past twelve or thirteen1 a volumne presenting works by Eli

By John Marki
Mvodem paatry, with ail the anum-

ated, indeed, passianata arguments
ab)out it, is not s0 much a master of
controversy as a case of relative
ignorance. Bawildered by the ap-
parent explosions in form, meaning
anti appeal, and by an often irritat-
ng obscurity, we often forget that
%%,iitever its approacb, poetry's con-
Cern today la essentialiy the sama as
has hean through the agas. This
realizatian appears ta ha the mqst
important general conclusion gained
lron the conversation we had soma
daes aga wîth Professor Mandel, ana
of the best-krnawn contemparary
Canadian poets.

Our conversation bagan with a
question about Dr. Mandel's first
5tart as a poat, bis first publications
and literary associations. Ha told us
tiat hîs first pubiished poems ap-
peared during bis undergraduate
years in The Sheaf, the student paper
of the Saskatoon campus.

"Wa had a vary good literary page
in The Sheaf, and there ware same
highly talantad people on the liter-
ary staff, people who latar became
wel-known artists. Frances Hy-
land, the actress, for instance, also
Anthony Thorne, the painter, and
Jo Stedmond, naw a di tar of
Quean's Quarterly; these people
heiped me a lot, not simply hy pub-
lisling my poems but also hy the
discussions and arguments we bad."

We askad if these discussions con-
cerned literary theory, and hefore wa
knew it, we wera into the middle of
a fascinating, if rather involved, dis-
cussion on modemn poetry in general.
"Theory", Dr. Mandai said, "neyer
realy enters; the writing of my
poems. First cama the poamas, then
connes theary."

lit was at this point that iva
took the plunge: What starts the
poems than? What is "inspira-
tion?" "An image, usuafly, or
quite often a dramatic situation,"
Dr. Mandai answerad. "The
sae images may appear again
and again in several poems,
aI tan in variants or modulations,
developing a set or pattern. The
image in the first of the Fuseli
Poems, for instance, "The Fira
Place," is modulated in other
poemns into a labyrinth or a
castie. The castia-image ganar-
ates another ana, an image with-
ini the image, as you will find
in 'Fuseli: Girl Combing Hem
Ilair, Watched by a Young Man.'
The images follow aach othar, or

develop, as in a draam or in a night-
Mare, for the Fusali Poems could
also ha callad 'nightmare poams'
Hence the titia of the collection."
Henry Fuseli was a Swiss-bamn
paimter wha lived in England in the
second haîf of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Sevemal of bis paintings ara
Metint ta eprsent nightmamas, and

ave puzzied and fascinated citics
ever sinca tbey weme first axhibited.
Ive long fait a grant sympathy for

Fuseli," Dr. Mandai said. "Ha, toa
glas an artist, a Jew, a profassor, and
be bas somathing like the artistic
appraacb that I want."

But what axactly la this night-
Iare.poetry? we asked. And doas
it account for the genarous amount
of obscurlty that, we had ta admit,
'e found in the Fuseli Poams and in
Modemn patry in genaral?

The poat's total desiras, Dr.
Mfandai said in bis mply, coma

into conflict with sociaty and
ivith actuality. As a con-
sequence of the reprassian of
tiese dasimas, the vision of the
P(et takas the fanm of a night-
miare, in muchi the sanie manner

as dreama themsalvas ara tha
unconsciaus r aiea se of re-
pressions.
The obscumty in modemn paetmy la

explained, then, fîrst of al hy thîs
dreami-or nightmam-quality of the
poetic experiance itsalf. But oh-
scurity la aiso delibarata, ta a dagrea,
and in the sense that it is a defence
put up by the poat. Ha bas a secret,
as it were (the canflict between the
individuel dasimas and actuality), and
while ha wants ta tell it ail, ha must
mat.

This idea of poetry is Fraudian an
that it holds that the (dreaam-)
images raflect a damatically created
mi, nat necessariiy that of the poat
but of the speaker. And because it
implies that the mind raflacted is ai-
sa the mind of society, it awnes much
ta Jung's psycholagy of archatypes.
In expressing the nightmare the poat
ta soma axtant comas ta terms with
it. And, again, sinca it is an arche-
typai exparience, ana would assuma
cathartic functions in the eader.

"0f course," Dr. Mandai add-
ed, "these are only ganerai state-
ments, and general statemnents
on poatry are not ta ha trusted."

And once abscurity is mentionad
as charactaristic of modemn poetry,
ane must mot forgat about irony
which la just as characteristic and
paramaunt. Referîng ta bis owm
poems, Dr. Mandai distinguished
three kinda of irony. The tension it-
self hatweam saciaty and the in-
dividual creates a permanent ironical
undertona. Also, thema is the poat's
ambiguous attitude tawamds bis own
poatry: ha may not ha sure that ha
is mot taking somathing very seriaus-

Mandal, Phyllis Webb and Gail
Turnbu l. His latast volume, Fuselil
Poenis,was published this year by
the Contact Press in Toronto. 1
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an ant hology of young- Canadian
poets "who deserve to ba icnown
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ly that aaciety wili nat cansidar as
seriaus. To caver up bis fear of
'makimg a fool af himseif", a "de-
fensive" irony entars bis poama.
Finally, the feeling that the view of
saciaty is radically diffement from bis
awn can place the poat in an
iranically inverted situation. Ha
may became like the madman who
thinks that saciety around hlm is
insane, and ha is the only sae per-
san in the wanld. Such was the casa
of Christopher Smart, for instance.

At this point we asked Dm. Mandai
if this concept of poetry, in bis
opinion, was a new, a "modemn"
ana, and wbat connaction, if any, did
it have wlth tradition.

"in the expression of the
nigbtmara-thema and of the
poet's sensa of nienation," ha
answered, "I think that mny
poetry is taditional. 1 think
these are traditional themes."
Especlally in English paetry was

the nightmae-theme taditional.
Spenser, Shakespeare, in the sonnets,
Milton, Blake, Shelley, Tennyson, ta,
mention only a few, are visîonamy
poats, or "mightmare-paats", and this
appraacb is in the main lina of tradi-
tion. The othar approacb la imita-
tive or mimatic poetmy. Mimesis and
myth-making bath involva a view of
reality; the essence of poetry, aftam
ail, la in the permanent tensions of
these viewa and in the effort ta e-
salve them, ta coma ta tarms with
tham. In thesa efforts ana attempts
a total commitmaent.

That brings up the problam of
form, doasn't it? wa askad.

"Form la a matter of a lot of bard
work and practice", Dr. Mandai re-
plied. Ravisions are extmemaely im-

portant. One has certain "touch-
stones" or standards, in the sense
Arnold or Eliot use the term, and
one rewrites the paems according
to tham, "over and over and over
again." Even then, lapses may occur,
and sa, ultîmataly, as far as form is
concerned, "you play it by car. You
can't learn it, you can't fake it, you
know when you have it and know
when you haven't got it." No poat
knows just which particular poem or
passage wili ha successfiul, and public
acceptance can substantialiy disagree
with his own preferences.

Do you have personal favorites
among the Fuseli Poems?

"I suppore I do," Dr. Mandei
answered. "I'm satisfied with 'Ducks
in a Pond', for instance. There is
a movement in this poem from part-
icular to general to particular again;
from the first image to another
generated by it, then back ta the
first again, amplified, as it were, by
the comment the second image made
upon it. It's as toic poem, a poem
that 'accepts thmngs':

.- . Poise of mallards in a
pool

as in the pupils of an eye
where f ire

burned on water seemns a
pose of praise

sufficient for the gabbie of
my days."

Another one of Dr. Mandel's favor-
ites among the Fuseli Poems is the
ironical "Mail Order Catalogue", a
poem ha cails a modemn version of
Keats' 'Ode on a Grecian Urn." Just
as in Keats' poem the urn becomes
a catalogue of images frozen nto
one single moment that knows nu
time, a modemn-day mail order
catalogue is a

.. paadigm of experience
from beginning: abdominal

beits
to end: zippers lightning

It represents the iabyrinth of
modemn world, in an ironical juxta-
position of contemporary and roman-
tic images:

... hired men walkmng on
the bill

ail in a blaze of fire, the wire
strung from thair hands like

harps
fencing acres

stays, pants,
the attic urn..

The poet is in this labyrinth, in this
castle that represents experience, or
the rigidities of his own pesanality,
but, and this la very important,
sometimes he breaks out.

"Sa far, in this discussion," said
Dr. Mandai, "we've placed toa grant
an emphasis on the irratianal, ironic,
allen, subversive qualities of paetry,
negiecting those qualities that 1 hope
my poetry also expresses: the feel-
ing for the abject itself, the vaiidity
of sensation. Lave, passion, insight,
intelligence, order, compassion.

1 feel quita strongly that, as
Wilfred Owen put it, 'the paetry
is in the pity.". This pity or
compassion means comprehen-
sion in the total sense. It
means understanding the situa-
tion that you and the other per-
son, as human beings are in.
"My poems," ha added, "arceflot
seifish. 1 want them ta ba con-
structive, 1 want tbem 'ta re-
bujît Arcady again'. Thay're
tnt only the expression of the
conflict of desira and experience
and of the rasulting nigbtmare,
they're also a statement, an
affirmation that we're capable of
caming ta terms with experience
and with the nightmarc."

Are you aware of influences in
your poetry? we asked.

"Certainly," Dr. Mandai answered.
"Ever since my earliest childhood
I've been aware of paetry itself, as-
pecially bad poetry. I was broughti
up on Eibert Hubbard, Scrapbook,
and on pulp magazine f icton. And
as the awareness grew, influences
grew also. In high scbooi I wrata
much bad poetry, daivative, imitat-
tiva versa, very bad Shelley, very
bad Keats, and also some comicý

poams.
"After the war, I spent a tarin at one
of the so-calaed 'kbaki-univarsities'
in Engiand. It was there that I mat
for the first time people who took
poetry seriously, and it was thara
that poetry became a vital concern
of mine. I began ta read modern
paetry intensively, and the first
significant influences on my own
verse were the 'great' namas in
modern litarature: Yeats, Pound, El-
iot, Joyce, Stevans. Also Hardy,
who 1 aspecially lika. Those ware
the people that saemed the most im-
portant at that time. Today Can-
adian poats have the strangest in-
fluence on me. The present literary
situation in Canada can maka sarious
poetry passible, and Canadien poetry
taday is as iiveiy as any that's being
written anywheme. James Reaney,
Irving Layton, Wilfred Watsan write
paetry that influences me. I owe
a great deal also ta F. R. Scott, Louis
Dudek, John Sutherland, Raymond
Saustes, Northrop Frye, and first
of ail, A. J. M. Smith. They ail have
helped me a lot, publishîng my
poems, encauraging or advising my
wark."

Northrop Frye's name led the con-
versation ta critcism. "I don't ba-
lieve", said Dr. Mandel, "that criti-
cismn is a parasitic activity." It is a
creative activity in Arnold's and
Fmye's termns, and its raie is, as Arn-
ald proased it, ta provida "an intel-
lectuai climate" for poetry. The
critic's task (and in this regard, Dr.
Mandai follows Northrop and Frye)
is flot ta evaluate or rank paetry ln
ordar of menit, but ta try ta find
out as precisaly as possible whai
the poat is saying. Poats themsaives
ought ta ha critics, too, aven though
few of tbem are good critics of thejr
own work, and shouidn't be trusted
when they taik about it. But poats
ara usually extremaly good critics of
othars, and in Engiish litarature
thare's a grant traditon of brilliant
paet-critics, lika Sidney, Dryden,
Coleridge, Arnold or Eliot.

"I now regard poatry", Dr.
Mandai said in conclusion, "as
a normal activity in my days.
That is ta say, do it it constant-
ly aven if with varying intensity.
One poem saems to generata an-
other, and also poetically luckier
days are often followed by flot
so fortunate anas. But which-
evar way it is, poetry bas ba-
corne an essential part of my
if e."1
Finally, answering aur iast (we

must canfess, rathar stereotyped)
question, Dr. Mandai cautioned
against any genemalized advice "ta
the young". Ha thiugs that reading
cantemporamy paetmy will giva the
hast encouragement ta young writ-
ars. In practica that means the
reading af such magazines as Delta,
Prism, Canadian Forum, or Alphabet.
Then ha recalled the episode of how
Archibald Lampman found encour-
agement raaling Sir Ch. G. D.
Roberts' Orion. "The real source of
creativity", ha concluded, "is the dis-
covery that someone in the same
situation is doing the sort of thing
you'd lika ta do. And that is simply
writing, and writing wahi."

AG BANQUET
Agriculture's Class of '61 haid its

banquet and formai dance Saturday,
January 21 in the Macdonald Hotel.
Approximately 200 people h ear d
toasts and addresses by Students'
Union Prasidant Alex McCaila, Dr.
A. W. Henry, Mm. N. H. Bognar, Mr.
O. G. Wasuita, and Ag Dean C. F.
Bentley.

Guast speaker was Prafessor W.
Pilkingtan, assistant ta the dean of
education, who spoka on "sterea-
types". His talk stressed that stu-
dents sbould reason, and not ha
stereatype quotars of knowledge. He
Iurged the graduating casas ta pass
on thair University knowiedge, em-
phasizing the nead ta ha fluent with
the Engiish language and the art of
speaking.

Entertainment was providad by
signers Norm Baguer and Vemu
Gleddie. Tommy Banks' Orchestra
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