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¢€ A mIafailure?” asks
poet Derek Beau-
ieu, wryly repeat-
ing a question that wasn’t
asked.

Given his fascination
with how we use language,
it’s perhaps not surpris-
ing that Beaulieu will offer
more than a few linguistic
twists during an interview.
The real question was sim-
ply an attempt, albeit an
awkwardly worded one, to
have Beaulieu define his
experimental work. Does
he consider himself a poet?
A visual artist? A literary
renegade?

But while the 37-year-
old Calgarian’s insistence
on equating “poetry” with
“failure” doesn’t sound
like the words of a literary
booster, they don’t appear
to spring from an attempt
to trivialize what he does
either. In fact, the idea of
writing without readers is
quite appealing to Beau-
lieu, who once worked
as a draftsman for the oil
and gas industry, When
téaching creative writing
to students these days at
Mount Royal University,
he is nothing if not blunt
about both the dim earning
potential and likeliness of
fame available to Canadian
writers. That is usually his
starting point, he says.

“If you had something
amazing to say to the
world, something impor-
tant that must be declared,
you wouldn’t write it in a
poem,” Beaulieu insists.
“Put in on a billboard, take
it out in the newspaper, put
in online, take out a cell-
phone ap. But don’t put it in
a poem. That’s the best way
to make sure you're lesson
is not learned, your mes-
sage is not heard, But if no-
body reads it, nobody buys
it, nobody is making money
off of it — that means you
can do anything, There’s
that old phrase ‘dance as if
nobody is watching’ Write
as if nobody is reading.”

Far from being self-de-
feating, Beaulieu suggests
writing in such a “void” is
liberating, This has clearly
been a guiding principle
for his own work in visual
poetry and avant-garde,
conceptual fiction, areas
that place him in the more
experimental wing of Cal-
gary’s lively poetry com-
munity and given him an
increasingly international
reputation. For instance, he
proudly says he has writ-
ten two novels that contain
no words. Those would be
2007’s Flatland, a collection
of visual patterns based on
the typography of Edwin
Abbott Abbott’s oddball
1884 novel Flatland: A
Romance of Many Dimen-
sions; and the following
year’s Local Colour,
which consists of coloured
blocks inserted to replace
descriptions of colour in
the text of Paul Auster’s no-
- vella Ghosts.

His latest book. How to
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Calgary visual poet Derek Beaulieu is in the more experimental wing of Calgary’s
lively poetry community, using visual patterns and numbers,
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STATE OF THE ARTS

All this month,
we're putting the rising
stars of Calgary’s art scene
in the spotlight.

all of it from a variety of
sources. Basically, I treated
writing the way a DJ treats
records: You sample it, you
remix it, you override it,
you play it backwards, play
it forwards. You treat the
music like raw material.
When a DJ does that we
admire it, we dance to it.
‘When an author does
that, we throw them out
of the academy for being
plagiarists.”

So How to Write features
a story that compiles all
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IF YOU HAD
SOMETHING
AMAZING TO SAY TO
THE WORLD, YOU
WOULDN'T WRITE IT
INAPOEM
DEREK BEAULIEU

in the speech bubbles of
American pop artist Roy
Lichenstein’s art, who was
himself known for borrow-
ing existing comic-book
frames for his large-scale
paintings.

Beaulieu recently con-
structed an abstract piece
made up of stencilled
letters on the window of
Pages on Kensington, forc-
ing viewers to peer through
the design to see out into
the neighbourhood. He re-
cently flew to Manchester,
UK. to craft a similar piece
on the doors of an art gal-
lery that was holding an
exhibition on visual poetry
and text-based art.
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based on growth, profit and
economic immediacy —
has an abstract influence
on both his work and that
of countless wordsmiths
within the city limits,
“Writing poetry is a
means of challenging how
we see the world and we
craft our worlds around
language,” Beaulieu says,
“Calgary tends to be a con-
servative city, a city that has
defined itself not in terms
of longevity but in terms of
the now. (As poets) we use
alot of the same language
that is being used around
business, oil and gas and
that sort of thing. I use the
same words as Ralph Klein,
Ed Stelmach and anyone
else. So what happens if
we start looking at how
language constructs us —
breaking down language,
looking at its parts, put-
ting it back together again?
What can it do when it’s
let off the leash? And I
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and a journalist.
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political machinations

and lies that lead to the

unfair incrimination of
one man in the death
of a promising young
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