
"I don't sit out here just

wanting people to put

money in my hand for

nothing."

Dave Dessler, streetpoet

Iconic local
street poet finds
new fame

He considers his art a way to
give back to those who help him.
Both Berube and Burke own orig­
inal pieces. And because he offers
up something in exchange, he
calls himsclfa busker, not a pan­
handler.

"I don't sit out here just wanting
people to put Illoney in my hand
for nothing," he says. "I want to
give them an opportunity to walk
away with something for them­
selves."

Dessler is currently working on
a book of poetry. In the future, he
would like to write short stories or
a novel chronicling his observa­
tions on the Slreets of Ottawa,

lei down their guard and speak
with him.

Dessler has received as much
as $20 and as little as $2.25 for
his poems, But he charges a mini­
mum alllount so that he can at least
afford markers, which he uses to
write the short poems on card­
board squares and n:ctangles.

In one of his poems, Dessler
writes about "pullin' a fully, up in
the air, trying to land on lhisJ feet."
To him, "pullin' a fully," means to
make a full turn, like a somersault.

So far, writing poelry has had a
positive innuellce on his life and
he hopes one day it willwke him
offlhe streets.

er do physical work and he isn't
trained for anything else.

Dessler writes about his person­
al experiences, Iike being outside
in therain, to lriggeran immediate
emotional response. His first hand
accounts, Burke says, are unique
and have greater social connota­
tions.

"Art work doesn't have be to
be expensive or manicured if the
meaning is strOllg and it speaks to
people," he says.

But Dessler doesn't see himself
as a mediator between those who
live on the streets and those who
just walk on them. What bridges
the gap, he says, is when people
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Street poet Dave Dessler plies his trade behind Chapters in the Byward Market.

in an exhibition called "Low" at
La Petite Morl during Festival
X, a photography festival that
wrapped up Sept. 30. The exhibi­
tion featured photos of 12 local
homeless men taken by American
pholographer Jesse Burke. Dur­
ing the project, Dessler acted as
a liaison bctween the gallery and
the models.

"Dave is a very friendly, con­
cerned person - he was so help­
ful," says Burke, who explains
he wanted to show these men as
something other than outsiders.
Burke sees the photographs as
beautiful icons that reveal vulner­
ability beneath a calloused exte­
rior.

He was impressed with the way
Dessler's work crosses certain
boundaries in the art world.

Desslerdoesn't price his poetry.
He charges a
minimum two
dollar "crea­
tivity fcc" and
lets the buyer
dctermine a
poem's mon­
etary value.

"It doesn't
matter to me

because it's not about the money,
it's about the poetry," says Dessler.
"If it was about the money I'd be
pricing."

He quit school in grade nine and
earned wages by doing physical
labour. Now, with back problems
and arthritis, Desslercan no long-

On the comerofGeorge
Street and Sussex Drive,
homeless poet Dave

DcssJer sells poetry, written on
cardboard scraps, in order to sur­
vive. He is an outsider but, to the
director of La Petite Mort Gallery,
he is also an artist

In July, Dcssler's poclry was
featured in an olllsider art exhibi­
tion at the gallery on Cumberland
Street, show-
casing <lTlwork
considered out­
side mainstream
culture. Owner
and director Guy
Berube wanted 10
promote outsider
art in a more ac­
cessible venue.

"Outoftile fourartiSls, IDcsslcr]
was the one thai people were most
impressed by," says Berube. "But
what really galla me was his age,
he's the same age as me, we're
both 45 and I was thinking what a
difference in lives we have."

Recently, Dessler participated

A photo exhibit
showcases
Ottawa's
homeless poet,
reports Taline
Bedrossian.
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