
The Four Lands of Nipissing
a micro-residency with Ruth  Howard

By Robin Sutherland, Jumblies Professional Theatre Training Program Intern

From December 17-21st 2012, Ruth Howard - commu-
nity artist and Artistic Director of Jumblies Theatre - 
visited North Bay and Nipissing First Nation for a micro-
residency in partnership with the Whitewater Gallery, 
Aanmitaagzi, and the North Bay Public Library.  

This residency project, entitled The Four Lands of 
Nipissing, was an introduction to a longer residency 
project that will take place in September of 2013.  It 
forms part of Aanmitaagzi’s Dances of Resistance proj-
ect as well as the 2013 Active Arts Festival.

The artists who  were involved in the December phase 
were Clayton Windatt of Whitewater Gallery; Penny 
Couchie, Sid Bobb, Nimiiki Couchie and Sherry Guppy 
of Aaanmitaagzi; and Ruth Howard, Sasha Mattock and 
Robin Sutherland of Jumblies Theatre. 

To kick-start the week of community-engaged art-making activities, the Four Lands of Nipissing project took 
over the Whitewater Gallery by creating an airy, bright, homey space complete with tables covered with 
cheery cloths, teapots and cookies.  Our aim was to welcome diverse community members into the gallery 
where we could get to know each other by sharing a spot of tea and exploring stories of the the Badlands, 
the Goodlands, the Lostlands and the Dreamlands of Nipissing.  

The Badlands represented things people didn’t like, or that had a negative impact on where they lived. The 
Goodlands represented positive, pleasurable or joyful elements.  The Dreamlands were things desired for 
themselves and their community, and the Lostlands were spaces and elements from which they were sepa-
rated by time or space.

http://www.jumbliestheatre.org/
http://whitewatergallery.com/
http://aanmitaagzi.net/
http://www.cityofnorthbay.ca/library/
http://aanmitaagzi.net/?page_id=231
http://activearts.ca/
http://claytonwindatt.com/
http://aanmitaagzi.net/?page_id=211
http://aanmitaagzi.net/?page_id=214
http://aanmitaagzi.net/?page_id=220
http://www.jumbliestheatre.org/people/ruth.html
http://www.jumbliestheatre.org/people/robin.html
http://www.jumbliestheatre.org/people/sasha_m.html


in order to entice  the public to come by, we bought a 
collection of delicate mismatched teacups from the 
local thrift stores and dropped them o! in conspicu-
ous places across the city: on park benches, in bus 
shelters, on "re hydrants and parking metres – with 
tags that read “Please take me back to the Whitwater 
Gallery, 143 Main Street West, have a cup of tea and 
share a story!”.   

When the teacups were returned we noted where they were found, 
photographed the visitors, and welcomed them to join us for a cup of 
tea and draw, write, or tell us about their Four Lands.  In this way we 
collected the stories of over "fty residents of Nipissing: stories from 
youth, elders, mothers and children from North Bay, Nipissing First 
Nation and surrounding areas.

In the evenings, the residency moved to the Big Medicine Studio at 
Nipissing First Nation, where Penny Couchie and Sid Bobb run Aanmi-
taagzi, an organization that engages the local community in large-

scale creative projects and also welcomes children, youth and adults to weekly workshops in contemporary dance, 
traditional drumming and singing and other activities. 

At Big Medicine Studio we sat with groups of children and youth in nightly workshops, and invited them to relate to 
us through drawing what they felt was encompassed within their Four Lands. We closed the workshops by sharing 
our stories through a collective poem or creative dialogue.  

The week ended with a Winter Solstice celebration at the Big Medecine Studio, with all 
involved invited to come and see what had been collected and created throughout the 
week.

The Four Lands of Nipissing micro-residency project was 
a success on a number of levels. It was heartwarming to 
be so welcomed into the community, and have so many 
willing participants come and share their stories.  

Many friendships were fostered throughout the week – 
between artists and community members, and between 
people of all ages and backgrounds. The project brought 
people from the city of North Bay, the community of 
Nipissing First Nation and the surrounding area together 
in the spirit of creative collaboration.  

We learned during this experience that although many 
people share the same physical and geographic bound-
aries, their experiences within those boundaries can be 
vastly di!erent, as everyone draws from their own 
personal, cultural and communal histories and perspectives to express their relationship to a place. What also 
emerged were common threads: connection with nature, distrust of cities, an inherent attraction to the calmness of 
a lake. 

The project also recon"rmed that, if asked, people will come together to share and create.  
Many people, from many places of knowing, will respond if they are invited, because this 
work is infused with the guiding principle that ‘everyone is welcome’. It seems simple, but it 
is elegantly true.



...the four lands of nippissing

Thanks to the funders who made this project possible.  Ruth Howard received funding activity through the Ontario Arts 
Council’s “Artists in the Community/Workplace” grant.  Robin Sutherland participated through support from Theatre 
Ontario’s Professional Theatre Training Program, funded by the Ontario Arts Council.   Aanmitaagzi’s participation was 
supported in part by the Ontario Trillium Foundation.   Jumblies Theatre has recently received funding from the Canada 
Council for the Arts for the !nal phase of this project in September 2013. 
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