
THE CULTURAL EQUIVALENT OF DAYCARE WORKERS?
Reflections on transcripts and conversations from the Arts For All project at Davenport 

Perth Neighbourhood Centre (DPNC), Toronto, 2003 to 2004

by Ruth Howard
including the voices of Varrick Grimes, Mara Shaughnessy, Noah Kenneally, Wende Bartley, Amelia 

Potter, Arts For All participants and DPNC staff

I will start with a quotation, a memory and some 
questions:

The quotation is from a column by Peter Har-
ris in the Community Arts Ontario’s Newsletter, 
ArtsOn  (Fall 2003). He ventures that, although 
we must “resist the idea that community artists 
are a special subset of artists in general, not all of 
us may be comfortable in the role of the cultural 
equivalent of daycare workers.” 
 
Over a year later I was still chuckling and bris-
tling at this phrase: 

I laughed when I read that because on one level it 
is so undeniably true, as anyone who has spent any 
time with us at DPNC will attest to. But it’s also 
not true – or at least it’s what’s not true about it that 
makes the work worthwhile to do.  (e-mail from 
Ruth Howard to Amelia Potter, July 2004)

And now the memory, which takes us back three 
years to an arts drop-in at Davenport Perth Neigh-
bourhood Centre (DPNC): the artists make tea, 
prepare snacks, listen, chat and lay out a variety 
of art activities for participants of varied ages, 
origins and abilities. An elderly woman arrives 
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 “La Familia”, Once A Shoreline, May 2004, Photog. Cylla Von Tydemann
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and we greet her with smiles, tea and attempts to 
communicate across a language barrier. She has 
brought a pair of nylon underpants and wants 
to use our sewing machine to add some lace to 
its borders. In fact, she expects us to provide her 
with the lace to do so, and is mildly indignant 
that we don’t have quite the right colour. When 
she has finished her sewing, she asks us for transit 
tickets for her round trip. All of this is within 
the broad continuum of our project expectations. 
Perhaps she will come back next week and take 
some interest in our activities; perhaps she did. I 
don’t remember. 
 But the lace-on-the-underwear incident 
became our catch phrase for questions we were 
starting to ask ourselves: What, if any, is the point 
of connection between the desires and intentions 
of the artists and the participants? Do they know 
why we think we are doing it? Do we know why 
they are doing it? Does it matter if in either case 
the answer is “no”? Does it matter if the reasons 
are different, as long as both are satisfied? What 
does any of this have to do with “art”? In what 
ways aren’t we “the cultural equivalent of daycare 
workers?” In short, should we be dismayed or de-
lighted that people see in us a great opportunity 
to mend their underwear? 
 Posing these questions prompted me to 
conceive of an evaluative process that would ex-
amine the “relationship between artist and com-
munity members”. This scheme received some 
funding from Community Arts Ontario’s In-
Print Dialogue Program. What I proposed was 
the documentation of four typical days in the life 
of our DPNC Arts For All drop-in at one-month 
intervals: recording “community participants’ 
comments”, taking photographic snapshots, and 
writing my own reflections in a journal: “particu-
larly my own artistic concerns, which often have 
no place to be aired within a community con-
text.” 
 Unfortunately, after documenting two 
days in this fashion, most of my data was lost 
in a car theft. Almost a year later, in an attempt 
to revive the project, I hired videographer and 

researcher Amelia Potter to interview Arts For All 
artists and participants, and DPNC staff mem-
bers. As well, I still had one surviving set of un-
transcribed audio interviews (conducted by artist 
Mara Shaughnessy). After yet more time passed, I 
hired Amelia Potter again to transcribe these dis-
parate interviews. While doing so, she added her 
own commentary, which prompted an interest-
ing e-mail dialogue. And then I got busy again, 
moved on to a new project, and this conversation 
became yet more unsifted data. 
 Which brings us to the present: a new 
article to write, the same questions of ethics and 
aesthetics in the air. And so I revisit these frag-
ments of voices over a three-year period, and find 
them intriguing: perhaps more so than they would 
have been at first. The questions that Mara and 
Amelia ask, approximately a year apart, are not 
identical in quality, partly because both the Arts 
For All project and my thinking about the work 
had moved on, and partly due to the chance dif-
ferences in interviewer styles, backgrounds of in-
terviewees, and scope of the requested task: Mara 
used an audio recorder, and only interviewed 
participants, most of whom didn’t speak much 
English and were relatively new to the project, 
while Amelia used video, interviewed more long-
term and English-speaking participants, and also 
talked to staff and artists – the latter to replace 
the journal idea, which I had abandoned as arti-
ficial, having lost my first attempt. 
 I would like, nonetheless, to offer some 
of these comments as glimmers of insight into 
what is artistically compelling about this com-
munity-engaged work, why some artists would 
actively seek to do it, and how one can stray and 
play in the space of this “cultural daycare”, and 
still remain in the realm of “art”.

_________________

What I was prepared to discover from the inter-
views was a verification of the lace-on-the-under-
wear theory: that the participants and the artists’ 
sense of what they were doing and why they were 
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doing it didn’t necessarily correlate. What I had 
expected provocatively to propose was that this 
disjoint in perspective was not incompatible with 
art making as I wanted to extend its definition. 
 In fact, the participants do indeed express 
a variety of reasons that have nothing to do with 
art for coming to our project in the first place:

…mainly I come to give me something to do with 
my days. A lot of my time is pretty well free ’cause 
I’m on disability and I’m not working, and I really 
can’t hold a full time job cause of what happened to 
me in the past, and I reminisce about that a lot, so I 
just keep busy with hobbies.
 I come because I need to have Canadian 
experience – for job, for everything. But now I can’t 
speak English well, so I need to do something and to 
learn something for future…  
 …basically I was trained a lot in my coun-

try, and when I came here I asked about what kind 
of volunteer section they have: they told me they 
have places for art or working in the kitchen. Then 
I choose art and I like it. 

This awareness of these non-artistic motives can 
be disorienting for the artist:

For me at first it was interesting because I didn’t 
realize that people participating in this had quite 
different motivations. So, as that’s become clear, my 
ability to work with the diverse groups we have has 
become stronger – or, I wouldn’t necessarily say stron-
ger, but maybe clearer. Because people are coming 
here for volunteer hours and very specific personal 
reasons in terms of their own goals. And recogniz-
ing that what I’m doing with them if I’m running a 
drama workshop is part of their participation, and 
it might mean that they’re going to be involved in 
the play; it may mean that they’re just logging their 
hours as is required – that for me was a big real-
ization. I did start to think “Well who am I then?  
(Varrick Grimes)

What, more surprisingly, the transcripts also in-
dicate, backed up now by four years of observa-
tion, is that over time the DPNC participants, 
whatever their original impetus, begin to talk 
about art and the aims and value of our arts proj-
ect with growing ease, subtlety, depth of under-
standing and personal investment. This change 
doesn’t take long to become apparent: the follow-
ing comment was made by a woman on her third 
visit to our drop-in:

That is a good pass-time and you have a good school 
for your talent, and it is open and you can do some-
thing good and creative which you like. When your 
piece is done it’s like giving birth to a new art! When 
I came here the organizers gave me the things. They 
cut it for me, and they said, “you have to do some-
thing – whatever you like – it depends upon your 
creation.” So, they give me some ideas and I gave 
some ideas of mine and these are working together.

Community performer Shawan Johnson with his raft. 
Photograph by Cylla Von Tydemann.
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Another young woman involved with Arts For 
All for three months, when asked why she keeps 
coming, says:

Because it’s art, because people need to learn every-
thing I think. I like to learn everything because it’s 
better I think for life, for mind – everything!

And a participant for almost two years says:

Before I used to think when I was making some-
thing that I had to copy things – that’s what I was 
supposed to do. But I have learned from you that I 
can pull ideas out of my mind and make with them 
something new. 

How different are these sentiments from my 
own? 
 
I guess what I’m really trying to accomplish here is to 
create a really beautiful, interesting, powerful piece 
of art – piece of theatre, which at the same time in-

volves everyone who comes in and wants to be part 
of it in a way that’s meaningful for them.  (Ruth 
Howard)

By the time our large-scale 2004 performance 
of Once A Shoreline was approaching, many par-
ticipants, despite barriers of ability and language, 
could comfortably explain the imagistic and lo-
gistic complexities of the piece:

Yeah it is a story of some long long time ago here on 
Davenport Road and after the lake was no more 
water here – and the first immigrants in Canada 
they came and stayed here in Toronto and lived 
in the district of Davenport and I remember that 
’cause I was the one and myself... The play is going 
to be very big.
 You gotta have 8, maybe 10 puppeteers, 
maybe 15 people doing the boats, choirs, a few other 
people, the main characters, winds, voices, so maybe 
30, maybe 50, maybe a little bit more, maybe a 
little less.  

Here are 2 Door Sculptures by DPNC participants. Photograph by Marta Franco-Shlochowski.
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 We’re supposed to do what our imagination 
would tell us it was like if we were trying to sur-
vive on a faraway island and what we do to return 
home.   

The gulf that I was prepared to defend does not, 
in fact, seem to exist in any enduring way. The 
lace-sewing seems to fall into the same category 
as the tea-drinking: a conducive context – and 
this I will come back to later on – for our artistic 
desires and aims. 

_______________

When we turn to the artists, it is clear that this 
acquisition on the part of the participants of a 
language and understanding of art is not just the 
product of a one-sided facilitation by artist-ser-
vice providers, but part of a reciprocal process 
that is a central artistic ingredient in the work. 
The artist’s point of view sometimes remains in 
the shadows in aesthetic frameworks that shed 
light on the experiences of participants/perform-
ers and public/audience. Theatre scholars, for ex-
ample, talk about an aesthetics of “emergence” 
in shows involving untrained actors. Our artists’ 
transcripts point to what might be seen as an-
other distinctive aesthetic factor; one that has to 
do with lack of control:

…EVERYTHING that you propose has to be re-
considered. Never at any point in time do I feel I’m 
bending everybody to my will, which is sometimes 
the perception that you’re feeling in other theatre… 
but here there are MASSIVE variables.  (Varrick 
Grimes)

…you have this artistic idea and are sharing with 
other people and it’s not quite how one expects: they 
don’t quite do what you expect… And it’s about 
playing with that and seeing what you can do un-
der those circumstances, which in some ways is what 
theatre’s all about anyway, but here it’s much more 
so… All these people, do they even know I expect 
them to come and perform? Or, even if I have said 

that, are people going to do it? Why would I think 
they’re going to come? I’ve seen in past experience 
that people will do that and like to do that but I 
don’t know if these people will – so there’s everyone 
carrying their rafts, but are they going to do that 
in front of an audience? Or, do people even know 
there’s going to be an audience.  (Ruth Howard)

There is an overall sense from the artists that the 
work is about doing what you can, then going along 
with what happens… (comments by Amelia Pot-
ter). 

In explaining the work that I do in artistic terms, 
I have often described it as my preferred box of 
crayons. But it suddenly strikes me how peculiar 
these crayons are: they can walk away at any mo-
ment, or start drawing something else on their 
own if they feel like it, which once again raises 
questions. What kind of art comes out of such 
an unstable and recalcitrant medium? What, if 
anything, can be done better this way, in terms 
of artistic outcome? It is, at any rate, interesting 
to view this non-coercive dynamic as an aesthetic 
quality rather than simply an unavoidable nui-
sance. It certainly places an imperative on inter-
linking process and product, which leads us to 
another common theme amongst the artists in-
terviewed: their immersion in relationships with 
the participants.

Hispanic Ladies Dance Troupe in “Once A Shoreline”, May 
2004. Photograph by Cylla Von Tydemann.
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I think the thing that has amazed me the most is 
the relationships that I’ve had with people. There 
are so many worlds I’ve been introduced to – just 
incredible… And, as an actor, writer, you’re min-
ing, always trying to find stories all the time, here 
people just tell them to you! If you sit with them for 
half a minute you’ve got a wicked story, and it’s such 
a privilege!…The whole subtext is just these rela-
tionships with people who I care about. And that’s 
great. You don’t find that often in professional the-
atre,  (Mara Shaughnessy)

…Getting to make my own art alongside of people 
– here I get to do this. I get to have these conver-
sations with Al, like about his puppet designs and 
awesome cardboard boat designs and that kind of 
stuff. And being inspired by people and inspiring 
people…  (Noah Kenneally)

My relationship to the community has been a re-
ally interesting and fun experience… through that 
process I feel like I’ve gotten to know people. It’s kind 
of funny to say, but them enacting another character 
sort of brings out amazing things in people that you 
don’t get to see when you’re just chit-chatting. And, 
it’s very exciting.  (Wende Bartley)

I would say that this experience of receiving a gift 
of artistic value from the participants on the part 
of the artist – the setting up of the conditions un-
der which this can happen – is one of the neces-
sary conditions for a community-engaged artist, 
as distinct from the more detached function of 
the daycare worker, social service programmer or 
even art teacher. Rachael Van Fossen talks about 
the community artist as “an agent of change in 
herself ”. Putting ourselves in situations where 
this change can happen and impact on our artis-
tic practice is the counterpart to the equally im-
portant but better-documented transformative 
power of community arts for its participants, and 
locates the artist, as well as the participant and 
audience, within the aesthetic of “emergence”.

…Just as for everyone else who walks in the door 

to take part – and I have to find a way for them to 
have it be worthwhile and meaningful so that they 
can grow creatively and so on – I need to allow the 
same thing for myself… and so I have to be kind of 
pushed out into a scary place – to an exciting kind 
of challenging place – where I’m doing stuff that I 
haven’t done before just like all the other partici-
pants are.  (Ruth Howard)

______________

The importance of this transformative inter-
change is highlighted by the difference in the way 
the artists and the staff talk about Arts For All:

The artists and DPNC staff seem to have a really 
different conception of what the work is about… 
this is reflected in how they talk about the commu-
nity at the centre. The artists tend to call them “par-
ticipants”, while the staff members tend to call them 
“clients” and to speak a lot more about the problems 
the clients might be coming to the centre for.  (Ame-
lia Potter)

The staff members also favour the word “pro-
gram” over “process”, “project’ or “production” 
and tend to speak in the third person:

I just think it’s a terrific program. There should be 
more like it in other centers. And I honestly believe 
that the volunteers truly love and are proud of the 
program… That’s what DPNC is about: our clients, 
and respect.

Arts for All is a great program because it includes 
all the different programs, the youth, the adults, 
the seniors. The seniors have been able to explore 
their ideas and use their skills through art. 
 Notably the one staff member interviewed 
who had been most engaged herself in our activi-
ties, at one points makes a switch mid-sentence 
to first person: from the external service provider 
to someone within the artistic relationship:

Arts for All is bringing happiness to all the programs. 
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So, we’re able to exchange; to participate with youth, 
children, seniors, like we’re all more integrated 
through Arts for All.  

________

We can now contemplate the snacks, tea-drink-
ing and chatting - not to forget the underwear 
sewing - as more than chores of the cultural day-
care, and also more than “outreach strategies”, 
but rather as the water in which we all, artist and 
participant, dip our paint brushes:

…It’s really amazing how much discussion happens, 
like how much chatting gets done, at the same time 
as this…  (Mara Shaughnessy)

…It involves a lot of drinking of tea and snacks 
too, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  (Varrick 
Grimes)

…When I came in I was tired and cold. I had a 
beautiful lovely tea, which made me refreshed yes 

and warm.  (Arts For All Participant)

I heard my own voice in a recent interview say 
cheerfully that I was “inclined to think of most 
things as art”, and I do increasingly feel that the 
created social context and relationships are part 
of the “art” and not just a means of achieving 
it: to quote Susanne Lacy, “an art whose public 
strategies of engagement are an important part 
of its aesthetic language”, or “what exists in the 
space between the words public and art … a rela-
tionship that may itself be the artwork. ”
 This does not, however, in any way di-
minish the importance of the artistic thing we 
are creating in whatever media. In my e-mail 
conversation with Amelia Potter, I say that the 
distinctive feature of community art, as opposed 
to anthropological research, is:

…that with art we are making something together. 
The learning, changes and reflections are by-prod-
ucts. It’s the actual making of the art, in however 
expanded a way one defines that, which is the main 

Ruth Howard and Grace Walsh working on “rafts” for “Once A Shorline”, 2004. Photograph 
by Michaela Otto.
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thing.

I believe that the best of our work occurs when 
we can hold these ideas together as one: the ideas 
of transformative exchange and of making some-
thing together: process and product, if you like, 
but at the point where they become indistinguish-
able. Certainly in community arts – and to some 
extent, I would venture, in any artistic endeavor 
– the process (which can include “most things”) 
and the product (the thing that we are “making 
together”) are contexts and pretexts for each oth-
er. And it is with this awareness that we can best 
speak as artists about what we are doing: 

I don’t think there is a separation for me (between 
“art that consciously takes inspiration from life” and 
“other art”)… Well, with music, it’s a very abstract 
art form and I’ve always struggled with that. I’ve 
always tried to find a way in through something 
that was not about music… So, I guess that’s what 
I mean when I say, “there’s never been a separation”.  
(Wende Bartley)

It’s interesting for me personally because at first I was 
kind of frustrated… but then after a while you real-
ize that these circumstances provide a really interest-
ing opportunity for things that I can do as director 
living in Toronto that I would never be able to do 
even with a massive budget… so basically there are 
fabulous, fabulous opportunities available in this 
context… That is certainly my personal stake in it 
all. It’s not necessarily the reason I started doing it. 
It’s actually probably a better reason than the reason.  
(Varrick Grimes)

…So I’m very focused on what my vision of this 
show’s going to be or this whole process but you have 
to kind of negotiate that – but I’m also very focused 
on making everybody happy, you know? So some of 
what I’m trying to accomplish is to allow those two 
things to happen simultaneously and enhance each 
other instead of jostle and detract from each other. 
It’s just not easy, sometimes there’s a real contradic-
tion in that, and sometimes it works.  (Ruth How-

ard) 

When it works, it’s not just the participants who 
care about the tea, conversation and personal 
needs, and it’s not just the artists who care about 
the things we are making. As one participant 
exclaims, covering aesthetics, participant emer-
gence and audience response all in one breath, 
about the approaching production: 

I want this to come out really good. I am very ex-
cited just talking about it. I hope all the people come 
and see the play. 

________

I don’t want to romanticize, or gloss over the real 
“frustration” mentioned earlier: the days we feel 
like we’re “only here to make tea and wash dish-
es” (Noah Kenneally), and a “scrambling around 
kind of feeling” (Ruth Howard), which makes 
it:

…quite hard to keep a grip on what I’m trying to ac-
complish because it’s where a certain aspect of what 
I’m trying to accomplish bumps right up against an-
other aspect of the work… Like today one of the 
things I was trying to accomplish was to get straight 
strips of fabric cut for textured costumes which I 
thought was a good task for lots of people to join 
in… but we didn’t have any sharp scissors which 
makes it hard to cut, and it’s one of those things that 
you would think is easier than it is… so that’s why 
it’s hard to think of the big picture when this last 
little while what I’ve been trying to accomplish is 
not get all my fabric ripped into little shreds.  (Ruth 
Howard)

In fact, and in my very own words: “It’s so much 
to keep everyone going that sometimes you just feel 
like you’re, not exactly running a daycare centre, but 
something like that…”
 Nonetheless and essentially it is about 
something else entirely, something to do with 
the serious wanting and “striving” in these de-
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liberately mingled categories of artist, partici-
pant, partner and audience, which stirs in with 
our tea and weaves into the things and events we 
are making. And the mingling and wanting and 
making combined is part of what makes it “come 
out really good” when it does: and the coming 
out really good is what we are all changed by and 
end up able to talk about, and what makes sense 
of putting together  “community” and “art”, in a 
society where this isn’t a pairing so obvious that it 
needn’t be mentioned.

Note on the Images:
For this article I have chosen mostly images of objects that 
were being made by the participants at the times of the in-
terviews: “door” sculptures representing images of personal 
transition, and “rafts” representing life journeys, which 
were used as props in Once A Shoreline. It is often in these 
intimate objects that I have my private moments of satis-
faction in the successful combining of participant engage-
ment, artistic vision, struggling for change and excellence, 

and the “aesthetic pleasure” that is experienced when these 
things work together and “come out really good”.

End Notes:
i. This documentation by Amelia Potter became the basis of 
my short documentary Those Dreaded Dichotomies, made at 
Vancouver’s Documenting Engagement Institute in 2004, 
and produced as part of a suite of videos about community 
artists by Pacific Cinemateque, 2004.

ii.  See Ted Little, Towards a Poetics of Popular Theatre Di-
recting and Authorship in Community-Based Work, forth-
coming in Directing and Authorship in Western Drama, Le-
gas Publications, and David Fancy, Prometheus Performed: 
the aesthetics of the untrained actor in emancipatory theatre 
practice.

  Rachael Van Fossen, (October 2002) Address. The Artist 
as Agent of Change in Herself.

  Suzanne Lacy, 1993, quoted in One Place After Another: 
Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, p. 105.
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