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This publication was conceived in 2007, out of  enthusiasm for Jumblies’ new public 
seminars, which grew, in turn, from our learning and mentorship program – the 
Jumblies Studio – and the realization that there is a lot of  knowledge and experience 
to share. The seminars, continuing in their fifth year, have been presented by 
Jumblies staff, associates and special guests. They take place over breakfast, lunch 
or evening refreshments at one of  Jumblies partner sites or at the home of  another 
project or organization. The subject-matter, ranging through the historical, current, 
anecdotal, polemical, poetic, practical and theoretical, is always intriguing, sometimes 
controversial, and hard to come by via other routes. People have often expressed their 
regrets at missing a particular seminar, and we have often wished that there were a 
lasting record of  a lively presentation or discussion. 

These essays respond to these desires, and provide an accessible forum for our interns, 
artists and colleagues. We invited past presenters to create a record of  their seminars, 
in a style that suited them. The proposition was met with general enthusiasm. 
Completing the task, however, in the midst of  the busy lives of  artists and arts 
organizations, took longer than anticipated. Because there are several more essays 
almost ready to go, as well as interesting new projects and subjects to write about, 
we are optimistically presenting this as the first instance of  what we hope will be a 
periodic – or sporadic - Jumblies occurrence.

The title, Out Of  Place, refers to a theme that I proposed at the start. Although the 
authors were free to - and did - follow the threads of  their own topics, questions of  
place and dislocation tend to inform all of  the work of  Jumblies Theatre and, indeed, 
of  community-engaged art-making at large, it being a kind of  art that connects with 
people and places and the complicated relationships between them. As artists doing 
this work, we learn to ask: Who lives here? Who doesn’t live here? Why not? Who is getting left 
out by various definitions (including our own) of  “place”, “home”, “community”, “history”  and 
“art”? 
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All the essays in this first issue are rooted in Toronto, and all connect in some way to 
these questions. Diana Tso’s journal excerpts record episodes, from her relationship 
with a group of  seniors living in Etobicoke public housing, blending diverse 
memories with shared temporary location. Liz Rucker gives an account of  whimsical 
experiments she conducted with a literacy class at Davenport Perth Neighbourhood 
Centre, in which they notated and performed mundane urban soundscapes. Eric 
Schwindt draws on childhood knowledge, as he learns to approach music creation 
in ways that embrace his participants’ abilities and limitations. Maggie Hutcheson 
urges us to remember core community arts values when assessing urban economic 
agendas such as the Creative City. Michael Burtt observes parallels and complementary 
differences between community arts and his personal experience with meditation and 
spiritual practice, with examples from a current group he’s leading in Parkdale.

A common thread, through all of  these writings, is, to borrow Michael’s terminology, 
awareness of  and surrender to the unruly here-and-now of  the places where we find 
ourselves and the people we meet there – a placing of  ourselves amongst other 
elements that are out of  place and a striving to create common form and meaning out 
of  place. 

Ideas, of  course, don’t stand still, and, since the first essay drafts were conscientiously 
submitted, people’s projects, studies and thoughts have progressed: Liz and Eric’s 
explorations at Arts4All lead to the production of  We Live Here at Pelham Park 
Gardens in 2009, and the City of  Toronto’s Cultural Services, Toronto Arts Council 
and Toronto Arts Foundation have launched several new schemes dedicated to making 
the arts more available to all the city’s neighbourhoods and citizens. I believe these 
essays to be, nonetheless, of  current and enduring interest and relevance. I hope you 
enjoy reading them and that you will stay tuned for the next issue, which will include 
essays by Leah Houston, Lisa Marie DiLiberto and others.

Ruth Howard is the founding Artistic Director of  Jumblies Theatre. She has created and produced 
many original theatre events that combine visual imagery, performance, music, movement, oral history 
and community arts practice. She has several decades of  professional experience as a set and costume 
designer, and has been a key figure in the Canadian Community Play movement, designing large-scale 
collaborative community plays in Rockwood and Blyth Ontario (with Dale Hamilton); Fort Quappelle, 
Saskatchewan (with Rachael Van Fossen); Enderby, B.C. (with Cathy Stubington); and Torquay 
and Manchester, England (with Jon Oram and Salford Open Theatre). She has taught and given 
presentations and workshops at many universities, colleges, schools, conferences and community events 
across Canada and in the U.S. and England, and has won several awards for her work, including a 2005 
Toronto Community Foundation, “Vital People” award, and a 2007 Dora Nomination for costume 
design for “Bridge of  One Hair”. 

Ruth Howard



 While participating in the Arts4All Essentials workshop in February 2008, I was surprised to find a number of 
connections between community arts practice and meditation, something I had been intensively exploring over the past five 
years. Not only did I find similarities, but I sensed that the two disciplines had much to learn from one another. Since then 
– as a Jumblies intern, through a number of projects with Jumblies and its “Offshoot” MABELLEarts and, most specifically, 
as an artist in residence at Parkdale Neighbourhood Church and Drop-In (PNC) – I have been able to explore this hunch in 
greater depth, and made some important observations and discoveries about how meditation and community arts can learn 
from one another. Before giving specific examples, it may be helpful to share some of the personal background that lead me 
to put these two things together and combine these interests. 

 In 2008, I led an experimental writing and meditation group called Sand in Water at PNC, a community of street-
involved older adults. Named by a participant in the middle of our first meditation session, Sand in Water was not only a 
meditative image but captured the core purpose of the group. Because sand is made up of rock and soil, and water, in many 
cultures, represents spirit, the name represents the coming together of spirit and matter, heaven and earth.

 I introduced to the group the idea that both meditation and writing can be considered a kind of prayer – maybe not 
prayer as it is generally understood, but prayer as the means of opening ourselves to the earth, the ground of beingi, or God. I 
was less concerned, in leading this group, about what or who we were opening ourselves to, than to the act of opening itself. 
This opening, enabled by meditating and writing in tandem, was like a breath, with its inward – meditate – and outward – 
write – movements, with one feeding into the other and forming one process. Through the inward motion of meditation, 
we moved towards wholeness and silence, and through the outward movement of artistic creation, we moved towards 
particularity and self-expression.

Community Art-Making: Where Heaven and Earth Meet by Michael Burtt
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 As with the word prayer, I may be using the term spirituality in an unfamiliar way. This is largely because 
spirituality has come to be considered as something outside of everyday life: attending weekly services, leaving the 
secular world entirely by joining a monastery, visiting a retreat centre, or travelling to distant lands in search of 
enlightenment. In recent decades, spirituality has come to be seen as a means of self-improvement, peacefulness 
and personal well-being. In fact, spirituality does not need to be about any of these things. Cynthia Bourgeault, 
writer, retreat leader and Anglican Priest, asks: “What if transformation isn’t about attainment but about expression? 
It’s not about accomplishing, changing, or realizing our essential nature. In fact, it’s not about us at all.”ii

According to Buddhist psychologist Jack Kornfield, true spirituality is not about removing ourselves from 
society, but about engaging with the deepest aspects of ourselves, the people around us and the world itself: “True 
spirituality is not a removal or escape from life. It is an opening, a seeing of the world with a deeper vision that is 
less self-centred, a vision that sees through dualistic views to the underlying interconnectedness of all life.”iii

 The spirituality described by Kornfield does not depend on the repeating of creeds or the following of 
a given belief system, but can be felt at any time and place. Taking three deep breaths is enough to dramatically 
change our physical state and with it our emotional state, as well as our ability to think clearly. This “spirituality”, 
or sense of expansiveness can take place wherever we are and, after a time, without conscious effort. As Cynthia 
Bourgeault likes to say: “what begins as a place to go to, becomes a place we move from.”iv The best way to share 
this notion of embodied spirituality is through a story, and so I will tell a part of mine.

 As with many stories of breakthroughs, mine begins with a breakdown. It came seven years ago, at the 
tail end of a serious relationship and years of chasing what seemed to be an endless chain of social struggles and 
political campaigns. I was exhausted and at the end of my rope. I was not as much frustrated with what I was 
doing as with how I was doing it. A close Buddhist friend gently encouraged me to stop my constant running, 
even for a few minutes. I appreciated the advice but could not find a way to begin. I was given a book by Richard 
Rohr, a Franciscan monk and founder of the Center of Action and Contemplation in New Mexico. What I 
found in Rohr was not an escape from the world and its troubles but a way to engage deeply with it: “not fight or 
flight but the compassionate middle.” I learned from Rohr the practice of centering prayer, a form of meditation 
distilled from a 1500-year-old Western monastic tradition into a system involving twenty-minute sessions in 
which we open ourselves to what is called the divine indwelling. 

 I was living at that time in small-town Ontario, learning to meditate on my own, based on my reading 
of Rohr and others. One evening, I said to my then-girlfriend, “What are the chances of there being others 
interested in centering prayer nearby?” My question was answered a few days later when a sign promoting a new 
centering prayer group appeared in front of the church at the end of our street. The next Sunday I found myself 
in a United Church, sitting in silence among a small group of elderly women, all of us asking ourselves the same 
question: “Where has this been in my life?” Within a few weeks, with the help of a staff person from the national 
office of the United Church, I found myself leading a workshop on simple spiritual practices. A few months 
later, for various reasons, I moved to Victoria B.C., not realizing that I had stumbled into one of the centres of 
Christian contemplative prayer in North America. There, I also found the Contemplative Society, a West Coast, 
non-denominational organization. Within a few days I had become its administrator, filling a position that had 
just been vacated, and I met the Society’s lead teacher, Cynthia Bourgeault. As one of the first (legal) women 
priests in the Anglican Church, she had a deep understanding of Christianity’s place within what she called the 
“wisdom tradition,” with centering prayer and other forms of silent prayer being a kind of underground meeting 
place of the different faiths. Since then, she has become a core faculty member with the Spiritual Paths Institute, 
an organization committed to interfaith understanding. After working and studying with Cynthia Bourgeault 
and other members of the Contemplative Society for three years, I decided to move to Toronto where I knew 
maintaining a sense of inner silence would be a very ambitious goal!

My Road to Art-Making

5



 A month after arriving in Toronto, I attended the Arts4All Essentials workshops in
February 2008. While I had been exploring links between society and art for the two decades predating my 
interest in contemplative spiritual practice, I was excited to discover the kind of community-engaged art-making 
practiced by Jumblies Theatre and its artistic director, Ruth Howard. Through Jumblies, I found a process both 
grounded and practical, and yet very radical. In response to the alienating effects of Western society, I had spent 
the previous years of spiritual pursuit exploring how we can reconnect to our deepest selves. At the same time, 
Jumblies Theatre was busy healing the historical split between society and artistic creation. As of February 
2008, Ruth Howard was describing community arts as:

a force for change that aims to expand and transform the relationship between art and
our own society. It places side-by-side two concepts that have become disjointed, and
its eventual success might be heralded by the term itself becoming redundant, because
art will, as it has at other times and does in other places, imply community, and vice versa.v

 Like centering prayer, community arts is a specific practice, developed in the previous decades, that 
draws on ancient traditions in a way that is flexible and fluid. According to Ruth Howard, the basic principles of 
community arts include:

 no set model or right way to do it,

 art and artists at the core,

 inclusion: an open-ended definition of community,

  process and product: not just balanced but intertwined - all part of the art, and

 appropriate forms: it couldn’t be done as well anywhere else with anyone else.

She continues to say that community arts share the following ingredients with other forms of art:

 artistic leadership, drawing on specialized skills and cultural traditions,

 aesthetic integrity, adventure, excitement,

 artistic collaboration, process of exploration and creation, and

 presentation of outcomes to an audience.

Howard distinguishes the following aspects from other artistic forms:

 collaboration between arts and non-arts entities,

 relationships (of some depth),

 participation (as a concept falling between artist and audience),

 inclusion (Everyone is welcome! no limiting categories),

 social change/transformation (fleeting Utopias and lasting ripples). 

Community Arts A Kind of Definition
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•
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 I learned from Cynthia Bourgeault that nearly all spiritual traditions claim that the concepts of
attention and surrender lead to greater presence in the world. Throughout the Arts4All Essentials workshop, 
and later through experience, I realized that the same can be said of community art-making. Understanding 
surrender and attention as goals worth conscious effort and awareness could lead to important insights for 
community artists.

 “I don’t mind being offended, in fact I move towards it, and a good amount of my work depends on it”vi, 
says Leah Houston, Artistic Director of MABELLEarts, a project based in a culturally diverse public-housing 
community in Etobicoke, Ontario. She has also lead art projects in a number of women’s shelters in downtown 
Toronto. In all these contexts, Leah found her role as an artist constantly challenged and stripped away. While 
her artistic skills and background are essential in collaborating with non-artists, so too is their support. Knowing 
how to walk this tightrope between authority and humility requires keeping an eye on that part of us that can 
become obsessed with differentiation: this is good, this is bad; I am like this, but not like this; I am an the artist, 
and so I know best. Through the practice of surrender in collaborative art making, artists are able to move beyond 
their own ego and need to defend their turf.

 It surprises me every time it happens: as people arrive for my Parkdale writing group, they bring with 
them a buzz of chatter, gossip, questions and complaints. After I give instructions for the day’s art project, they 
settle into their work. Within minutes the room becomes quiet and the participants become relaxed and focused. 
This change comes naturally, but it is not an accident. What has been created is a quality that is in scarce supply 
in today’s world: attention. At the beginning of our sessions, there is often a noticeable separation between artist 
and non-artist, similar to that between teacher and student. As we begin to work, however, this distinction 
softens. Ideas pass back and forth; the participants begin to teach me and inspire me through their stories, 
creativity and generosity. This attention fuels the collaboration between artist and non-artist that allows art to 
be created.

 While community artists can gainfully learn about practices of surrender and attention from the spiritual 
community – at least as practiced by the Contemplative Society – community art – at least as practiced by 
Jumblies Theatre – has much to teach the spiritual community about urgency and social transformation. 
Thomas Merton is known for almost single-handedly reviving the Christian contemplative tradition in our 
time. He was also an artist – a poet and visual artist – who, all his life, struggled with his dual vocation. As a 
cloistered monk living at Gethsemani Abbey in Kentucky, he provided much-needed commentary and council 
to people from all walks of life during the dizzying days of the mid-sixties, advising them to take a long view 
of the changes for which they were so passionately fighting. But, within the monastery, Merton alienated many 
of his fellow monks by suggesting that they were not really contemplatives – what they had given up everything 
in the world to become – but, rather, introverts who had found a way to live a quiet and anti-social life. Merton 
acted as a bridge between the sense of urgency articulated by the activists on the street and the long-range vision 
lived out by the monks. 

Surrender and Attention
What Community Arts Can Learn from Spiritual Traditions

Sanvega and Transformation
What the Spiritual Community Can Learn from Community Arts
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 Alan Clements is another rebel who has challenged and extended our understanding of the role of 
the monk in today’s world. As the first Western monk to study in Burma, Clements was exposed to both that 
nation’s brutal dictatorship and the depth of its Buddhist tradition. For Clements, the spiritual path lies in the 
engagement with freedom as well as in the peace and quiet of a faraway monastery or a retreat centre. In the 
introduction to his book Instinct for Freedom; Finding Liberation Through Living, Clements writes:

This revolution will not be won or lost in a meditation retreat or city street, a living room, or a monastery 
alone. It will happen on the frontlines of the human heart – that stormy region where good and evil, genius 
and madness, peace and war battle for dominion over conscience, freedom and love. When compromise, 
doubt, or hesitation no longer hold appeal, it is my belief that you will inevitably encounter a glimpse of the 
holy unexpected. You will begin listening to your instinct for freedom – what you really love – and leave the 
rest behind.vii

 Later in the book, he refers to the Buddhist Pali term Sanvega, translating it as “spiritual urgency,” and 
saying it brings together compassion, urgency, immediacy and purpose to oppose complacency and spiritual 
pride.” It did not surprise me that Clements is also an actor and a stand-up comedian, because it is through a 
theatre company that the notion of Sanvega came alive for me, and it is particularly in theatre production
processes, I think, that the spiritual world can learn from
community arts.

 One example of this occurred last summer.
Jumblies staged a production at Camp Naivelt, a secular,
socialist Jewish summer camp located in Brampton Ontario.
I was among a small group of artists asked to build a series
of installation sites that would be part of the performance.
We worked long days, racing to complete everything that
needed to be done. We talked, negotiated and collaborated
our way along until the night before the show. It was late at
night and we were hanging a series of pictures in front of
a window. No matter what I did, the pictures were not
straight enough to please my artistic collaborators.
“I don’t care, I really don’t care,” I yelled at them, as the
long days, the heat, my frustration and personal insecurity all came to a head. We finished the work, got some 
sleep and had a wonderful opening, but the experience, under the urgent conditions that were well beyond our 
control, taught me a great deal about what Clements calls the stormy region of the human heart. In community-
based theatre project, with a large cast and artistic team, there is always too much to do with too few resources in 
too little time. But out of the impossibility of the task comes what Clements calls “the holy unexpected.” Alone 
in a room, or amidst the peace of a retreat centre, it is too easy to use the meditation itself to avoid what you 
are there to do: that is to face yourself. In the middle of a community arts project, there is no room for what 
some spiritual teachers call “spiritual bypassing”: using our spirituality to avoid what we least care to look at in 
ourselves. 
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 The conditions that create Sanvega can teach something to those interested in both spiritual and social 
transformation. In the weeks leading up to the Books and Bread Festival, the culmination of a year of our work 
in Parkdale, a local man began hanging around. Each day I when arrived, he would appear within minutes, before 
I had a chance to set up and prepare. He had a difficult way about him, asking endless questions with an abrasive 
insecurity. It was often quite some time before anyone else showed up to help. I took time to find tasks for him. 
Admittedly, there were times when I became frustrated with him and he responded generously and kindly. During 
the night of the festival, I looked over at him and realized how important he was to the whole of what we were able 
to create there; not only was he included, but he was reflected back into the entire tone, colour and flavour of the 
show itself.

 What has this to do with the lofty purpose of social transformation? While it would be tempting to look 
at this story in personal, even sentimental, terms, I don’t think that would do justice to the situation. Through a 
lens that brings the process and product together and sees society and artistic creation as a seamless whole, what 
may at first appear to be a feel-good anecdote is actually a reflection, or even a microcosm, of the world itself: 
exactly what I mean when I say that prayer includes an outward motion towards individuality. When we accept the 
wholeness of things through silent meditation, we are in a better position to accept those people who are often 
excluded from the world. The reverse is also true: by bringing society and art together through working with those 
who are most often excluded, we are in a better position to move inwards with a motivation that is less self-
centred and less based on the relief of our purely personal suffering, as something that can be separated from the 
suffering of others.

 My point in bringing together the spirituality found in meditation and the grounded creativity found in 
community arts is that the spiritual does not float above the material reality; neither does it form another separate 
paradise, but rather it brings together heaven and earth and transforms them both. The revolution described 
by Clements is a spiritual one that includes the personal, social and political. The transient utopias and lasting 
ripples, named by Ruth Howard, move inwards to our deepest, truest selves and outwards to the furthest, most 
forgotten places in our world. Prayer is not a petition sent to another world but rather the intentional openness to 
fully exploring this one. Shortly before his death, Thomas Merton, the great artist and spiritual explorer, had this 
to do say about prayer:

The great thing is prayer. Prayer itself. If you want a life of prayer, the way to get there is by praying. We 
were indoctrinated so much into means and ends that we don’t realize that there is another dimension in the 
life of prayer. In technology you have this horizontal progress, where you must start at one point and move 
to another and then another. But that is not the way to build a life of prayer. In prayer we discover what 
we already have. You start where you are and you deepen what you already have. And you realize you are 
already there.viii
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Michael Burtt has been telling, listening and facilitating the telling of stories as a community based artist and media worker 
for over twenty years. He has hosted community radio programs, contributed a weekly column for Echo Magazine in 
Guelph, has worked as a community organizer and has led workshops, discussions, university lectures and retreats. He has 
been an intern and company member of Jumblies Theatre since 2008, and is an associate artist with MABELLEarts. 
He is also artistic director of Making Room, a new community arts project based in Parkdale, Toronto. In the fall of 2009, 
Michael began his Masters degree through the Faculty of Environmental Studies at York University, in Toronto, focusing 
on community arts and the sacred of everyday life.
 

i This phrase was coined by the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, then popularized through the theological writings of 
Paul Tillich.

ii “InterSpiritual Transformation,” Ed Bastian, Cynthia Bourgeault, Rami Shapiro, Kabir Helminski, Camille 
Helminski, Swami Atmarupananda, Kosmos Journal, Spring/ Summer 2009: 46.

iii Jack Kornfield, “The Path of Service” in Ordinary Magic: Everyday Life as Spiritual Path, John Welwood, ed., 
Shambala Publications, 1992: 276

iv Personal conversation with Cynthia Bourgeault, August 2005

v Ruth Howard, Arts4All Essentials workshop, February 2008.

vi Personal conversation with Leah Houston, January 2007.

vii Alan Clements, Instinct for Freedom: A Maverick’s Guide to Spiritual Revolution, New World Library, 2002: 5.

viii These words were originally transcribed by Brother David Stendil-Rast shortly before Merton’s death in 1969. 
They were first published in Monastic Studies Journal (Mount Saviour Monastery, Pine City, NY, 1969) and are 
reprinted on Brother David Steindl-Rast’s website, which can be found at www.gratefulness.org.
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with DPNC
  Literacy

by Elizabeth RuckerIn 2008, at Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre 
(DPNC), I conducted a poetry workshop on city 
sounds with one of the classes in the DPNC Literacy 
Program, assisted by musician and recording artist 
Eric Schwindt. I was as surprised and delighted by the 
results of the experiment as the teachers and
participants. In two hours, we created a score based on 
a very abstract use of language and speech by a process 
that playfully bewildered our expectations from beginning 
to end. By making less sense we created more meaning, by 
invoking anarchy, our creations were personal and precise 
and by adding more risk, we had more fun. I remember the 
session fondly, for many reasons, and wish to recount it here.

It is seven o’clock in the evening in the literacy classroom at 
Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre. The small room is cozy 
by classroom standards, the carpet allows for a gentle footfall and a 
reddish-orange curtain encloses half the room from the bustle of the 
centre. I am sitting at the front of the square of tables, with my props, 
attendance sheets, media permission forms and endless photocopies of 
poetry, with Eric beside me quietly figuring out the workings a voice
recorder. I’m somewhat nervous because I have a plan: something that 
must be done by the end of class. 

This will be my second attempt to use sound as a departure point for writing, 
and I am determined it should go better than the last time. The previous week I 
had played a CD collection of recorded city sounds to the participants. I thought 
it would be a great way to inspire stories and images, as sounds opened up the  
“theatre of their minds”, to create stories and events. However, in its moment of 
execution, I saw the immediate effect of asking tired, overworked adults, who had 
just struggled through the darkened streets to come to class, to listen to endless car 
horns, railway crossing bells, jackhammers and police sirens. It was as if I wer
 playing the soundtrack of their daily oppression. 

Sound Poetry
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So, 
tonight I want excitement 
and fun! Despite being nervous, with the pressure of an imminent 
recording session, I act patient and easy-going, take attendance, and watch the clock, as students straggle 
in, resolute, engulfed by hats and scarves and parkas. They unfurl their cocoons, piling them on the backs of 
their chairs. They pour tea and gather their strength after a long commute and a day of labour.
It is early February, there is no sunlight through windows to greet them and so we meet below the
fluorescents with slightly weary smiles. 

And so, the pitch. Tonight, I claim, we will make Sound Poetry. I call upon the Canadian Sound Poetry 
troupe, the Four Horsemen, as an example. I explain that this is a chance to reinvent language, to break the 
rules, and to take language back to its earliest source –physical experience. These are heady thoughts and 
pronouncements, but it’s usually how I work: extolling the radical value of what we are about to do, how 
we are about to stage a mini-revolution and do something thoroughly original to us. I can make these claims 
because I actually believe it! It is what truly excites me about what we aim to do. I have always wanted 
everyone to feel the thrill of authorship, of making their own world with its own rules, especially in a class of 
students who work so hard on the receiving end of the seemingly arbitrary authority of English grammar and 
spelling. 

The students seem quizzical at my proposal. As proof of the viability of my plan, I show them scores created 
by the Four Horsemen, which are full of strange squiggles, scrawled instructions for improvisations, guttural 
syllables in numbered boxes, letters of descending scale inside doodled body parts. It all appears to be a bit 
of madness, in this classroom, but the foreignness is making for laughter and they start to sense the challenge 
– you want US to do THAT? Their eyes flit with humour to each other and with bemusement to me.  And 
now we are all feeling curious. 

I ask them to write down five sounds they hear in the city in the morning. There is a brief moment of quiet 
personal work, while I check in with Eric about the recording device. And they’re done!  I ask them to stand 
up. We shake out our hands, we roll our shoulders, taking away the physical history of our day, it being 
cleaning or computer work, child care, lifting boxes…We shake out hips and legs, and the students start
giggling, because we look like we’re dancing. Now for the voice: Me Ma Mo! I call out, and they repeat:
ME MA MO! I say: Da Dee Doo! (It’s getting silly now.) DA DEE DOO! There is laughter. I continue with 
a few more syllables and airplane sounds, sighs, and they seem lighter, flushed and refreshed – a thankful 
change from the city-sound-induced fatigue of the previous week. 

“So, let’s begin!” 
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I start the ball rolling as the first wonderful fool. I offer up a sound true and familiar to the story of my 
daily life, a howl with a trill at the beginning and an “M” in the middle, that starts deep in my throat and 
gradually gets higher in pitch until it sounds like a whine that cracks my voice. The students sit in a
tentative silence. So I do it again. There is a laugh. Then silence.

“It’s a cat,” says Antoinette, a student I met for the first time that evening, speaking with what I have 
come to know as characteristic solid frankness. Antoinette is working hard during the days to finish grade 
twelve so she can go on to take social work in college. She has an air of toughness, both in build and 
demeanour, and her large brown eyes sit behind wide framed glasses that only accentuate her direct gaze. 
I have never personally seen her smile, perhaps even blink. Her sentences come out like a one-two punch. 
“I know that sound, that’s a cat. For sure,” she says. I confess that, yes, it is my cat, who wakes me every 
morning with a terrific howl. People laugh, hearing about my life. It was a banal detail, possibly, but 
complex to notate. How will we score exactly what I have said and done, using the written language we 
know?  I make the sound again, asking people to note what letters they hear in there. They call out O’s 
and M’s, N’s and R’s. And a P. Michele, the teacher, seems pleased that they are recognizing the 
letters and their relationships to sounds. I arrange them in a long line, with an
arrow at the end to show how
the call goes up:
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And so, we have our first scored word.

          someone says. 

“Yes,” I say proudly, “we’re making up our own words! Who’s next?”

Up steps Renford, a tall, handsome Jamaican man, whose smile is infectious. Under our gaze, 
he stoops over, reaches out a long arm and, brushing his fingers along each other, draws his arm 
in a wide arc through the air in front of him. Eyebrows raised, smiling, he makes a sound over 
and over again that sounds like leaves or papers rustling. We’re pretty captivated by the whole 
physical performance, though frankly, perplexed. Failing in our guesses, he tells us.

“I’m callin’ a cat. That’s how we do it back home. Sheweshewesh.” We ask to see it again, 
because it is foreign. He does it again, amazing us, and goes to sit down, looking 

proud to have stumped us. He directs its scoring confidently 
from his seat. “S-H-E-W-E…” 

“That’s a long word!” 

I 
write the series of
letters down, and am glad he made for such a compelling first subject. 

Next to go is Roy, an older genteel gentleman, also from Jamaica, in his seventies, who 
likes to talk American politics and to work on “his maths” in the classroom.
He was excited to hear that we would be doing recording when I announced it the 
previous week, hoping to record a church song in his rich baritone voice.  He’s a bit of a
celebrity in the congregation, and is a guaranteed billing for Black History Month
celebrations. He shows me his paper, which has little letters marking out three or four
syllables. I write them on the board, and students sound them out, trying to guess what it 
is: mm-mn-mn-mm?

14



Roy gives it away in his halting demure speech.  

“It’s a, it’s a, it’s a roostah. Yes.”

“In the city?” someone objects.

“In town, yes, that’s right.” It’s a city, the way things are, back home, not in my urban world. Roy performs 
his quiet rooster from his seat with pursed lips. It calls to us quietly from somewhere deep inside his throat. 
Ernest, an eager tutor speaks up, 

“Ah yes,” I say, “it’s interesting how differently we each hear the same thing!”  Others start to spontaneously 
try their hand at rooster imitations, and all of the sudden, we’re on the farm.
I put down three versions:

Roy seems satisfied, and interestingly, an examination has been opened regarding how we might hear
differently as speakers of different languages.

Ernest goes next, offering up loud sneeze-like explosions that are the sounds of his roommate going down the 
stairs:

“No! A rooster is Co-co-rico!”
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Francisco, 
a young, friendly man with charming
boyish machismo makes a magnificent
trilling engine sound:

Dolores, a wonderful Brazilian woman with sweet flirtatious 
humour goes next, giving us a sound that transforms her 
completely, with such a deep chesty timbre and seriousness 
that she must make little fists and almost tremble to produce 
it. We cannot, by any means, guess what she has offered us.
Her chirpy delicious voice halts as she tries to find the right 
pronunciations and words to tell us her story. Slowly, we 
come to understand that every morning her pet turtle,
Donatello, will crawl to a hiding space in her apartment 
and be impossible to find. She then calls to him with food, 
and he responds with this deep, strange otherworldly 
sound, due to his extreme excitement at the prospect 
of breakfast.  The classroom is filled with 
giggles and guffaws; this is the most 
ridiculous one yet. We need two
different spellings to account 
for Portuguese and English 
sensibilities:
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We try it together, forced into the same intense facial expression and physical stance she is 
making in our attempt to realize the sound. We collapse into laughter. 

Fatima, also a speaker of Portuguese, and of five other languages to boot, has been laughing 
the hardest, so I ask her to show us her page, and she immediately becomes shy. “Oh, I don’t 
know, it’s not very good, it’s just this.” She shows me a page of squiggles that don’t appear to 
be words at all. “How does it sound?” I ask. She is too shy, and shakes her head with a smile. 
“Then, what is it?” I ask. She struggles for the correct word. “A alarm, a s…s….” She shakes 
her head, and we all try to find the word with her. “For an emergency.” “A siren?” asks the 
teacher. “Yes, a siren!” Fatima had made a series of cursive i’s that oscillated in height and 

trailed across the page, scoring the soaring whine of emergency sirens. I was very proud. 
“Fatima, you’ve made your own score.” Students call out the whine of the siren 

as I draw, interpretively, and we have our siren score, which looks more 
impressionistic than linguistic:
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There is one participant I have been eager to hear from, and she has sat 
at another table, her back to the rest of the class, still dressed in her hat 
and coat. This is Louise, a gentle-spoken woman from Jamaica, who has 
raised her children here alone while doing factory work. She was at the 
first workshop I ever did in the Literacy class, over two years before, 
and frankly stunned me, as she revealed herself to be a poet in heart and 
soul, creating lush phrasings and captivating images of dreamlike
moments of her childhood in Jamacia. She was an intimidatingly 
gifted writer, yet she was nervous and very private about her writing, 
done, she admitted, only at night once the world was asleep. In class 
her heart would race and her face flush as she tried to write in the 
company of others, apologizing all the way for her emotional state. 
At the end of that year, I printed her words out on my computer, 
and she said she felt affirmed, seeing them printed on paper in 
proper type. She since has gone on bravely to enroll at the
University of Toronto in English Literature and is working hard 
to take on this new academic world.

“Louise,” I ask, “do you have a sound for the poem?”

Her back still to me, in her lilting voice, she says, “Yes.” 

Her back to the class, she makes a high “E” with a
hissing sound that slightly spits. Was it a snake?
A leaking pipe? She hisses again, getting louder at the 
finish. Someone guesses a kettle, and I see her nod 
deeply with a gentle smile. We check for the letters 
in the sound that was mostly breath, and we decide 
that there is an H, an E, but that they happened at 
the same time. We link the two then, into a new 
diphthong-like letter. 

We perform this “hee” sound, but Louise shakes 
her head. No, there is another sound in there. 
She is quite serious and sure. She performs it 
for us again, back still to us, and yes, that
spitting sound in the back of the throat, shall 
we say it is a T? We mark the HE’s with 
little t’s above,  and feel it will be clear 
in reminding us what is to be done in its 
performance. I ask her – “Louise, is this 
how you would like your word to be 
written?” She swivels in her chair to 
look at it:

“Could you perform it for us?”
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I see her full face for the first time that evening. “Yes, yes, that is right.” She seems pleased with 
the word, and turns back around. 

The last word is from Sheila, a young woman from Newfoundland who has survived homelessness 
with her family and is now fighting the barriers of literacy, and proving to be a quick learner.
She imagines children on their way to school cheering away and performs with
their cry with aplomb, it is a wonderful ending
to this celebration:

In 
the effort to link our 

sounds into an order, we make a quick
narrative that imagines a character manoeuvring through the city, 

woken by a rooster, hearing a car starting, a roommate walking down the stairs to call in 
his cat, the cat coming in, waking up with tea from the kettle, the enigmatic turtle, the siren 
from outside, and the celebration of children at the end. 

Eric is ready with the recorder. The stakes of recorded performance make everyone feel like 
the moment is a bit special, and a quiet comes to the room. It is late, nearly nine o’clock at 
night; now we are the only souls in the building, performing our secret creation. Eric gives 
us the nod, and we begin, while I silently conduct with ridiculous physical enthusiasm, 
pointing to the moments, encouraging everyone as they try to sound out in unison all our 
creations, one after the other. Their composure is exceptional given the strangeness of our 
collective behaviour, until, of course, the turtle moment, where Fatima has to place her face 
on the table to contain her giggles. We all smile and persevere through to the end, when all 
our nervous containment explodes into YIPPIE! Everyone spontaneously applauds
themselves and cheers and laughs, Eric clicks the record button off, and our one-shot take is 
a keeper! 

Liz Rucker is an actor and writer. She is a graduate of York University (B.F.A. Playwrighting, 1995), and 
has also trained under director Richard Folwer of Primus Theatre, and apprenticed with Theatre Labyrinth of 
Cleveland under director Raymond Bobgan. After graduating, she co-founded Theatre Fugue, a women’s
collective with who she wrote and directed several plays and, in 1998,  she co-founded Number Eleven
Theatre, a theatre collective with which she performed and taught across Canada and in the U.S. until 2004. 
She has also worked for 8 years as Artist Animator at Bloorview Kids Rehab in Toronto. Liz has been a 
Jumblies Associate Artist since 2004, taking part in the Jumblies Studio internship program in 2007-08 (partly 
thanks to a Theatre Ontario grant), collaborating with other artists, creating and facilitating many experimental 
community writing activities, and, most recently, developing and writing the script for We Live Here, 
performed at Pelham Park Gardens in June 2009. As of Sept. 2009, Liz is the Artistic Director of Arts4All, a 
Jumblies Theatre Offshoot project based at Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre.
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My experience with creating 
an enjoyable community music project 
reminds me of building forts as a child. 
The key to making both work is to assess 
what materials you’ve got to work with, 
and what they are capable of creating, and 
then to design a process that marries these 
two to accomplish the goals of the project.
 At age seven I built a teepee out of dried 
sticks and empty concrete bags. It blew 
away in a few hours. The next day I rebuilt 
it using string to tie up the branches and 
mud to stick the bags together. That fort 
lasted several days until the next rainfall. 
 When, twenty years later, I approached 
a group of community members at the 
Davenport Perth Community Centre with a 
bunch of hand drums, lessons on 4/4 time, 
notation, and composition, with the intent of 
building a percussion ensemble, I really did 
not know what “materials” I was going to be 
building with. I designed an eight-step plan 
to teach the group rhythm, notation, and 
playing technique. I never got past lesson two. 
Although this may seem like an incomplete 
project, or even failure, what I realize now 
is that I was discovering what “materials” I 
was working with, or more precisely, what 
the groups’ abilities and limitations were. 
So, when I revisited the group to undertake 
a performance, I knew what we would be 
capable of doing, and together we composed 

graphically notated percussive soundtracks 
for poems they had created. This performance 
was given on several different occasions in 
public, including a spot at the Harbourfront 
Center under the umbrella of The Bridge of 
One Hair, a play created by Jumblies Theatre.
 If I have learned anything about fort 
building and community music, it is that 
the design and the materials must work 
together harmoniously. In order for the 
participants and the lead artist to enjoy the 
project, very careful attention must be paid 
to the groups’ abilities, and what can be made 
to develop and build on them. If a project 
requires more than what its participants 
are capable of, it will become arduous 
and unenjoyable for everyone involved.
 

Most recently I wrote music for We Live 
Here, a play at the Pelham Park Community 
Housing complex, produced by Arts4All. The 
play involved songs, percussion, marching, 
props, and frequent changes of location. I 
knew I could get my community choir to 
sing, and the DPNC ensemble to supply 
some of the percussion, but the compositions 
themselves needed to be tailored for those 
performing groups. Also, not all of the choir 
members could march comfortably, so we 
needed to devise a meeting point for those 
members, and a route that would get them to 
the scenes in which they needed to perform. 

Philosophy   of

S u c c e s s f u l 

Bu i l d i n g
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Sound poems and graphic scores by Eric Schwindt and Arts4All participants





 In the end, these problems were all solved: 
the choir was always preset at the scenes where 
they were needed, professional musicians were 
hired to complete the percussive requirements 
of the show and create a marching band, and 
many of the artists involved in the creation 
of the show ended up joining in the choir 
to help boost the volume of the group. One 
of the most rewarding parts of this process 
was seeing the community groups welcome 
new people into their midst, and allowing 
them to improve the group’s sound. There 
was not a single incident I can recall when 
any of the performing groups were offended 
at the addition of some new member 
who wanted to sing, or make some noise. 
Truly, it was a great cooperative effort for 
community members and musicians alike. 
 

 Much like my early fort designs – built 
of the materials at hand, improved upon 
by greater knowledge and some skill with 
putting them together – the We Live Here 
project began by recognizing the abilities of 
the participants, uncovering the full depth 
of those abilities, and creating a musical 
context that they could enjoy and in which 
they could succeed . Pragmatism is of the 
utmost importance, and when used properly 
it can forge the way to a project that is skill-
developing and confidence-boosting for 
the participants, and artistically enjoyable 
and exciting for the artists and audiences.

 

* * *
Eric Schwindt moved to Toronto in 2001, following the 
completion of his degree at Wilfrid Laurier University.  
Since then, has been busy writing, recording, directing, 
and performing a tremendous amount of music, and 
has been commissioned to write for live performances, 
independent films, and televised animations. His 
recordings span a wide variety of styles and genres. Eric 
has also been involved in several community-based 
arts initiatives; The Parkdale Singers, The Parkdale 
Collegiate Vocal Group, and a percussion ensemble at 
the Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre. Eric was 
Jumblies Studio intern in 2007, and became one of 
three lead artists working at Arts4All under the name 
of the We Live Here Collective and creating an original 
theatre performance - We Live Here, at Pelham Park 
Gardens in June 2009. For this production Eric 
was composer, musical director and performer, with 
a professional band and many community members 
in a found object “Noise Band” and a choir that 
sang original settings of community-generated text. 
Eric hopes that his community initiatives will help 
spread support, and participation in the arts to 
communities that may feel disconnected from it.

* * *
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diversity, daring
and drive for living

41 Mabelle’s sages

excerpts from a journal by Diana Tso, Lead Arist 
for the Jumblies 41 Mabelle Seniors’ Art Project (Fall 2006 to Spring 2007)    

Kowcillia Prettypaul
Wanda Krane
Anne Jamieson
Rosemary
Raffaella Palazzo
Dina
(Raffaella’s friend)

Mona Roy
Yvonne Thomas
Halima Osman
Dahab
Teri Michael
Loree Lawrence
(Jumblies Associate Artist)

Bilan Ali
(one of the 41 Mabelle caretakers)

and Al Levitt
(from South Riverdale)24

Participants
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Shirley Hiles
Tommy Cook
Azeeman/Betty Khan
Tetri/Violet Singh
Marian Bashir
Virginia Graneau
Dolrith Hunt
Margaret Kerr
Joy Douglas
Chom Koch
Marion Tremblay
Branca Gruljusic
Hawa Jibril
Sayruq Farah
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Day Milman, Jumblies’ videographer, documented seniors hand 
movement of water memories for ‘Bridge of One Hair.’  I told 
the participants that in the show, the music included a movement 
about water which cleanses the debris after war.  We explored 
water through words and hands.

We closed our eyes, remembering when we were babies safe 
in our mother’s tummies.  From there we were born into the 
ocean, looking up to see sunlight, swimming to the surface 
and hearing the laughter of children (which I used as it was 
present in the room; one of the seniors had come down to 
walk on the treadmill and brought with him two young boys 
who played in the background). We look around and see 
other people playing on the beach, as we swim happily in 
the waves and memoires of water. I shared with them a water 
memory from a past participant in the Mabelle seniors group, 
who recalled when she was a girl in Jamaica, being in a small 
boat with a glass bottom and, as they got further out to sea, 
she saw colourful fish swimming about; it was one of her most 
cherished memories of back home.  I shared my own water 
memory, which was how my partner and I met at a friend’s 
birthday party and the birthday woman was going to wash 
the dishes that had piled high in the sink; we both said at the 
same time that she couldn’t wash dishes on her birthday; and so 
we washed her dishes together, mostly in silences, soap suds, 
smiles, a dish towel with the map of Scotland and the children’s 
laughter in the background.

Water Memories
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Marian

Tommy

Margaret

Kowcillia

My father didn’t let me go near the water.  It is too 
dangerous.  I never learned to swim.
 

My friend and I wanted to go to Centre Island but we only had 
enough money for one fare on the ferry. So I jumped into Lake 
Ontario and swam there; my friend jumped in and followed me. 
It was three miles! When we got to the docks it was too high to 
climb so we swam to the beach. We were exhausted.

 

In Jamaica, there was the ocean.  My friend and I didn’t know 
how to swim.  I was about nine years old.  Someone told us to 
get some empty coconuts to place under our armpits and we 
would be able to float.  There were lots of coconut trees on 
the beach.  We got the empty coconuts and put them under 
our armpits and went to the ocean.  Every time a wave came 
we floated further out to sea, until we found ourselves in the 
middle of the ocean. We were terrified. Luckily there were two 
swimmers out there on their way back.  They were too tired to 
carry us back, but they swam to get help. Thank God, or we 
would have drowned!
 

My house back home was surrounded by water. We had a 
farm and grew vegetables like cassavas and eggplants.  There 
was no hose and so the easiest way is to build the house on the 
water and scoop water and throw it on the vegetables. It was 
the land of mango and coconut trees and I remember the wind 
blowing through the palm trees. There was even an alligator 
that came up in the night below our house. We went out to 
see what the noise was about and there it was; it rose up and 
slapped down onto the water.  My daughter took a snapshot
of it.
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Tetri
In Guyana there was a river.  My sister and I went swimming 
there.  Once she suddenly disappeared under the calm surface 
of the water and I panicked.  I couldn’t find her.  I was terrified. 
For a long time I didn’t know what happened to her. She could 
swim, and after a while she came back to the surface.
 

I was in the park with my three-year-old grandson. We were 
walking and he said, “Stop Grandma or you’ll walk into the 
lake!” It was an imaginary lake and we went fishing there.
 

I remember Yvonne, calling my Mom and I over when she 
was taking a bath with the water almost overflowing. She was 
floating on her back and shaking and swishing her head and 
long black hair in the water saying, “Look I’m a lion!” 

I can swim very well, yeah.  I swim backwards. I can swim very 
far.  I would catch fish in the ocean with my hands.

I was in Miami recently. I remember standing in the ocean and 
letting the huge waves wash over me, right over my head, again 
and again. It was beautiful.

Rosemary

Diana

Azeeman

Mona



28

Later during our tea time, Mona hurried back to her apartment 
to get framed seashells she had made for a friend and a poem 
she had written when her son died, three years ago. 

Mona has shared the grief and pain of losing her son to suicide 
and told us that the opening show of ‘Bridge of One Hair” on 
April 26, 2007 would mark the third anniversary of his death.  I 
talked to Faye about incorporating Mona’s poem in the play. 
The poem was full of pain but at its heart was the memory 
of her son’s voice and laughter.  This is one example of the 
serendipitous connections between art and life that emerge 
from community arts.  Mona’s poem becoming part of ‘Bridge 
of One Hair’ gives another story of pain, cleansing and new 
beginning, in tune with the play’s central narrative about the 
Somali woman, Nellie, Nettie and Mollie. 

●
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We cleaned up and got things in order.  Loree and I took 41 
Mabelle seniors: Joy Douglas, Chhom Koch, Violet (Tetri) Singh 
and Mona Roy to Pink Pearl Chinese Restaurant.  We got a 
prima table at the window to view the big boats and islands 
on the lake. We ate Spicy Pork Cutlets that Joy requested but 
Violet couldn’t eat, but the rest of us did, and Joy even got 
to doggy bag to go.  We ate everything a la carte, which 
included Guy Lan greens that when mentioned made Loree’s 
eyes light up, Shrimp and Garlic, Chicken and Vegetables in 
Phoenix’s Nest and Cantonese Fried Noodles. We remarked 
how different we all were, sitting there at the table: Vietnamese, 
East Indian Guyanese, Jamaican, French Canadian, Chinese, 
Spanish mixed with French and Irish. We laughed a lot and 
talked about all sorts of things: catching bullfrogs and eating 
their legs, cultures that eat with hands, sharks, shark fins and 
illegal trade and sharks having their fins sliced away and their 
bodies discarded in the sea, upsetting the ocean ecosystem, 
and, sadly, I have banned one of my favourite soups; countries 
made up of many races - Violet is from Guyana and is East 
Indian and when the British colonized it they changed the 
spelling of Guyana as they did with Jamaica which used to 
spelled with an “X” instead of a “J”; catching frogs at night in 
Cambodia and putting them in bamboo cages for the next meal; 
how “white” you are considered dictating cultural and social 
power: in Jamaica the Japanese are white and the Chinese and 
Koreans are black, the Irish were called blacks too, in Canada, 
back when Joy was young, all blacks were called Jamaicans 
but now people acknowledge the distinctions. Joy has three 
kids. We’re planning a picnic together on Wards Island. We 
wonder what goes on the big boats docked at the harbor. Joy 
flirts with the waiters and directly asks one of them if he was 
Jamaican Chinese, as they are handsome fellows, as she told 
him so. Loree said she could never say that so directly and Joy 
responded that when we get older we will gain the power of 
“political license” to say certain things. My fortune cookie read 
“Stop searching forever.  Happiness is just next to you.” I was 
sitting in a circle of beauty and joy: earth, wind, fire and water: 
Chom Koch, Violet Singh, Loree Lawrence, Joy Douglas, Mona 
Roy, Lake Ontario, the Toronto Islands and the rain.

Trip to the Chinese Restaurant

●
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Diana Tso is a graduate of Ēcole Internationale de Théâtre de 
Jacques Lecoq in France and the University of Toronto with a 
BA Honors in Literature. She’s an actor/storyteller/writer who’s 
worked with diverse theatres internationally for over 13 years, 
including Ariane Mnouchkine’s Théàtre du Soleil in France 2000 
and Portugal based Espiral Theatre 2001 in clown and giant 
masks. Her favorite theatre co-creations/performances include 
Dante’s Inferno and Dora award winning, Chekhov Shorts, 
both with Theatre Smith-Gilmour, and by the way, Miss… with 
Urge/produced by Theatre Direct and shares the 2005 Dora 
Mavor Award for Outstanding Performance-Ensemble. Most 
recently as an actor, Diana performed in the 2009 tour of the 
TAXI Project, directed by Weyni Mengesha, written collectively 
by four writers in exile, about home and freedom of expression. 
Upcoming she will be performing in Cumberland, by Paul Yee,  
November 2010 in Vancouver with Pangaea Arts, directed by 
Heidi Specht.  As a writer, Diana’s play, Red Snow, inspired by 
China’s 1937 Nanking Holocaust, received development grants 
from Ontario and Toronto Arts Councils and premieres Spring 
2011.  As a storyteller/theatre artist in schools, Diana shares 
Chinese folktales and dragon mythology, merging theatre and 
visual arts www.arts.on.ca   As storyteller, her Monkey Queen, 
Journey to the East, supported by the OAC creation grant 
2009/10, premiered at the 32nd Toronto Festival of Storytelling 
www.storytellingtoronto.org   Diana has worked with Ruth 
Howard and Jumblies Theatre on many and various projects as 
artist since 2000.



At a March 2008 conference of  community artists called Art at the Hub, hosted by the Toronto Arts 
Council Foundation, Joe Berridge of  the planning firm Urban Strategies, addressed the crowd with an 
impassioned pitch for the ‘Creative City’. “The Creative City is…about innovation, about risk-taking, 
about leadership”, he argued, citing Paris and London as Creative Cities par excellence.1 Berridge 
encouraged conference attendees to revitalize our workplaces, our working practices and, ultimately, our 
cities; transforming them into exemplary hubs of  creativity. And he had specific ideas as to how we should 
do it. In order to revitalize, Berridge suggested that we abolish meetings and other collective processes, 
and embrace the individuality and inductive thinking that he argued are essential to an artistic modality. 
“Beauty is not a collective product, it is an individual product…This runs completely counter to the way 
we have structured all of  our institutions, in which the power of  the collective suppresses the power of  the 
individual”, Berridge insisted.2

Despite the fact that Berridge’s premise contradicted the working practices of  the constituency he was 
addressing (community artists, whose art practices emphasize both process and final product, favouring 
collaborative work as well as individual artistic vision) the comments that would cause many in the 
audience to take real umbrage followed in the question and answer period. One audience member 
asked about the fate of  poor people in the “revitalized” communities lauded by Berridge. Another 
asked whether, in light of  the displacement of  low-income residents that tends to accompany urban 
beautification, the city has taken any measures to ensure affordable housing for artists in Toronto. In the 
face of  such critical questions Berridge was defiant. “Cities aren’t static things. They’re endlessly, endlessly 
changing and churning places, and this is good”, he said. “I see the arts community as actually being 
something of  a kind of  regeneration bulldozer that pushes on the leading edge into new neighbourhoods 
and fixes them up. And eventually they become Yorkville3…This is just part of  life…This is great, 
this is how it ought to be… You are, whether you like it or not, kind of  the front line troops of  urban 
regeneration.”4

Berridge’s remarks at Art at the Hub and, in fact, the theme of  the conference as a whole (art’s role in the 
revitalization of  neighbourhoods and the development of  place-based communities) are indicative of  
an important if  not immediately evident moment for Toronto’s community artists. Through gatherings 
like Art at the Hub and subsequent meetings with politicians and funders to discuss their role in the city’s 
cultural renaissance, artists are being encouraged to build the ‘Creative City’.  Despite the fact that many 
community artists may still not be aware of  what this amorphous term actually refers to, we are, in fact, 
vital to the success of  such a project because, as the conference title made clear, in the Creative City art is 
“at the hub”. It is particularly important for community artists, who engage with their local surroundings 
(be they in the form of  parks, people, streets or businesses) to understand what is meant by the ‘Creative 
City’ and ‘neighbourhood revitalization’. What often goes unmentioned in these discussions is the 
displacement that usually accompanies urban “regeneration”.

The community artist in the Creative City
Engaged citizen or‘regeneration bulldozer’?

by Maggie Hutchison
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 It seems natural that most artists would like to live in a creative city but do we want to build the Creative 
City currently being advanced? In the pages that follow I want to suggest to community artists and 
cultural workers that the basic concepts behind the Creative City contradict the historical premises of  
community art and that we should engage with Creative City initiatives cautiously. While community 
art has never been easily defined (and is in fact celebrated for its diversity of  practices and aesthetics) a 
commitment to work that makes local places more livable, more socially inclusive and, in the end, more 
interesting, characterizes community art practices. Conversely, a close look at the Creative City agenda 
reveals that it is premised on a concept that, were it carried to its completion, could make our city less 
livable for many of  its citizens, less socially inclusive and even potentially less creative.

What is the Creative City and how has it become so widely accepted by urban policy-makers and 
strategists?  Essentially the Creative City as commonly understood by policy makers, politicians and 
business leaders is a place-marketing tool. Creative City theory is premised on the idea that cities with the 
right cultural attributes will draw upwardly mobile people to them, giving that city a crucial edge in an 
age of  global competition between cities. In order to thrive economically cities must be creative, and in all 
the right ways. 

One of  the people responsible for popularizing Creative City theory, Dr. Richard Florida, moved to 
Toronto in 2007 to become a professor of  Business and Creativity at the University of  Toronto’s Rotman 
School of  Management. Amongst Florida’s bestselling publications are The Rise of  the Creative Class: And 
how it’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community and Everyday Life (2002), Cities and the Creative Class (2004) and 
Who’s Your City?: How the Creative Economy is Making Where to Live the Most Important Decision of  Your Life (2008).  
In these publications Florida elaborates on a fairly simple idea that he developed while researching the 
lifestyle choices of  management students in the late nineties.  Florida found that for these students, place 
of  residence now mattered more than ever before, and factored significantly into their life choices. These 
young people were mobile and were looking for “creative” and “exciting” places to live. They wanted 
to live in cities with “all kinds of  amenities” including “extreme sports…cycling, art scene[s], music 
scene[s].”5. 

Out of  this research came Florida’s argument that in a globalized age, when businesses and independent 
workers can work from just about anywhere, cities need to compete to attract workers who have high 
earning potential and who will, in turn, attract more knowledge-based industry. Employing a very 
broad definition of  creativity, Florida claims that approximately 30% of  the workforce now constitute 
“the creative class” and argues that these are the people whom cities must cater to in order to prosper 
economically. “This consumer group, consisting of  scientists, engineers, managers, innovators and 
people in research and development, as well as artists, writers and musicians are the most educated and 
demanding consumers in the marketplace” 

The Creative City in a Nutshell

32



according to Creative Class Group, Florida’s marketing think tank.6 They are also “fickle” and “finicky”, says 
Florida, which is why “understanding the factors associated with why these creative types of  people root 
in a certain place is critical.”7 The creative class are asking: “What kind of  location offers me the bundle 
of  lifestyle choices with the diversity of  amenities and options that I desire?”8

While Florida has elaborated on his original ideas in multiple publications since The Rise of  the Creative 
Class most proponents of  the Creative City continue to derive a relatively simple hypothesis from his work. 
“[W]hat drives a city…increasingly are good places to live, great neighborhoods, great cafes, night life, 
places to have fun.”9 Creative types are apparently drawn to Florida’s “Three Ts”, technology, talent and 
tolerance.10 A city will appeal to creative professionals if  it already has a strong creative sector, a base of  
talented artists and innovators and room for diverse cultures and lifestyles.

Creative City theory has been embraced by municipal, provincial and state governments across North 
America for over to a decade now, fuelling countless reports and planning documents emphasizing 
“creative place-making”, “neighbourhood revitalization”, “culture-led regeneration”, “high profile 
cultural zones” and “authentic urban environments”.11 In a bid to cater to the creative class, cities 
have raced to implement Florida’s recommendations, paying five figure sums12 to hire Creative Class 
Group as consultants. Toronto has been no exception. The Toronto Arts Council Foundation has hosted 
conferences such as Creative City: Block by Block (2007) and Art at the Hub (2008).13 The City of  Toronto’s 
Cultural Services produced a Culture Plan for the Creative City in 2003, which argues that cities like Montreal, 
Chicago, Barcelona and Milan are now our chief  competitors and that, in order to achieve economic 
success, we must up our creative edge to draw “the kind of  people Toronto wants to attract”.14 The city’s 
Culture Plan has driven campaigns like Live With Culture, a sixteen month promotion of  local cultural events, 
and bolstered support for new annual arts festivals like Luminato and Scotiabank Nuit Blanche. Toronto’s 
focus on becoming a Creative City also led to financial support from multiple levels of  government for 
redesigned cultural attractions like the ROM Crystal and the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing 
Arts.15 In combination these developments have been touted as evidence of  Toronto’s cultural renaissance. 
Proponents of  this cultural renaissance often argue that we are poised to become a ‘world class city’ if  we 
keep doing things right.

At first glance a movement that emphasizes urban diversity, the arts, and social innovation is very 
appealing. What on earth could be wrong with investing in the arts? What is the difference between the 
place-making advocated by Creative City enthusiasts and the place-making that community artists engage 
in? Like Florida and his followers, community artists are invested in creating “vibrant, authentic places”.17 

We too believe that art is key to a city’s livability. Creative City theory even has the potential to pay 
dividends in the form of  increased arts funding. Why would artists want to oppose it? 

Culture + Place = Wealth?16
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This is where asking some critical questions about the vision behind Creative City initiatives is important 
for community artists. Who are we revitalizing for? Will there be room for artists and other low-income 
people with whom we work once an area has enough profile to draw wealthy ‘creative professionals’? 
What kinds of  social displacement are necessary in order to make a city fun and exciting enough for 
the so-called creative class? Closer examination of  Creative City initiatives reveals an agenda that runs 
counter to the root values of  community arts practices.

The success of  the Creative City depends on its appeal to a wealthy or ‘upwardly mobile’ bracket of  
the population. What Creative City advocates are proposing is an image of  cities in which ‘creative 
professionals’ can play. The goal of  this form of  neighbourhood revitalization is to draw new people, 
the creative class, to an area. As Florida puts it: “my theory opens up some new ground because it says 
that the important thing…about economic development per se is, What are the factors that attract 
high-quality human capital or creative capital? For a city, you need to have them, because if  you don’t 
have them, then people won’t come to your city.”18 To this end the City of  Toronto’s Culture Plan for the 
Creative City envisions a “spectacular boulevard of  creativity” running down University Avenue, which 
“can be marketed as an entity, an Avenue of  the Arts.”19 The Creative City Planning Framework emphasizes 
the importance of  “high profile cultural zones” and reminds us that investments in culture are in fact 
“investments in wealth creation.”20 The Creative City, in other words, is about making places that matter 
for the people who are deemed to matter.

Conversely, community art has historically been about valuing what is already in place. Rejecting 
the modernist binary between high art and popular culture, community artists make art premised on 
the ordinary and extraordinary of  local people’s lives, drawing on aesthetic practices that have been 
traditionally excluded from the realm of  “high culture”. Jumblies’ community plays, for example, have 
employed spoken word, Somali recitation, Irish fairy tales, stilt-walking and oral history to tell the 
stories of  specific community members living in the particular places where the work is made. When 
Jumblies works on a show in the Davenport and Perth area, the final production is shown at Davenport 
Perth Neighbourhood Centre. While not exclusively, it is largely by, for and about people who use the 
centre. Because of  the demographic of  the neighbourhood it may be in both Spanish and English. It 
incorporates children, seniors, refugees, people with disabilities, people on social assistance. Very few of  
the residents involved fit Florida’s description of  the creative class. Even when Jumblies shows its work 
outside of  the community in which it was produced, as the company did when it presented the 2006 
production of  Bridge of  One Hair at the Harbourfront Centre, the focus is on making sure that the work 
and the space in which it’s shown are accessible to the community members who collaborated in making 
it.21

Historically, community art practices grew out of  a desire for social change and representation. In the 
sixties and seventies, when the practices that later came to be known as “community arts practice” 
were emerging, much of  the work was made by marginalized communities who didn’t see themselves 
represented in mainstream art. There was a desire to make work that was socially relevant and accessible. 
Today, even in work that does not explicitly seek to make social change, community art references the 
vernacular, focusing on people’s histories and combining “high art” with popular aesthetic practices.
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This work transforms and embraces the constant change that, as Berridge rightly insists, typifies urban 
life. But the transformation envisioned by community arts is different from that envisioned by the concept 
of  the Creative City. The goal of  community arts work is not, as far as I understand it, to turn Davenport 
and Perth, for example, or Mabelle in Etobicoke, into internationally renowned boulevards of  the arts.  It 
is to examine and honour the complexities of  specific places and the people who live and have lived (and 
left a trace) in them. Such work challenges the idea that there are some places that matter and others that 
don’t. It shows us why oft-neglected places and people do matter.

Not only is there the possibility that building the Creative City will lead to less diverse neighbourhoods, 
there is also the possibility that it will lead to less interesting neighbourhoods. Ironically, the search for 
authenticity that is so central to Creative City discourse undercuts the authentic differences between 
places. Geographer Jamie Peck argues that cities striving to increase their creativity according to 
Florida’s criteria have in fact applied a shockingly generic approach, reducing local character rather than 
emphasizing it. “Increased public subsidies for the arts, street level spectacles and urban facades, with 
expected ‘returns’ in the form of  gentrification and tourist income, run the self-evident risk that such faux-
funky attractions might lapse into their own kind of  ‘generica’”, he warns.22 Peck points out that cities 
striving to become more creative have employed a narrow repertoire of  strategies, primarily consisting 
of  the conversion of  old factory buildings into lofts and cafes and the redevelopment of  post-industrial 
waterfronts.

Community art practices, conversely, are anything but formulaic. They are deeply rooted in context. 
Just as Jumblies’ work at Davenport Perth reflects the local demographic, when Jumblies works in the 
Etobicoke neighbourhood of  Mabelle the art that emerges is in both Somali and English, rehearsals 
are held in the basement of  a community housing high rise, and sewing and cross-cultural tea-drinking 
become central to the artistic practice. 
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In the late afternoon of  Art at the Hub conference participants were asked to sketch their dreams for 
ideal community “hubs”. Parks, farmers markets and sunny cafes were drawn and then added to a 
collective vision of  the perfect neighbourhood or ‘hub’. Left out of  this rosy picture were the social and 
aesthetic tensions that inevitably shape community art practices. Whatever the intention of  the exercise, 
its framework left little room to address the complexities of  real communities and the attendant challenges 
and beauty of  collective art making in those communities – a subject with which many who were in the 
room that day are expertly familiar. Instead the exercise encouraged us to dream of  ourselves as agents 
of  revitalization, as creative ‘place-makers’. Where we might have begun a discussion about the current 
realities of  the places we work in, we began by envisioning a utopia, a non-place. Perhaps obscured by 
the benign images we were creating, here was a room of  community artists being positioned as Berridge’s 
regeneration bulldozers. The possibility that we might bulldoze ourselves, and the people we work with, 
right out of  the picture, loomed but stayed out of  the public conversation. 

I want to urge community artists to engage with the Creative City agenda critically and cautiously. We 
need to judge each creative initiative on its own merit, using social inclusion as a key lens through which 
to gauge that merit. We need to ask ourselves whether any given festival or cultural development brings us 
closer to the kind of  city to which we want to contribute. And we need to ask hard questions about who 
is included and who is left out when revitalized neighbourhoods are discussed. As people engaged in the 
work of  transforming and beautifying neighbourhoods, community artists have a tricky role to play. At 
every step along the way we need to ask ourselves: are we contributing to socially inclusive transformation 
or are we bulldozing the very people and histories that make each place we work in matter?

Maggie Hutcheson works as a writer, researcher, teacher and community-based artist. She has conducted research for CBC’s Canada: 
A People’s History, produced videos and trained youth in video for Jumblies and co-produced a nine-piece bilingual video set for the 
VIVA! Project, a transnational study of  community art and popular education in the Americas.  Recently Maggie was lead audio 
and video artist for We Are Here: The Monument Project (with Leah Houston, Scotiabank Nuit Blanche, 2008) and lead 
installation artist for the 2008 and 2009 productions of  Jumblies’ Oy di velt vern yinger.  Maggie is currently working on a PhD 
on place-based art practices and teaches in the Faculty of  Environmental Studies at York University.  
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