NEWCOMER INVENTIONS

Newcomer Inventions is a semi-useful
artistic construct for exploring social ideals
and decent work opportunities for newcomers
and artists.
Newcomers to Canada often face challenges to finding work in their area of
expertise — even long after settling in Canada. A key barrier is the problem of
‘Canadian work experience.’ “Everyone wants to see you have Canadian experience.
But if we don’t get the job here, how can we get the experience?”
This 6-week experiment, developed in partnership with CultureLink, with support
from Canada Council for the Arts and the Centre for Social Innovation, is an artistic
response to the problem. Newcomer Inventions is a means of creatively challenging the
status quo and playfully asking ‘what if...?’
What if artists offered professional newcomers paid Canadian work experience
and training? What if we could invent ways for their professional backgrounds
to be used creatively in the service of art and simultaneously in support of their
career goals in Canada?
What kind of art would be possible?
What kind of strange, unusual, delightful creations might we devise?

What might Art have to offer Immigration?
Newcomer Inventions is proposed as an opportunity for professional newcomers
with 4+ years foreign work experience to develop social capital and get an enterprising
start on their Canadian resume. In this project, we hire interesting people and then
invent projects to intersect with what we see in them. In art, this is sometimes known
as ‘devised theatre’ or ‘collective creation’ or ‘experimental weird stuff.’ In human
terms, the ambition is to have teachers, engineers, farmers, health professionals,
scientists and analysts working in a capacity that creatively honours their professional
knowledge and skills as teachers, engineers, farmers, health professionals, scientists
and analysts.

Capitalizing on Art’s autonomy, we are
inventing ways to ease the settlement process.
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What does it mean to be semi-useful?
Art that is entirely useful typically ends up being called a craft. The applied arts:
cooking, architecture, woodworking, etc. The fine arts occupy a special place in
the world because they are generally useless. Or, to put it another way, the fine arts
are not specifically useful. The ‘uselessness’ of the arts is related to its autonomy or
freedom. Art isn’t even always beautiful.
Art has different goals - sometimes in addition to market goals; sometimes
independent, dismissive of the market, consumer tastes, buying behaviour, etc.
Art plays an important part in a strange other economy — trading in other forms
of currency, exchanging energy according to a different physics — even while (if)
it participates in the market economy.
This peculiar, inefficient process of welcoming newcomers, listening, working with
them, building a little community together with the help of some friends... This
process of teaching and learning from each other, making space for personalities
to unfold, making time (or losing time) to understand what is being misunderstood,
devising metaphors and analogous experiences to better communicate ideas, learning
self-care, and sharing games and exercises to tune the instruments of our minds,
hearts and bodies…

This practice of meeting several times a week
for 6 weeks was the art. (As is this document.)
The plan was not prosaic nor profitable.
This project asks at every turn, can we do things differently?
This project may be a naïve, inefficient, not very useful idea. This is art’s privilege.
Capitalizing on art’s privilege — being allowed to be naïve, inefficient, not obvious
how to ‘scale’ — we have paid newcomers when others preferred to not assume
the responsibility. We have laboured tediously to give them work experience
while others have deemed it not sensible or fiscally prudent (not a good ROI)
to do so. As independent artists, we practice risk, and as experimental artists,
we thrive on failure.
Now the art is complete (a first draft of the idea anyhow) and I turn it over to you
the public to comment. Is it art? Is it more or less beautiful than a painting? Is it more
or less useful than a play? Is it more or less entertaining? Is the construction of social
relations a labour more or less novel or noble than poetry?
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To pursue the Newcomer Inventions
project, we registered a for-profit
enterprise to hire the newcomers.
Creative DW stands for CREATIVE DECENT WORK.
We employ newcomers with established track records and
foreign expertise. We provide paid, creative, short-term work
experience in consulting roles to newcomer professionals
and offer training through partners to help ‘up-level’ the
newcomer’s transition into the Canadian workforce.
We use artistic methods combined with multi-sectoral
talents to produce ideas and alternatives that society can
explore and experience first-hand.
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We prioritize people
over projects.
We hire first, based on our interest in
the person, their abilities, their ways
of thinking, and their interest in our
methods and us. We identify or develop
projects that require their skill sets after.
We work with people who feel they can
leave their disbelief at the door.
We seek to:

• Reveal the extraordinary
abilities and intelligence of
accomplished newcomer professionals.
• Build a wealth of social and
cultural capital in support of newcomers.
• Creatively disrupt the conventional goals and
methods of settlement.
Our unusual approach includes:

•
•
•
•
•

Experimentation & exploration
Immersion & practice
Horizontal learning
Invention
Improvisation

We envision the settlement and welcoming process as a continuous opportunity
to design for a better world.
We are not a settlement agency or a career training centre. We work with these
service providers; they are our allies and partners.
We’re artists. As one of our friends puts it, ‘artists make shit happen.’
www.creativedw.com
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So What Did You Do?
We met two to three times weekly for six weeks. The agenda included:
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•

Get to know one another.

•

Pose questions.

•

Try to answer questions.

•

Play games.

•

Tell stories — everyday stories, things that happened, fables, fairy tales, legends of
job-seekers and immigrants elsewhere.

•

Try to understand each other’s professions. What do you do, what are your goals,
what are your tools, methods, procedures, strategies and ways of organizing
thoughts and insights.

•

Talk about what concerns us. What disturbs us, challenges us, inspires us, shakes
our world.

•

Teach each other — new games, ways of seeing, ways of doing, analogies for
understanding, pointing to what is working or what doesn’t seem to work.

•

Write poetry and English.

•

Make pictures.

•

Share news and memories that matter to us.

•

Work on assigned tasks.

•

Research assigned subjects.

•

Present assigned research or work.

•

Facilitate group discussions.

•

Debate the definition of “newcomer satisfaction,” “life satisfaction” and
related miscellany.

•

Argue.

•

Re-consider.

•

Devise temporary solutions.

•

Prototype. Test. Revisions.

Did it work? What did you end up with?
If someone were to assemble a multidisciplinary team to try to invent a time machine
in 6 weeks, you might laugh and say ‘impossible!’ True enough. Do you think, however,
in those 6 weeks, some good thinking, some equations, some interesting discoveries,
or prototypes of tools or methods might be devised or invented?
As a research project, these 6 part-time weeks were designed to produce
observations, insights and learning. A key component has been the enlargement
of our vocabulary and grammar for observing and deriving insights in this context.
Other curiosities include identifying techniques or emergent forms, and producing
unusual artistic outputs, e.g. reference letters. We are continuing our experiments.
Meanwhile, the second half of this report presents some interim ‘outcomes’ from the
first newcomers residency at the Centre for Social Innovation.
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THIS PROCESS

THE PROJECT

•

Produce and observe complexity.

•

•

Form a community of practice with
a multi-sectoral, multi-generational,
multicultural group of professionals.

Produce interesting, unusual,
surprising, beautiful responses to
complex social issues.

•

Capitalize on the complexity of
thinking made possible by the
convening of a diverse team.

•

Invent short-term, temporary
jobs for newcomers to gain
		
Canadian work experience.

•

Construct semi-useful artistic
projects to explore social ideals and 		
improve society.

•

Develop newcomers’ soft skills and
communication savvy.

•

Practice common core skills used in
the Canadian workplace: presentation,
facilitation, giving and receiving
feedback, taking initiative, resolving
differences, sharing the limelight.

•

Model the care, curiosity, creativity,
patience, willingness to extend oneself
for another’s benefit, and self-motivation
needed to make the world a better place.

•

Make more games.

•

More laughing.

•

More interesting art.

•

•
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Craft a work culture and environment
that is both useful for experimental
artistic purposes (open to uncertainty
day-to-day), as well as rewarding
and appropriate for newcomers
(reassuring, supportive, structured
to deliver a sense of progress and
achievement).
Ground the project’s theoretical
purpose, goal, interests and aesthetics
in Real Life - in the lived experience,
challenges, needs, desires and
aspirations of real newcomers
seeking decent work.

•

Fail early, fast, and often.

•

Welcome the unknown and be
comfortable with discomfort so as
to learn as much as possible in the
shortest time possible.

•

Test strategies. Compare different
methods – and different blends of
methods (a cocktail) – including our
responses as artists to the method and
outcomes… does it inspire & intrigue
us? Is it fun?

		

Photo: Rakesh Bhardwaj
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Sepali’s Poem
I am from pearl, from Indian Ocean and elephant kingdom
I am from the Eastern granary, cinnamon island
I am from the Jasmine, the coconut estate
I am from a traditional family with freedom, from mom, dad and sister
I am from conservative parents but who trust their kids on their decisions
From “do good you will get it back” and “live with patience and compassion”
I am from meditation, peace and the teachings of Lord Buddha,
proud to say I am Buddhist
I’m from mountains, tea estates and paddy fields with grandparents
with rice, sweets and spices
From the intelligent, patient broad-minded mom, hardworking and caring dad,
and cute lovely sister who loves teddy bears
I am from small village, later from the city suburb with conservative lifestyle
yet accepting changes in postmodern era within my cultural limits.
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Razmig’s Poem
I am from mixture of fire and ice
I am from half-used paint tube
I am from the waterfall that has neither start nor end
I am from kitchen plate. El sweet, El sour, El salty, El bitter
I am from mountains collide rivers… from a thought that makes difference
I am from a religion that has built much temples and churches instead of army
I am the last seed in the Vitis
I am from a family who started their supper in their place
and forced to finish it in another.
I am from a painting which has the smell of love, sun and thunder.
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Nizar’s Poem
I’m from the region of History and Culture, from the most continuously
inhabited city in the world
From the Jasmine and apricot land
I’m from the origin of civilization and the first alphabet
I’m from the region where roses are our Slogan, perfume and food
I’m from a house of ten opened rooms to nature, interior garden and fountain
I’m from the country, where the family is our first value, we live for it,
and it’s our world
I’m from the country where Family consists of thousands of members
I’m from the country of love, beauty and nice people
I’m from the origin land of Christianity
I’m from the land of very nice and delicious kitchen, where you can eat
Kibbeh and Tabouleh
I’m from the country where we have seas, rivers, deserts, mountains, forests
and wheat plains at the same time
I’m from the country which live with me wherever I live
I’m from the country where the maple tree has Leaves that are hugging
my memories, dreams and future
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Tania’s Poem
I am from books and stories from everywhere
I am from an open and warm island in the middle of Caribbean Sea
I am from the Real Palm, the tall and firm tree
I am from a lovely family, Pedro my father, Noemi my mom, and my brother Chino
I am from the integrity of my father, the resistance of my mother,
and the introversion of my brother
I was told from my father “never lie to yourself”
I am from the captivating Habana, where my grandfather arrived from
La Palma, the Canary Islands, from Spain.
I am from the rice and beans, pork, and fried plaintain
I am from a place that I will never escape because all the beautiful and 			
marvelous experiences will remain in my mind and heart forever.
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Max’s Poem
I’m from breakfast made from cottage cheese and honey.
I’m from personally designed home.
I’m from tulip and fall.
I’m from joint, from Iryna, Arsenii and Makar.
I’m from supportive and modern family. From respect and fun.
I’m from the green city, I’m from pasta and cake.
From shopping, active and travel.
I’m from hard disk.
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Mohsen’s Poem
I am from Nowrouz, from Tea, Rice and Saffron Land…
I am from the two-bedroom apartment, with the one large window in
each room open to the beautiful park.
I am from the red laleh flower, the green astonishing jungle in the
north of the country.
I am from the family who loves and respects each other and has
experienced a lot of challenges, from Hassan, my lovely and kind father, 			
and Saeedeh, my beautiful and nice mother, and Mehrnax,
my hardworking sister, and Mehran, my clever brother.
I am from the family that has already reached some of its goals
through hardwork, morality and truth.
From “what’s that? What’s this?” And saying Akbarion instead of Aquarium.
I am from the Persian land which has 2500 years of ancient history.
I am from Tehran, the capital of Iran. From Kabab and Gheimeh.
I am from the family in which my sister is trying to find a proper job
after graduating from her Master’s. The family in which my father is 			
retired and my mother would always like to have a job.
I am from the small round table where there is a collection of photos and pictures.
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The Toronto for Everyone Playground
This model of a permanent public art installation visually represents different migration
paths – offering the public a chance to literally climb inside another’s experience. The
playground consists of several zones spanning pre-migration, arrival to settlement and
‘exit’ into presumably ‘naturalized’ or established Canadians. Designed by Max (corporate
banker), the playground combines playground ideas proposed by all members of the
newcomers team.
Three entry points represent the three immigrant classes.
•

The path of Family class immigrants is represented by Pink: a smooth, predictable
immigration process, but still with several obstacles to overcome.

•

The path of Skilled worker immigrants consists of several steps, could be planned over
time. The spiral shape represents a moving and landing process that can be ‘controlled’
or self-directed by the immigrant.

•

The path of Refugee immigrants represents quick, rapid decisions and results. The
rope represents ‘rescue’ and the yellow colour represents government support. Once
approved (arriving at the top of the ladder) there is little time to pack or prepare – you
might be told to take a plane in two or three days. As such there is only a tiny platform
before you slide down the tube very rapidly.

The three coloured entry zones represent different comfort-levels upon arrival.
•

The Big Green Circle in the middle represents the state of being newcomers in
one’s new home.

•

The abacus represents the ‘comparison attitude’ (old/new, back home/here in Canada)
and refers too to the newcomer’s finances.

•

The sandbox refers to how it sometimes feels like having to start again as a child,
re-learn ‘basic behaviour rules’ for this new society.

•

The seesaw represents the effort of weighing options and making decisions.

•

The round disc that moves only when several people help to push it in one direction
represents collaboration and teamwork.

•

The playground hill in the middle represents obstacles and effort needed.

•

The labyrinth evokes the state of the newcomer, constantly searching for ‘the right way’.

•

The five trees represent five continents, with the roots referring to the cultural roots of
newcomers that they bring with them to Canada.

Three different paths away from the state of being a newcomer are represented.
You are invited to interpret these paths as you wish.
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Newcomers Satisfaction Survey
Tania (psychology professor and pedagogist), Sepali (financial analyst) and Mohsen
(equities analyst) presented a prototype of a newcomers satisfaction survey. The survey
was developed as part of larger considerations on how to combine humanities thinking
and equities analysis to improve life for newcomers.
What would happen if we were to try to develop financial models of newcomer families
and project how they would change over time with different inputs and investments?
How would the model include financial, cultural and social capital? What are the critical
human factors such as attitude, resilience, creativity and resourcefulness that contribute
to ‘newcomer success’?
What is success? What is satisfaction? Are you satisfied with your life?
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Maple Leaf
Nizar (multidisciplinary engineer) created a visualization of factors related to the
settlement process that affect the integration of newcomers, or even Canadians
into Canadian society (e.g. basic needs, job, language, personal freedom, etc).
The maple leaf represents Canadian society. The horizontal axis represents
the integration progress for individuals into Canadian society. The vertical
axis represents the integration and contribution of the individual to what Nizar
termed ‘core Canadian society.’
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Storyboarding The Creative Research Process
Razmig (industrial designer/art director) produced a series of illustrations. They
capture from his point of view some of the different moments that made up the creative
research process over the last 6 weeks.
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Credits
Artistic direction		
Collaborators			
Newcomers team		
				
Career coach			

Helen Yung
Lauren Gillis and Sharada Eswar
Razmig Bertizian, Nizar Chammas, Mohsen Gharagozlian, 		
Tania Riverol Diaz, Max Shaparyev, Sepali Vithanage
Helen Latimer

Many thanks to our tireless colleagues whose personal
commitment to the project made everything possible:
Saskia Rinkoff, Luminato Festival
Terry Baker and Rakesh Bhardwaj, CultureLink
Adil Dhalla & Brittney Drysdale, Centre for Social Innovation

Helen Yung, project creator & lead artist
An interdisciplinary artist, Helen creates installations, environments, interactions
and interventions. Her practice is inventive, experimental, often socially-engaged and
has been supported/presented/commissioned by organizations in Toronto, Montreal,
France, Australia, Argentina, the UK, and funders at the municipal, provincial, federal
and international levels. Helen is also an accomplished cultural researcher and
consultant whose work has helped inform public policy.

Lauren Gillis, project dramaturg & rehearsal director
Lauren is a University of Toronto graduate with a double major in drama and
neuroscience. She is the co-artistic director of Lester Trips (Theatre), where she devises
theatre with a bouffonesque approach to character and intense physicality rooted in
butoh dance. Lauren is also an artistic associate with the Toronto theatre company, the
red light district, producing contemporary takes on classical texts.

Sharada Eswar, guest artist
Sharada is a curator, speaker, storyteller, author, playwright, translator, and arts
educator with the Toronto Festival of Storytelling, the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto
District School Board, Harcourt Canada, Theatre Direct, Tarragon Theatre, Soulpepper
Theatre, National Arts Centre, Jumblies Theatre, Weeseegechak Festival, Community
Arts Guild, and others. Sharada and Helen have collaborated several times on projects
with newcomers to Canada.
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