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Nelson White
Kinship and Reclamation Beyond the Artist Residency

K A T E  L A H E Y

Nelson White, U n c l e  C a t c h e s  S m e l t s.
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A wikuom stands tall on the front lawn of the Government 

House on a mauzy April afternoon in downtown St. John’s. 

We are here to celebrate the opening of Reclamation, a unique 

show curated by Jerry Evans, in which a diverse collection of 

Indigenous art from across Newfoundland and Labrador is 

installed inside the Government House.

We are gossiping and giggling, admiring the work, talking 

about cousins and cousins’ cousins. We’re finding good light 

for family selfies. Mireille Eagan, curator of contemporary art 

at The Rooms Provincial Gallery, announces the launch of an 

Indigenous Artist in Residency program.

After dialogues with Identify Festival and Eastern Edge, the 

Indigenous Artist Residency at The Rooms marks an institutional 

commitment to supporting and valuing Indigenous Artists 

in Newfoundland and Labrador. Nelson White is named the 

inaugural artist in residence in Fall 2018. White accepts with 

openness and humour; he invites everyone to come by for tea. I 

take him up on this offer in September.

Striking portraits of family and Tim Hortons cups line 

the studio flooded with light from a ceiling high window that 

spreads across the room. White is wearing an art=work t-shirt. 

This residency is a groundbreaking institutional commitment 

to supporting Indigenous artists in our province, thanks to the 

ongoing advocacy of Indigenous artists, curators, Elders and 

leaders who have been making, preserving, celebrating, and 

advocating for the support of Indigenous arts in our province, 

such as curator Evans.

This residency is also a major professional accomplishment 

for White, who sees this residency as an opportunity to work hard 

in a professional space, but also as a time for community to be 

invited behind the glassy walls of the studio. White’s invitation 

for tea is a gesture of care for community –it opens up the rigid 

borders between community and the gallery, as White wants to 

make the studio space his living room; a place where family and 

friends pop by for tea, to talk, to reconnect.  

“I wanted every day to be an open studio day. It makes the 

space mine. It’s my house. There’s an ownership that’s important,” 

says White. “My Dad, [Calvin White], he’s very well known in 

the Indigenous community. His house was a drop in centre, a 

constant f low of people, and I’m used to that. Community is part 

of my culture.”

It is this vivid practice of popping in that White’s work is 

most interested in representing. The subjects of White’s paintings 

are the community; his work during the residency includes a 

portrait of his grandfather and another of Jenelle Duval, who is 

a Mi’kmaq artist and member of Eastern Owl. White is carrying 

his family, his community, and his ancestors with him through 

his paintings, and in how he shares his practice.

White is technically diligent and singularly rigorous in his 

attention to channeling the authentic character of his subject. 

The painting of White’s grandfather is perched against the wall 

capturing him in his element: a wing backed wooden chair tucked 

beneath a window in the corner of the living room. We see the 

profile of his grandfather at ease, steadfast in his sense of place 

and identity. The chair and the man are an entangled subject.

“My grandfather sat in that chair for 35 years and ruled the 

house. Whoever was in that chair, when my grandfather walked 

in, you got up,” says White. “Now that my grandfather has passed 

on, it’s my father’s chair. To paint him, I had to paint the chair. I 

want to capture the comfort of them.”

To capture the comfort of a person you love is an act of 

respect, an act of proclaiming truth in the face of erasure, a 

gesture of peaceful rebellion through the relationships that are 

profoundly important to White’s identity.

“These people are real and I know them to be real. Awhile 

back someone said my work wasn’t Native enough,” he says. 

“I’m interested in people who are proudly Indigenous, but not 

typically Indigenous. We exist in all forms and that’s what I’ve 

gravitated towards.”

White sees the extraordinary in the ordinary. He uses the 

love and kinships that demarcate his understanding of identity 

to resist colonial narratives of Indigeneity. White’s paintings are 

concerned with communicating gratitude and appreciation for 

the leaders in his life, not with appeasing a viewer.

White is a rebel. He uses the immense power of his authentic 

voice, his familial story, and his ancestral truth to subvert 

colonial narratives in Newfoundland and Labrador. White is 

cool and welcoming in his work space. He exudes authority and 

ownership over his work.

White’s strength is felt in the myriad voices he represents 

in his paintings. His work proclaims a steadfast assuredness 

in identity that refuses to be contained by blood quantum, 

stereotypes, or enrollment forms. In 2019 he will show a series of 

work from his residency, titled Eymu’tiek, which means We Are 

Here, for an exhibition at The Rooms over the winter.

“If you like my work that’s great but if you don’t, that fine.”

This attitude is not turning a shoulder to his viewer, it is 

inviting space for different kinds of viewership. This rebellious 

tone highlights his attuned care and respect for the voices he 

seeks to represent. White teaches us that resistance is a gesture 

of love, that rebellion is an act of care. He has both embraced 

and subverted the concept of an Indigenous Artist in Residency. 

White’s invitation to pop by for tea shows that the living room 

and the gallery are not distinct. He does away with categorical 

divisions that police identity and access.

White’s quotidian gestures of welcome are an extraordinary 

claim to space, voice, identity and community. His work insists: 

We Are Here.  n

Kate Lahey is a PhD student in the Women and Gender Studies 

Institute, University of Toronto and front woman of the band Weary. 

She is from St. John’s, Newfoundland. 
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