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Visual Storytelling 
with Nyle Miigizi 
Johnston
Learning Toolkit



The artsUNITE Leadership Masterclass Series brings artists from 
across disciplines to provide training and thought leadership on 
arts mentoring in Canada. The artsUNITE Leadership Masterclass 
Series is a virtual event series curated around trends that speak  
to a larger artist audience, with Canadian arts leaders and  
celebrities discussing emergent topics in Canadian arts. With 
courses offered annually across three years, the Series will not 
only consist of events, but a consolidated library of knowledge  
that is free, evergreen and accessible. Ultimately, the Series  
aims to bring the appeal of a TED talk together with the value of 
a masterclass, creating as it goes many digital assets, including 
a video for future learning, a podcast series, and a digital toolkit. 
The artsUNITE Leadership Masterclass Series aims to train not 
just emerging artists, but is applicable to any artist at any stage  
of their career.

Throughout this Toolkit you will find information and resources that 
will assist you with your career goals, covering various approaches 
to the creative process, where to begin your artistic practice and 
how to develop your professional skills within the industry. 
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Meet our 
Masterclass 
Artist: 
Nyle Miigizi
Johnston

Nyle Johnston’s spirit name is Wiishkoonseh Miigizi’enh meaning 
Whistling White Headed Eagle. He grew up in Chippewas of Nawash 
Unceded First Nation and apprenticed with Storytellers since his 
youth. Sources of his artistic inspiration include woodland painters, 
storytellers and the traditions of his Indigenous culture. Johnston 
notes: “In a time of reconciliation, it is important for all people to 
know that we exist and have such a strong, beautiful legacy of stories 
and teachings from the Anishinaabe Nation that are grounded in my 
experience and identity.” 

“I carry two names, the name 
that’s on my birth certificate is 
Nyle Johnston, and I also carry 
a spirit name, the name that my 
ancestors know me by and that 
the first family knows me by. 
First family being Creation. I’m 
what’s known in the community 
as a traditional helper. Our word 
for it is Oshkabaywis which is 
like a traditional apprentice or a 
traditional helper, and I’ve been 
in very active and involved in the 
ceremony community since I 
was a young kid.”
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A painter, muralist, sculptor, traditional storyteller, and traditional 
helper, Johnston uses his gift of storytelling to connect his  
peoples’ stories of love and healing with the broader world and 
offer support to a range of community organizations. His artistic  
practice is focused on illustrating stories of the Anishinaabe 
Nation in a variety of media in order to raise awareness of their 
unique histories as they in turn inform his process.

Nyle was born and raised on his beautiful reserve, 
Neyaashiinigmiing, on the Saugeen Peninsula 
(Bruce Peninsula) and took a keen interest in 
painting and art at a very young age.



Storytelling is a tradition of telling stories, passed down 
through the generations. Combining this time-honored 
oral tradition with visual arts talents, visual storytelling 
engages the senses, combining the visual with the au-
ditory, to continue this important, cultural tradition. Oral 
storytelling can be combined with painting, drawing, 
illustration, photography, video, and more. Other ele-
ments such as music, dance, or performance can also 
be incorporated. 

According to Nyle, “the land has a 
voice,” and visual storytelling is part 
of who he is and his experience. It 
connects him to his ancestors, and 
enables him to use his gifts. And, like, 
Nyle, we all have stories to tell and our 
own way of telling them, depending on 
what our personal gifts, histories, and 
experiences are. 

What is Visual Storytelling?

1. What is Visual Storytelling?   

2. Why is Visual Storytelling important?  

“It’s just one of those mediums that it’s 
fun and it’s engaging. It can get people 
out. Then I can hit them with patterns or 
color and then they can start intuitively  
or subconsciously recognizing that 
around them which might influence their 
mood and the choices that they make 
in the future. And also, it’s new and it’s 
going to evolve. It’s a medium that’s 
really evolving. So, it’s another bridge to 
carry these stories into the future and is 
widely becoming accepted.”

“Chippewas of Nawash Unceded First Nation is known 
for their authors for their artists, for their painters, for 
their storytellers, so...it’s something that’s been in my 
blood. It’s almost like ancestral knowledge and it’s in 
my DNA code and my RNA code to do this. It’s really 
important to me to carry those traditions into the  
future, so the next generation can take can grab it  
and it keeps going it goes into the future.”
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How to overcome creative block: 
1. Acknowledge the struggle. 

2. Take some time to clear your mind! Consider your mental, 
spiritual, emotional, and physical state. Take a walk, chat 
with a friend, journal, meditate, etc. to prepare you for 
your creative practice. 

3. Get out your sketchbook and pencil, or your creative tools 
whatever they might be, and start sketching. 

4. As you are working, let go of any pre-conceived concepts, 
and try to work intuitively instead.  Follow where the work 
wherever it takes you, without judgement and without 
agenda. 

5. Whenever you feel like you are forcing the creativity, give 
yourself a break and allow yourself to step away and rest. 
Taking time to rest is so important to nourishing yourself 
and your practice. 

“Getting out of ego and knowing that we’re all a big, wonderful family. And that we all have responsibility to 
one another.” 

We asked Nyle what goes through his head when he is creating art or telling a story, and he reminds us to 
“speak from your heart,” and “stand in your truth.” As artists, we can’t force creativity. We can often strug-
gle with being too much in our heads, and this can often block our creative flow and the truth of our work. 
Nyle encourages us to, when creating art, get out of our heads, let go of our ego, and listen to our hearts.

“I actually try to get out of my 
head and try to lead from my 
heart. I always find that if I have 
two strict of a preconceived 
concept in my in my head, then 
I’m just kind of fighting my 
ego, the entire process and the 
entire time trying to recreate 
that image and just within my 
own practice, I notice that. If I 
just kind of put myself in a good 
place and open that doorway 
and lead from my heart and 
go with my spirit that it usually 
comes out.” 
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Lead from the Heart: Artist and Ego



Advice from Nyle:  
Find your gift. Nurture it, 
love it, practice it.

“And it’s our duty, an obligation, to take 
hold of that gift and to really hold it 
tightly, and nurture it, and love it, and 
practice it. But then to share it. To share 
it with your family with your community 
and with Creation around you.”

Each person is born with a special gift or talent, no matter 
who we are or where we come from.  That gift can take on 
many forms and once you realize that gift, take the time 
nurture, love, and share it. How to do this? Practice, practice, 
practice! Then be sure to share it with others as well – engage 
with an audience. It is our responsibility to utilize our gifts and 
share them with others, “grab a hold of that gift and you have 
to practice it. You have to put in that that love and that time.”
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 “Build upon that legacy of 
storytelling. Art and culture 
should never be static. The 
way I was taught, art should 
never be static. So, we need 
to push these mediums into 
new forms and new places 
and share those with new 
audiences. Have fun with it.” 
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Final Thoughts
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Additional 
Resources
and Links
Nyle Miigizi Johnston
https://miigizi.com/
https://www.connectednorth.org/en
https://www.instagram.com/miigizi/
https://www.instagram.com/findingourpowertogether/
https://www.nawash.ca/
https://www.highnessglobal.com

artUNITE Leadership Masterclass Series
https://www.artscape.ca/artsunite-masterclass/

Artscape
https://www.artscape.ca/
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