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It’s early afternoon, and the only person around Cape Dor-
set’s Kinngait Studios is a grandmotherly Inuk in a worn wind-
breaker leaning against the trash bin outside, smoking a ciga-
rette. Does she know where I can find the manager? I’d heard 
the North’s most famous artist, Kenojuak Ashevak, would be 
dropping by to sign a recent batch of prints. She shrugs apolo-
getically, not understanding a word of my English.

Twenty minutes later, as I chat with the studio’s then-
manager, Jimmy Manning, the same woman  ambles in. “Oh, 
here’s Kenojuak now,” Jimmy announces. In Inuktitut, he tells 
her what I’d been seeking, and she beams a gap-toothed grin. 
Then she modestly poses for photos and answers questions. 
How does she feel about the worldwide attention her art has 
received over the decades? She shrugs. “I’m just happy to make 
some money to help my grandchildren,” she says. 

Eighty-one-year-old Ashevak started her artistic career in the 
1950s, drawing by the light of a seal-oil lamp in outpost camps 
as her husband hunted and she raised their children. One of 
her drawings appeared in the first-ever collection of Cape Dor-
set prints, released in 1959. And on October 16, when the 50th 
annual collection is rolled out, Ashevak’s newest works will be 
featured. 

Over the past half-century, Cape Dorset’s traditional and 
colourful images of hunters, amouti-clad women and Arctic 
creatures rich with spirituality have been bestowed upon 
royalty, presidents, prime ministers and popes, and have 
been recognized worldwide as saying “Canada” more than 
any other art form. They’ve become national icons, in par-
ticular Ashevak’s 1960 Enchanted Owl, which in 2001 fetched 
$58,650 at a Toronto auction – the highest price ever paid 
for an Inuit print. Feted by the southern art world, Ashevak 
has been given the Order of Canada and two honorary doc-
torates, and in 2008, she became the first Inuk to earn the 
Governor General’s Award in Visual and Media Arts.

Like Ashevak herself, Cape Dorset’s Kinngait Studios 
still enjoys success. Formerly called the West Baffin Eskimo 
Co-op, it’s Canada’s longest continuously operating print 
studio. It’s been so successful that officials from such coun-
tries as Greenland, India and Africa have visited it to study 
setting up their own indigenous fine-art projects. And it’s 
been responsible for making Cape Dorset Canada’s most 
artistic community, with far more artists per capita than any 
other municipality, according to a February 2006 federal 
study. CONTINuED...

In 1959, Inuit from the tiny village of Cape Dorset released a collection of 
prints that wowed the world and put Arctic art on the map. 

Now, the community’s artists are celebrating a remarkable half-century 
of printmaking – and questioning the future of their craft. 

B y  M A r g o  P f e I f f

Pitaloosie Saila, The Outcast, lithograph, 2001/Dorset fine Arts  
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Northern house. This was Ryan’s workplace when he was first 
hired by James Houston, a job that was the young Toronto art-
ist’s dream come true. He never guessed he would remain in 
Cape Dorset for 40 years, then continue working for the co-op 
for almost another decade in the south. 

A community celebration the previous evening paid trib-
ute to Ryan’s remarkable tenure. The quiet, intense man 
studies the studio with the eyes of someone awash in memo-
ries, as if he can still see women stepping through the door to 
shyly hand him drawings stashed in their amauti. “They would 
trade and we would give them another roll of paper, but it 
was foreign to them,” he says. “They were more intrigued with 
carving because they think three dimensionally.” 

Ryan walks me through the warren that is Kinngait Studios. 
“We kept tacking on buildings topsy-turvy as we needed them,” 
he says. The packing room – it’s crowded with wooden crates 

of art bound for the world market – was salvaged from the old 
Baffin Trading Company building that stood on the beach. 
Carving buyer Palaya Qi atsuq bustles about as carvers sit pa-
tiently, cradling their works beneath rows of black-and-white 
photos of the community’s artistic luminaries. Carvings and 
prints have always been handled side-by-side in the studio. 

In the print shop, Jimmy Manning is offering advice to 
Kavavaow Mannomee, who’s using a small rubber roller to 
apply coloured ink to a slab of stone into which he’s engraved 
an Ashevak design bound for the 2009 collection. Stonecut 
art   is unique to Cape Dorset. “In the beginning, local rock 
was used,” says Manning. “It was hard work, cutting and polish-
ing a boulder into a flat surface onto which the image could be 
etched.” Then, in the early ’60s, a pool hall in the hamlet went 
broke. “We found the table’s slab of slate perfect for printmak-
ing,” he says, “and that’s what we’ve used ever since.” CONTIN-

The hamlet’s 100-plus carvers and printmakers make up 
almost a quarter of the workforce. Yet neither the talented 
artists nor the unassuming cluster of buildings that are the 
source of so many top-notch Inuit prints and carvings have 
lost their humble, no-frills character. 

IN LATE JuNE OF THIS YEAR, as a Toronto film crew flits 
around shooting a television documentary about the 50th-
anniversary of printmaking in Cape Dorset, a crowd has gath-
ered outside the studio for the unveiling of a plaque honour-
ing artist James Houston, the Toronto-born granddaddy of 
Inuit art, who lived among the Inuit for a time in the 1940s 
and introduced the world to their carvings. Then, in 1958, as 
a “roving crafts officer” for the federal government, he intro-
duced printmaking to Cape Dorset. 

Speeches are made, the plaque is revealed, then everyone 

scurries out of the chilly wind and into the clapboard studio’s 
coffee room for hot drinks and donuts. Among the parka-clad 
crowd are many of the most sought-after Inuit artists in Can-
ada. There’s  Kananginak Pootoogook, the only other veteran 
of the original 1959 print collection, as well as talented 46-
year-old Ningeokuluk “Ning” Teevee, who proudly shows off 
her striking stonecut of a snowy owl face, which will appear in 
the 2009 collection, to be released in October.  

Also present is a small knot of qallunaat who have long been 
stoking the Inuit-art flames in the south. They include art his-
torian and gallery owner Pat Feheley, Leslie Boyd Ryan, who 
runs the co-op’s Toronto distribution outlet, Dorset Fine Arts, 
and her husband, Terry Ryan, who was the Cape Dorset stu-
dio’s general manager from 1960 to 2000. “This was the origi-
nal 512 – the entire craft shop,” Ryan says, looking around the 
coffee room’s tiny 512 square feet, the standard size of a 1950s 

Ulayu Pingwartok, Arnaak Agirasimajuuk/Women at Home, lithograph, 1977/Dorset fine Arts Kenojuak Ashevak, Spotted Loon, lithograph, 2006/Dorset fine Arts 
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introduce everything from jewellery to pottery to textile-work. 
For a brief time they even created sealskin lamps. While Ryan’s 
vision was to develop Cape Dorset into a well-organized artistic 
hub where Inuit from other communities could come to learn, 
the government’s policy was to take his successful fledging pro-
grams and move the funding to other outposts with the pur-
pose of spreading the wealth. Ceramics went to Rankin Inlet, 
textiles to Pangnirtung. But without guidance, management 
and follow-up, the projects struggled. In his quest to extend the 
studio’s influence, Ryan even travelled by dogsled in 1964 to 
northern Baffin hamlets, dropping off paper on the way up and 
picking up finished art on his return. An exhibit was launched 
in the south, but without additional funds, nothing came of it.

Government policy in the North at the time was to move 
employees every few years, but because Ryan was employed by 
the co-op, he couldn’t be relocated at the whim of southern 

bureaucrats. Instead, he became part of the community, learn-
ing Inuktitut, joining Inuit friends hunting and fishing, and act-
ing as justice of the peace and coroner. Cape Dorset’s success 
is largely due to Ryan’s continued presence – he encouraged 
and nurtured the artists. “We took care of the business end of 
things so the people could concentrate on art,” he says. James 
Houston may have brought the spark to Cape Dorset, but it was 
Ryan who fanned the flames and kept them ablaze over five 
decades.

Many visitors to Cape Dorset are surprised to find there’s 
no cultural centre or gallery to display or celebrate Canada’s 
most famous art. Over the years, government studies, plans 
and promises vanished without action. Jimmy Manning takes 
me to an old storeroom. “This is where we stacked more than 
100,000 original drawings we had bought from local artists 
during our first four decades,” he says, clearly agitated. “There 

uED...

Manning, an Inuk whom Ryan hired in 1973, is a whirlwind of 
energy. In 2000, when Ryan moved south, Manning took over 
the studio and was its vastly experienced go-to-guy for nine 
years. Throughout each year, artists – most of them female – 
submitted their etchings and drawings to him. The co-op sup-
plied them with material, but with limited studio space, most 
worked at home. Then a collaborative decision was made as to 
which images to include in the annual collection, and whether 
they would be lithographs or stonecut prints. “Out of 50 or 60 
originals we pick maybe two,” says Manning, “and the rest go 
into the archives.” While some print-artists also carve or do their 
own printing, most are happy to hand over their drawings and 
leave the rest of the job to the printers among their group.

When all the colours have been applied, Kavavaow places 
a sheet of Japanese rice paper on the stone, rubs the back of 

a very worn spoon over the paper to adhere it to the ink, then 
carefully peels off the finished print. He cleans the ink off the 
stone and starts again from scratch; in that way every print is a 
unique original. Cape Dorset’s trademark – a stylized igloo – is 
stamped on every print, a Japanese tradition James Houston 
introduced after a visit to that nation. When the edition, gener-
ally of 50, is complete, the slate is sanded down and re-used for 
another image. 

DODGING DuST-BILLOWING all-terrain vehicles, Ryan and 
I cross the street to the studio where artists make lithographs – a 
printing method he brought North along with etching on cop-
per plates, engraving and, more recently, aquatint. In a back 
room, Ryan fondly runs his hand along a typographical press on 
which artists hand-printed books – a relic from the experimen-
tal 1960s, when he received sporadic government funding to 

Pitaloosie Saila, Shaman’s Dance, stonecut, 1970/Dorset fine Arts Kavavaow Mannomee, Inugagulligaq/Legend of the Little People, lithograph, 2002/Dorset fine Arts
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In 1991, the McMichael Canadian Art Collec-
tion in Kleinburg, Ontario, agreed to store 
the archives for 15 years with plans to build 
an archive in the North so future generations 
of artists could access them as a learning re-
source. Fifteen years came and went. The 
Dorset archives remain in Kleinburg. 

Cape Dorset’s co-op is the North’s first 
co-operative and the only one ever started to 
support a community’s artists. Able to make 
their own decisions without government in-
terference, they often asserted their indepen-
dence. unhappy with the existing southern 
distributors of Arctic art and seeing an oppor-
tunity to increase the co-op’s share of profits, 
the co-op set up its own marketing office and 
showroom in 1975. Dorset Fine Arts, based 
in Toronto, is operated by Leslie Boyd Ryan, 
who wrote her master’s thesis on Northern 
co-ops and has been Terry’s wife since 1992. 

OVER THE PAST DECADE, the very face 
of Inuit prints has changed, and a new gen-
eration of Cape Dorset artists has begun 
breaking away from traditional images with 
their own bold visions of the contemporary 
Arctic. But while some of their works are re-
ceiving critical kudos, the art-buying public 
is still overwhelmingly pulling out their Visa 
cards for igloos and prancing caribou. 

Kavavaow Mannomee has worked in the 
studio for more than 30 years, mostly as a 
printer, but also as an artist, addressing sub-
jects ranging from global warming to Don-
ald Duck to planes turning into birds on 
9-11. “My grandfather would draw for me 
and I started drawing when I was 13 or 14,” 
he says. “At first I liked doing whales and 
birds, but now I really like more contem-
porary subjects, too. I feel strongly about 
things like overfishing beluga whales, and I 
want to put that into my art.”

Mannomee is a prominent member of 
the third generation of Cape Dorset print-
makers – artists who’ve been rocking the art 
world with their challenging views of mod-
ern Northern life. Most are no strangers 
to the craft, being the children and grand-
children of the studio’s pioneers. But they 
didn’t grow up travelling the land as hunt-
ers, reared on ancient legends. Their reality 
is often crowded housing, substance abuse, 
southern schooling and television. And 
that’s what they’re putting down on paper. 

One of the first and most renowned 
of the new school of Inuit printmakers is 
Annie Pootoogook, granddaughter of pio-
neer artist Pitseolak Ashoona and daughter 
of Napachie Pootoogook, both long-time 
contributors to Cape Dorset’s annual print 
collections.  CONTINuED...
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Following in their footsteps, Pootoogook 
chronicles her daily reality with engaging im-
ages of mundane activities like watching TV 
with her family and lining up for the ATM 
at the co-op store. Her work runs the gamut 
from the pastel rows of men’s underpants in 
the humorous Briefcase to unflinching im-
ages of spousal abuse. 

Also descended from Cape Dorset art 
royalty is Suvinai Ashoona, whose work 
flips from monsters, devils, and ominous 
giant angels to aerial black-and-white draw-
ings of pebble-strewn traditional campsites. 
Tim Pitsiulak captures a playful moment in 
Northern car-pooling with his stacked ATV 
in Family of Eight, while Arnaqu Ashevak 
(who passed away in early 2009, and was the 
adopted son of Kenojuak) created an evoca-
tive pair of nudes in Tattooed Women. 

The new art is attracting attention. Poo-
toogook was recently invited to be an artist-in-
residence in Scotland and, in 2006, became 
the first Inuk to win the prestigious Sobey 
Art Award. In the spring of 2008, the Cape 
Dorset studio rolled out a special collection, 
called Nine Works by Seven Artists, which was 
devoted entirely to contemporary artists, as 
is the studio’s 2010 calendar. “Commercial 
interest is developing slowly,” says Leslie 
Boyd Ryan of the modern Inuit art. And she 
celebrates the change. “It makes no sense to 
manufacture traditional graphics just to suit 
a market that desires it. That was the work of 
another period in our history.” 

Still, her husband, Terry Ryan, sounds 
a note of despair. “In truth, there are only 
six or seven bright new lights with real talent 
and an interesting eye.” And this new gen-
eration is not really so young, ranging in age 
from 38 to 52. Jimmy Manning echoes that 
sentiment. “Young people are not inspired 
by a blank piece of paper, but they can turn 
out a polar bear or Inukshuk carving and 
walk away with the money to feed and care 
for their families in a few hours.” According 
to Kenojuak Ashevak herself, in an essay she 
wrote back in 1993, “When I look around at 
who is still drawing, it feels like we are babysit-
ting, waiting for the departed ones to come 
back. Knowing that they are not coming 
back, it feels like the light is getting smaller 
and smaller.” 

Cape Dorset’s half-century landmark 
comes at a time of upheaval at Kinngait 
Studios. In late June, when Ryan and oth-
ers came back for the 50th anniversary, they 
found themselves attending yet another artis-
tic pioneer’s funeral, that of 93-year-old Pauta 
Saila. “In the 1960s we had a pool of about 
100 working artists,” says Terry Ryan. Now 
there are less than two dozen. CONTINuED...
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Then, in July, Manning retired as studio 
manager. Long-time consultant Bill Ritchie 
of Newfoundland, who spent eight years in 
Cape Dorset, will increase his studio visits, 
and Leslie Boyd Ryan will continue to work 
from the south, but an experienced local 
manager is needed. 

Cape Dorset has always gone its own way, 
and that’s perhaps why it’s been so successful. 
Remarkably, unlike most cultural organiza-
tions in Canada, it’s never gone bankrupt or 
required federal financial support. But Terry 
Ryan believes support is very much needed 
now, and he’s disappointed with the Nunavut 
government, which had implied it would 
govern differently concerning arts funding. 
“Even our own MLA here didn’t do anything 
for this community,” he says wearily. ”If you 
take the arts out of Dorset – if you think they 
have social problems here now – just wait.” 

After the 2008 release of exclusively con-
temporary art, Leslie Boyd Ryan was uncer-
tain whether another would follow. But 
while the jury is still out as to whether this 
new direction can sustain the studio in its 
second half-century, the new work is receiv-
ing increasing critical acclaim, with some gal-
leries, dealers and collectors actively seeking 
it out. So Kinngait Studios will be releasing 
a second installment in the spring of 2010. 
“There is a tendency to think it’s all over,” 
she says. “But times have changed, that’s all. 
And we are trying to change with the times.” 

50 Years of Cape Dorset Printmaking
Uuturautiit: 
Cape Dorset Celebrates 50 years of Printmaking
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
October 16, 2009 to January 17, 2010
Will feature the 1959 collection in its entirety for pos-
sibly the first time in five decades. Most of the 2009 
collection will also be on hand, as well as experimen-
tal prints and drawings never before displayed.

Kinngait: 50 Years of Cape Dorset Prints
Museum of Inuit Art, Toronto 
February 15 to July 15, 2010
A look at the evolution of styles and techniques of 
Cape Dorset prints by selecting and examining one 
print from each year’s collection.

Nunannguaq: In the Likeness of the Earth
The McMichael Collection, Kleinburg, Ontario
October 10, 2009 to January 17, 2010
A selection of prints from the vast archives of Kinn-
gait Studios, as well as works from Dorset Fine Arts. 

2009 Cape Dorset Print Collection
Nunatta Sunakkutaangit Museum, Iqaluit
October 3, 2009
The museum will be the official host gallery for the 
2009 collection. up
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