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STATE OF THE ART
NEW ARTISTS, NEW DISCIPLINES, 

AND SHINY NEW BUILDINGS: THERE’S AN

 

EXCITING GENERATIONAL SHIFT HAPPENING 

IN THE WORLD OF INUIT ART. 

 BY MARGO PFEIFF

Next spring, a new sound will join the clinking chisels and buzzing grinders of Cape  
Dorset’s famous carvers, as they coax polar bears and walruses out of chunks of stone: the 
steady whump of pilings being pounded. It’s the first step in the construction of a $7.5 
million cultural centre and print-making studio, scheduled to open here in March, 2016. 

It’s been a long time coming. And it might just help save Inuit art as we know it.  

Pitseolak Qimirpik’s Young Man with MP3. The son of renowned Cape 
Dorset carver Kellypalik Qimirpik, Pitseolak started sculpting at 13.

Courtesy Willock & Sax Gallery
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This hamlet, nestled on Dorset Island off the southern 
tip of Baffin, has long been the tiny epicentre of Canada’s 
Inuit arts industry. With almost a quarter of its labour force 
involved in the field, Dorset has more artists per capita 
than any other Canadian community. Arts and crafts are 
a prime economic mover here: Kinngait Studios’ carvings 
bring in about $1 million annually; prints generate around 
$800,000 a year. Big numbers for a town of some 1,300 
souls. Nunavut-wide, the arts sector creates almost 1,100 
full-time jobs, pumping roughly $33 million into the territo-
rial economy annually, including small change for another 
2,000 or so part-timers who sell work door to door.

Many visitors, drawn here by the lure of Cape Dorset’s  
artistic reputation, are surprised to realize there’s no gallery 
or display space attached to Kinngait Studios. For decades, 
its world-famous artists have been creating their master-
pieces in the cramped quarters of a ramshackle cluster of 
wooden 1950s-era buildings.

Along with state-of-the art studio spaces, the new Keno-
juak Ashevak Centre—named after the Order of Canada and 
Governor General’s Award-winning printmaker—will in-
clude space for rotating exhibitions of prints, drawings and 
sculptures, an interactive learning hub, and a retail shop. 
And it’ll sustain an industry that helped put Nunavut art on 
the map. “This will be a national cultural treasure on the 
level of the McMichael Collection in Ontario and the Haida 
Gwaii museum in B.C.,” says Brian McLeod, project con-
sultant to Nunavut Tunngavik (NTI), the Inuit association 
that provided kick-start funding for the project. “It’s a terrific 
asset to Canadian culture.” 

Changing of the vanguard
The future centre is one of several new institutions bringing 
hope to the Northern art scene, including Gjoa Haven’s Nat-
tilik Heritage Centre, and the Torngåsok Cultural Centre in 
Nain, Nunatsiavut. Outside of these buildings, the outlook 
for “traditional” Inuit art is… interesting. 

Since the financial crash of 2008, major southern col-
lectors—those well-heeled Americans and Europeans who 
mostly drive the Inuit art market—have been keeping a 
close eye on their wallets. As well, the field’s vanguard has 
been vanishing: internationally renowned names like Keno-
juak Ashevak, Kanganginak Pootoogook, Pauta Saila, Oviloo 
Tunnillie and Itee Pootoogook have passed away in recent 

This past June, the Nunavut Arts and 
Crafts Association (NACA) earned 
kudos when it helped launch “Arctic 
Adaptations: Nunavut at 15,” Cana-
da’s entry to the Venice Biennale in 
Architecture. A display of Nunavut 
buildings carved in soapstone, scale 
models of the territory’s communities, 
and architectural models and anima-

tions of potential future homes and 
buildings, it was acclaimed as one of 
the international event’s highlights. 

That’s partly NACA’s mandate: 
raising Nunavut art’s profile. The 
non-profit also promotes artistic 
development, helps artists with 
professional development and grant 
applications, finds markets for their 

works, brings gallery representatives 
north, and runs the annual Nunavut 
Arts Festival. This year the festival 
was hosted in Cambridge Bay, the 
first time it had been held outside 
Iqaluit since 2002. “We wanted to 
connect with different regions and 
make our focus less about sales and 
more about education,” says Rowena 
House, NACA’s executive director. 

But the organization often comes 

Who’s paying for it
Not everyone agrees on the best way to support Inuit artists
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years, and there are fewer and fewer young Inuit artists to 
fill their shoes—in carving and printmaking, at least. 

At Pangnirtung’s Uqqurmiut Centre for Arts and Crafts, 
which hasn’t had a print collection out since 2011, Andrew 
Qappik, the man who designed Nunavut’s flag and coat of 
arms, says he clearly sees “a big change.” Once an enfant  
terrible who started his arts career by winning a contest put 
on by the local co-op at age 13—and who then had to struggle 
to have his work accepted by those who considered it “too 
non-Inuit”—he is nowhere near old enough to be consider-
ing laying down his tools. But he can see “the passing of 
a generation of masters.” It’s June 2014, and he’s sitting 
surrounded by the clutter of construction as studio man-
ager James Paris and contractors work to finish a new post  
office attached to the arts centre, which will hopefully 
bring in some revenue for the cash-strapped organization.  
Qappik sees a future for the arts in Pangnirtung, if they can 

continue to provide support in the form of workshops and 
education for new talent. The current lull? “It’s to do with 
funding budgets and what-not,” he says as a hammer bangs 
away. “That’s not my job, that’s somebody else’s job. It’s—
you know how the roads here are? Well, someday, maybe, 
they’ll be paved.” Upstairs, Malaya Bishop, a University of 
Alberta student  (with Nunavut roots) here for the summer, 
is busily photographing Qappik’s drawings, going through 
drawer after drawer of loose sheets of paper, some still bear-
ing scorch marks from a nearly catastrophic 1994 fire. She’s 
a part of Paris’s attempt to digitize and record the centre’s 
vast, jumbled store of drawings and prints. She’s shot over 
2,000 images so far, with thousands more to go.

under criticism. One complaint is 
its emphasis on promoting artists 
through trade shows, like Ottawa’s 
annual Northern Lights event. “Trade 
shows are not where artists develop 
reputations or advance their profes-
sion,” says Kyra Fisher, Manager of 
Cultural Industries for the Government 
of Nunavut (GN). “For years we’ve 
been encouraging NACA to offer pro-
fessional and artistic development.” 

For its part, the GN’s Arts Develop-
ment Program has a total budget of 
roughly $650,000, and offers help 
with everything from music record-
ing, materials and marketing to 
upgrading or creating work spaces. 
The GN has also partnered with the 
Canada Council to provide artists 
with travel funds for performances, 
gallery openings and recording op-
portunities. 

As a gallery owner, Pat Feheley’s 
beef with NACA is their tendency to 
steer artists away from distributors or 
dealers who might make a profit on 
artists. Instead, NACA encourages art-
ists to sell art from their own websites. 
“Saying ‘go solo’ is remarkably short-
sighted,” says Feheley. “As a dealer I 
only buy from artists I have met, not 
from their websites, which is also not 
where collectors look for art.” 

ABOVE: (Left) Jutai Toonoo’s New Age Christ (2008). (Right) Saimaiyu 
Akesuk’s Reflection (2013). OPPOSITE: (Top) Aavavau Manumie’s Amirai-
jaqtuq (Shedding the velvet), 2004. (Bottom) Nicotye Samayualie’s Polished 
Buttons (2013). Her art was featured in the Toronto Art Fair.

“This will be a national cultural treasure on the level of the McMichael 
Collection in Ontario and the Haida Gwaii museum in B.C.”
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With shrinking markets and inconsistent support in some 
communities, potential artists are increasingly seeking out 
the security of government careers or mining work. Suc-
cessful young artist Nicotye Samayualie, for example, from 
a family with a long connection to the arts (her grandmother 
was Keeleemeeoomee Samayualie, a well-known Dorset 
printmaker), now studies social work in Cambridge Bay. 
“We’re seeing a lot more of that,” says Bill Ritchie, Kinngait 
Studio’s manager. Iqaluit painter Janet Armstrong is the 
curator of Iqaluit’s Legislative Assembly, where she cur-
rently struggles to showcase Nunavut artists: “It’s increas-
ingly difficult to find anyone with 20 pieces to display,” she 
says. “Who can afford to stockpile months’ worth of work up 
here?” Down south it’s possible to wait tables at night while 
creating by day, but those money-making opportunities are 
rare North of 60. 

And truth be told, digitally connected young Inuit artists 
are becoming increasingly influenced by new sources of 
inspiration, new formats. “They’re finding new avenues of 
expression in performing arts, literature, film, new media, 
even circus,” says Leslie Boyd, former director of Toronto’s 
Dorset Fine Arts. “Because they are not necessarily making 

art as income but to be heard, it seems to be coming from a 
different place inside them.”

New forms 
Thirty years ago the Inuit art market was simple: sculptures 
and prints, and everyone knew how they should look. But 
since the 1990s, there’s been a creative outpouring of jew-
elry and other metal works, mixed-media sculpture and 
large-scale drawings—currently the hot collectors’ item—
often involving contemporary themes rather than traditional 
spiritual or animal motifs.

The Inuit art world was further rocked by then-emerging 
artist Annie Pootoogook’s drawings of quotidian Arctic life 
in the early 2000s. Her 2005 move into large-scale drawings 
caught the attention of the collectors’ market, and a surge of 
big art flowed out of Cape Dorset, a trend that continues to 
grow with successful artists such as Suvinai Ashoona and 
her intricate ink drawings, Jutai Toonoo, Ohotaq Mikkigak, 
and Tim Pitsiulak, whose 4’x8’ drawings sell for upwards of 
$20,000. Even elders born in the early 1940s—Mayoreak 
Ashoona, Kakulu Saggiatuk and Pitaloosie Saila—have now 
worked in large-format drawing. 

“Because [the new generation] are not necessarily making art 
as income but to be heard, it seems to be coming from a 

different place inside them.”

ABOVE: Jamasie Pitseolak’s Nunavut Chopper. Hailing from a creative 
family—his parents and grandfather are artists—Pitseolak is 

known for the humour and irony in his carvings.
Courtesy Marion Scott Gallery 
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Bill Ritchie helped create this jump in 
size when he brought large-format paper to 
Cape Dorset during his stints as a visiting 
artist/mentor in the 1990s. Now Kinngait 
Studios’ manager, one of Ritchie’s main 
|objectives is getting young people into the 
studio’s drawing room. “Drawing is the way 
to learn and break in,” he says. “We only 
make about 30 limited edition prints a year, 

but we buy thousands of drawings.”
And that urgency might be the catalyst the 

Inuit art world needs. “These days I’m being 
forced to bring young people forward faster,” 
says Richie, “because we no longer have the 
luxury of a bank of old folks.” The result? 
Richie’s seeing more women successfully 
take up art in recent years: Nicotye Samayual-
ie’s drawings were shown at the Toronto Art 

Fair, and a print by Saimaiyu Akesuk, who 
has had her own show, was included in Cape 
Dorset’s 2013 collection.   

In carving, what has changed has mostly 
been subject matter. While there are still 
plenty of representations of an idealized Inuit 
life on the land—strengthened, perhaps, by 
the increasing pressures on that way of life—
younger carvers such as Pitseolak Qimirpik, 
whose Young Man With MP3 opens this ar-
ticle, and Jamesie Pitseolak, whose intricate 
carvings of subjects such as electric guitars, 
high fashion footwear and motorcycles have 
garnered interest in the most downtown of 
alternative southern galleries, are changing 
the face of that medium.

Helping hands
In July, 2013, art historian Pat Feheley, who 
owns one of Canada’s most respected Inuit 
galleries, Toronto’s Feheley Fine Arts, trav-
elled across Nunavut, Labrador and Nunavik 
with fellow board members from the Inuit 
Art Foundation (IAF), which supports Inuit 
visual and performing arts and cultural heri-
tage across the Arctic. They wanted to learn 
about the opportunities and challenges fac-
ing Inuit artists, and find out what they could 
do to help. 

“In Baker Lake, almost all the artists were 
old and there was no passion among young 
people to create art, because more money 
could be made in the mine,” says Feheley. “It 
was sad.” 

But Gjoa Haven, now home to the Natti-
lik Heritage Centre, was more upbeat. The 
centre contains 200- to 300-year-old artifacts 
and modern collections of art, tools and jew-
ellery from the 1970s and 1980s. “In most 
isolated communities, young people have to 
travel south to see their peoples’ great works,” 
says Feheley, “but Gjoa Haven’s displays are 
a source of pride and inspiration for young 
people aspiring to be artists. I wish that could 
happen in every community.”

In Kuujjuak, it was IAF vice-president 
Sammy Kudluk’s turn to show off how Nun-
avik supports its artists. A well-respected 
carver himself, he’d often been frustrated 
with finding materials, funds and an audi-
ence. So when he saw available grants go to 
waste for lack of applicants, he lobbied for the 
creation of an artist liaison position—and in 
2008 he got the job. 

These days if anyone in the arts needs help 
in Nunavik, they’re told: “ask Sammy.” He 
helps navigate the grant maze, translates for 
unilingual creators and connects artists with 
national and international markets. Every 
year, he organizes a 12- to 15-day workshop 
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in a different community, inviting dozens 
of local and southern artists to hold classes 
in one of four disciplines, depending on the 
community. “Carving and jewelry-making 
are staples, since it’s easy to get supplies 
locally,” he says, “but we might also offer 
printmaking, sewing, design, caribou hair 
tufting, wood burning art—you name it.” 
Since 2002, workshops have been held in 

12 of Nunavik’s 14 communities. “It’s a rare 
opportunity for isolated communities to share, 
collaborate and learn from one another.”

Can the centres hold?
About five years ago, Nunavut Tunngavik 
began looking for sustainable tourism projects 
in the territory. They decided on Gjoa Haven’s 
Nattilik Heritage Centre and Cape Dorset’s 

Kenojuak Ashevak Centre. The Dorset centre 
will be jointly run by Kinngait Studios and the 
town’s co-op—whose financial contribution is 
30 years of maintenance and operational costs. 
“That’s crucial,” says Brian McLeod, “because 
everyone forgets about the cost of running 
these places. That’s how projects fail.” 

Like the Nattilik, the Kenojuak Ashevak 
centre will be a place where Inuit themselves 
can see their art contextualized in great col-
lections and exhibitions, and be able to get a 
glimpse of just how much their artists have 
accomplished over the decades. Carey Mer-
ritt, General Manager of Dorset’s West Baf-
fin Eskimo Co-op, is involved in bringing the 
community’s archival art back north to the 
centres. So far, that includes close to a mil-
lion dollars’ worth of sculptures reaching as 
far back as the 1960s. “In all, we’ll have about 
250 sculptures here to display on a rotating 
basis,” says Merritt.  The work will draw visi-
tors, certainly, but it will also inspire future 
generations of Inuit artists.

Then there are the more than 90,000 
original/one-off drawings purchased from 
1959 to 1989 by the Co-op. These long ago 
outgrew the small studio’s storage capacity 
and were moved in 1990 on temporary loan 
to the McMichael for safe-keeping.

In 2013, the McMichael partnered with 
York University on a $3.5 million federally 
funded, multi-year program to digitize that 
vast Cape Dorset drawing collection, which 
will then be viewable at the Kenojuak Ashe-
vak Centre. The project has since expanded 
to include material held by others, including 
CBC North, the Avataq Cultural Institute and 
Isuma TV. It has even become circumpolar, 
now encompassing the digitizing of art from 
Sweden and Sami works from Norway. “It’s a 
bridge between North and south, to talk about 
stories, people and traditions,” says Anna 
Hudson, professor in the Faculty of Fine Arts 
at York University and the project’s Principal 
Investigator. “It includes disciplines from tra-
ditional sewing and skin preparation to hip 
hop and Pinnguaq gaming and computer 
apps developed in Pangnirtung.” 

The centre will be many things: an inter-
national-calibre showcase, a clean and safe 
workplace, a place of learning and inspira-
tion, and—if things work out for the best, a 
solution to many major issues facing North-
ern artists as they move into a new, uncer-
tain future. Where is Inuit art going? It’s 
constantly changing and adapting, much like 
the culture itself, says Pat Feheley. “At the end 
of the day quality and innovation will always 
sell,” she smiles. “And there will also always 
be a market for big shiny bears.” 
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