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ABSTRACT

The Rankin Inlet Ceramics Project:
A Study in Development and Influence

Stacey Neale

In 1962, the North Rankin Nickel Mine Ltd. closed its operations in Rankin Inlet, a
community on the west coast of Hudson Bay in the Northwest Territories. This community
was established by the mining company and attracted a large Inuit population with its
promise of wage employment. When this employment ceased, the Canadian government
initiated an arts and crafts program to assist the Inuit. Included in this program was an
experiment in pottery-making, which became known as the Rankin Inlet Ceramics Project.

Begun in 1963, the project was guided by four arts and crafts officers, Claude Grenier
(1963-1970), Bob Billyard (1970-1973), Michael Kusugak (1973-1975) and Ashok Shah,
until its collapse in 1977. Funding for the project was initially provided by the Canadian
government and later by the Government of the Northwest Territories. The federal
government was very supportive of this initiative and was continually making
recommendations to improve the project. The territorial government, however, was often
indifferent to the project and eventually cut its funding. It is the aim of this thesis to
document the project and to examine the role these patrons played in its development. Also,
an attempt will be made to demonstrate how their recommendations affected the appearance
of the work. The thesis concludes with a discussion of the current revival of ceramic art in
Rankin Inlet. This new project will be considered in light of the original one and in the

context of recent trends in Inuit art.
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MAPI
ART-PRODUCING COMMUNITIES IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

Great Wnale River

This map of Canada highlights the Inuit communities where
the production of contemporary art is an important activity for its residents.

The outline of the District of Keewatin has been added to this map.




MAP II
POTTERY FINDS IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

overleaf
LOCATIONS IDENTIFIED ON THE MAP

1. Yellowknife
2. Iqaluit

3. Regina

4. Winnipeg

5. Rankin Inlet

AREAS WHERE SIGNIFICANT POTTERY FINDS ARE LOCATED!

A. The Alaskan coastal regions in the north and south have yielded significant archaeological
finds which include a variety of pottery shards. These finds date from 1500 B.C.
to 1500 A.D. and point to the existence of several cultural periods and
technologies.

B. The Western Arctic from Coronation Gulf to Alaska has yielded pottery finds that are
considered “typical” of the late Neoeskimo period or Thule culture.

C. In the Mackenzie Delta region pottery shards that date to the late Thule and post-Thule
cultures have been found. They are noted for their shape and the tempering of the
material.

D. Eastern Arctic has yielded few pottery shards. Samples have been found, for the most part
in the High Arctic, on King William Island and Cornwallis Island. They date to the
Thule culture and most shards are from Inuit lamps.

E. The Naujan Find consists of three shards that date to the Thule culture.

F. To date, no pottery shards have been found in the central Keewatin.

! Carole Stimmell, “Going to Pot: A Technological Overview of North American Arctic
Ceramics,” Threads of Arctic Prehistory: Papers in Honour of William E. Taylor, Jr., eds. David
Morrison and Jean-Luc Pilon (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, Archaeological Survey of
Canada, Mercury Series Paper 149, 1994), 35-56. The discussion of the following locations was
culled from this work. The time period of Neoeskimo corresponds to that of the Thule Culture and
dates from 1000 A.D. to 1500 A.D.
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While not comprehensive in its representation, this map identifies the
regions where the majority of pottery finds are located. The letter

system, developed to facilitate easy recognition of these areas, has been
added to the map.

Identifying the community of Rankin Inlet is also an addition to this map.



PREFACE

In the course of researching this thesis, I have come to take certain terms and
concepts for granted. I would like to provide the reader with this background information.
These terms vary in their importance and are often further explained in the text.

The Rankin Inlet Ceramics Project (1963-1975) was part of a larger arts and crafts
program in the community which is located on the west coast of Hudson Bay. This
community is part of the administrative region known as the District of Keewatin (Map I).
It is simply referred to as the Keewatin which means “North wind.” Like most Inuit art
initiatives of this era, it was heavily supported by the Canadian government both in terms of
funding and guidance. This connection is a focal point of this thesis. Information surrounding
this issue was found at the National Archives of Canada in Ottawa, in documents located in
the Records of the Northern Affairs Program (RG 85). It is within this record group that
information dealing with the Canadian government’s involvement with Inuit art can be
found. In addition to the archives, information was also located through the Records
Department of the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada in Hull, Quebec.
These files came from storage and, in time, will be archived to the Records of the Northern
Affairs Program.

The Northern Affairs Program is composed of a progression of departments which
had and still have jurisdiction over the administration of policies governing the people and
land resources of the Arctic. This progression began in 1873 with the formation of the

Department of the Interior, which had “control of all federal lands and natural resources on
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the Canadian prairies, the Railway Belt of British Columbia, and in the far North.” Over
time, this department went through many transitions and operates today as the Department
of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. Throughout the course of the Rankin Inlet Ceramics
Project, two departments were responsible for its administration: the Department of Northern
Affairs and National Resources, established in 1953, and the Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development, formed in 1966. In 1959, an important reorganization occurred
within the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources. The following six
divisions were created; Territorial, Education, Industrial, Welfare, Resources and
Engineering.? It was the Industrial Division that would eventually take responsibility for Inuit
art, with the Welfare Division often being consulted on issues pertaining to this industry. For
the purpose of this thesis, when I use the terms the Department, the government, or Ottawa,
it is these departments that I am referring to unless otherwise indicated.

In the late 1960s, the federal government began transferring the base of operations
for the North from Ottawa to Yellowknife in the Northwest Territories. Prior to this time, all
administrative and legislative decisions were made in Ottawa with a structured system of
field officers to manage the daily operations of this region. In 1967, Yellowknife became the
capital of the Northwest Territories following the recommendations outlined in the Report
of the Advisory Commission on the Development of Government in the Northwest

Territories (Carrothers Report) which was submitted to the House of Commons in 1966. As

! Terry Cook, Records of the Northemn Affairs Program (RG 85), General Inventory Series
(Ottawa: National Archives of Canada, 1982), 1.

2 Ibid., 17-18.
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will be discussed later, this shift in power had a significant impact on the Arts and Crafts
Program in Rankin Inlet. Once this change starts to affect the project, I will use the full title
to refer to the Government of the Northwest Territories while the Department, the
government, or Ottawa will continue to be used to refer to the federal institution.

This need to establish a basic understanding of the role each government played in
the development of Inuit art is important because the Rankin Inlet Arts and Crafts Program
was dependent on them for funding and promotional support. The federal government, which
initiated the program, was a good benefactor, providing it with supplies, suggestions, and
most importantly finances. After the transition of powers between the governments, this
would change dramatically. The territorial government, now responsible for the Inuit arts and
crafts activities, took a very different approach to this industry and called for its privatization.
Unfortunately, this led to the closure of many programs across the Arctic, including the one
in Rankin Inlet. As a result of this change, government involvement with the ceramics
project will be discussed both in terms of its support and later its indifference.

Geographic distinctions are also pertinent to this thesis. The concepts of
North/northern and South/southern are important as they denote not only location but
ideology. The terms North and its synonym, the Arctic, are more closely linked to their
geographical interpretation than to an ideological one. Thus, the North is defined as the area
above the tree line and where accessibility and communications are hampered by the harsh
climate. Excluded from this very brief definition is a discussion of the complex social,
political, and geographic nature of the Northwest Territories which is also defined by the

term, North. This vast area north of the sixtieth parallel encompasses several First Nations



groups, the Inuit, the Métis, the Inuvialuit and a significant White population that is
entrenched around Yellowknife and along the Mackenzie River to the Beaufort Sea.
Generally speaking, the term “northern” refers to the activities and ideas of the people who
live in the North.

For anyone living in the North, the South is simply considered any location below the
tree line: usually city centres within Canada. The term South, however, has a strong
ideological association with Western European thought and its varied establishments. The
art industry, comprising galleries, dealers, museum curators, writers, and buyers, is a distinct
institution which has specific Western European roots. Therefore, when I use terms such as
southern market or southern buyer, it is this power structure that I am referring to. Early in
its development, the Inuit art industry was controlled by this southern system which was
responsible for marketing schemes during its formative years in the 1950s and 1960s. The
ideas generated by those involved in this system have helped define how Inuit art has
evolved. In light of this structure, Inuit artists quickly adapted their work to conform to the
tastes of the southern buyers which in turn guaranteed the sale of their work.? Like so many
other art-producing communities in the North, Rankin Inlet was affected by the factors at

work in this process.

Qallunaat is the prevailing term used to define White people which describes the

outsiders who came North for whatever purpose, be it whaling, exploration, missionary

3 Nelson H. H. Graburn, “Some Problems in the Understanding of Contemporary Inuit Art,”

Western Canadian Journal of Anthropology 4, no. 3 (January 1975): 66.
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work, development, or administration. This, however, is not completely accurate. As Minnie
Aodla Freeman stated in her introduction in Jnuit Women Artists, “It could mean either
‘people with beautiful eyebrows’ or ‘people with beautiful manufactured material.’ ™ The
latter seems to be a more appropriate definition considering the trade culture that defines the
early history of the North. This term has been spelled a variety of ways, including kabloona,
kabluna, kablunait, and kablunak.

The variation in spelling of the term Qallunaat is indicative of how many Inuit terms
have evolved. Due to the complex nature of the Inuktitut language, artists’s names and most
Inuit terms were translated first phonetically and then re-evaluated by linguists in an attempt
to standardize the written word. As a result, many artists’s names are spelled several different
ways and cross-checking references is continually practised among dealers, curators and
researchers. In this thesis, the most common spelling of an artist’s name will be used in the
text and the variations will appear with the artist’s biography in Appendix I.

Since this thesis deals with the ceramic medium, it is important for the reader to
understand basic concepts inherent in this material. A discussion of this medium is included
in Appendix II, which also contains a glossary of terms commonly used in ceramics as well
as a description of the specific techniques used by the Rankin Inlet artists. Throughout the
history of the Rankin Inlet Ceramics Project, problems with the kilns were a common

occurrence and of one of them, Grenier commented “le four est un fiasco.” From the delays

4 Minnie Aodla Freeman, “Introduction,” Inuit Women Artists, eds. Odette Leroux, Marion E.
Jackson, and Minnie Aodla Freeman (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1994), 16.

5 DIANA, Canadian Inuit Art Information Centre, Box: Indian and Northern Affairs Archives,
file A255-5/184 pt. 8, Claude Grenier to Mr. Abrahamson, 26 July 1969.
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in receiving the first one in 1964 to Virginia Watt’s recommendation in 1971 that the latest
model be scrapped, the technical aspects of firing the work always interfered with the
progress of the project. Unfortunately, the line of inquiry this thesis takes precludes an

in-depth discussion of this technical aspect of ceramic production.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, contemporary Eskimo art is a highly controversial subject. I hope that
it will remain so for years to come. Strong controversy indicates that this
virile art form remains alive, that it continues to gain the stimulation to grow
and develop in Canada.'

James Houston, 1971

Twenty-five years after James Houston wrote this statement, the field of Inuit art is
entering a new era which will ensure continued controversy. Artists are calling for the
acceptance of a wider range of artistic expression and the freedom to experiment with
different media.? More artists are attending and teaching workshops in southern schools,
such as the Ottawa School of Art, to improve their skills, expand their frame of references,
and experiment with new media. The written commentary that supports Inuit art is also in
transition. Authors are expanding the understanding of Inuit art by incorporating elements
of social and economic history, geography and feminism to gain a better understanding of

the visual record of Inuit art.> A critique of Western aesthetics as the only model for

! James Houston, “To Find Life in the Stone,” Scul it; e_of the Inuijt:
masterworks of the Canadian Arctic (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971), 56.

2 «The Contemporary Living Art,” [nuit Art Quarterly 11, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 4-14.

* Cynthia Cook, From the Centre: The Drawings of Luke Anguhadluq (Toronto: Art Gallery of
Ontario, 1993). In this text, Cook includes a discussion of the social hardships Anguhadluq faced

during his transition from nomadic to settlement living;

Marion E. Jackson, in a lecture given in support of the exhibition Jmages of the Land, held at
the National Gallery of Canada (November 1995 - March 1996), drew heavily on David Pelly's
article “How Inuit Find their Way,” Canadian Geographic, August-September 1991, 58-64, to
illustrate how the Inuit are able to translate their knowledge of the land into visual interpretations
that are accurate and representative of their environment; and

Janet Catherine Berlo approaches Inuit art by focusing on female artists and the individual

1



discussion about this art has also been presented.* The increased presence of the artists’s
voices in the interview section of Inuit Art Quarterly and the inclusion of their comments in
such catalogues as Pudlo: Thirty Years of Drawing from 1990 and Inuit Women Artists from
1994 are opening new areas of understanding about the place of art in the lives of these
artists.® A critical review of the southern institutions that encouraged and supported the Inuit
art industry, most notably the Canadian government and the Canadian Eskimo Arts Council,
is under way £ In light of these changes, it is the aim of this thesis to review the Rankin Inlet
Ceramics Project (1963-1975) in order to gain a deeper understanding of how the structures

supporting the Inuit art industry affected the ceramic work in question.

agency of their work. See “Autobiographical Impulses and Female Identity in the Drawings of
Napachie Pootoogook,” Inuit Art Quarterly 8, no. 4 (Winter 1993): 4-12.

4 Ingo Hessel, “Contemporary Inuit Art,” Visions of Power (Toronto: The Earth Spirit Festival,
1991), 6-15. Hessel discusses a variety of issues pertaining to this problem. He acknowledges the
lack of Inuit writers in the field, questions the criteria for evaluating the work, and points out that
the lack of experimentation in Inuit art is due more to the southern market's resistance to change than
to the desire of the Inuit to explore more creative forms of expression; and

Christine Lalonde, “How Can We Understand Inuit Art?” Inuit Art Quarterly 10, no. 3 (Fall
1995): 6-14. In this article, Lalonde illustrates the limitations of using Western art historical
practices to discuss Inuit art and calls the modification of old tools and the creation of new ones in
order to better understand Inuit art.

5 Marie Routledge and Marion E. Jackson, Pudlo; Thirty Years of Drawing (Ottawa: National
Gallery of Canada, 1990) and Odette Leroux, Marion E. Jackson, and Minnie Aodla Freeman, eds.,

Inuit Women Artists (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1994).

¢ Susan Gustavison, Arctic Expressions: Inuit Art and the Canadi kimo Arts Counci
1989 (Kleinburg: McMichael Canadian Art Collectxon, 1994); and Helga Goetz, “The Role of the
Department of Indian and Northern Affairs in the Development of Inuit Art,” unpublished
manuscript (Inuit Art Section, Department of Indian and Northern Affairs, June 1985) and “Inuit Art:
A History of Government Involvement,” In the Shadow of the Sun: Perspectives on Contemporary
Natjve Art, ed. Canadian Museum of Civilization (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, Canadian
Ethnology Service, Mercury Series Paper 124, 1993), 357-381.
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L1 i duction t i

The history of the Inuit spans many centuries. As a result, authors have established
various periods to distinguish the different eras.” The information used to establish these
periods was gathered using traditional Western European methods of acquiring knowledge
through scientific expeditions, ethnographic studies, and archaeological finds. As will be
discussed in Chapter Three, this history of the material culture of the Inuit was often used by
supporters of Inuit art to authenticate the work produced during the Contemporary Phase.
Recently, the Inuit perspective, found in their rich oral tradition and current experiences, is
being incorporated into this history as it provides a contrasting view to the European
accounts of northern development.®

This paper deals exclusively with the Contemporary Phase (1948-present) which is
marked by increased government involvement in Inuit affairs which escalated during the
1950s and led to fast acculturation with the building of centralized communities.
Contemporary Inuit art emerged from this environment to become an important cultural and

economic activity for the Inuit’ While the concept of “art for art's sake” was not part of the

7 The periods are as follows: Pre-Dorset Culture (approx. 2000-1000 B.C.), Dorset Culture (700
B.C.-1000 A.D.), Thule Culture (1000-1500s A.D.), Historical Period (1500s-early 1900s), the
Contemporary Phase (1948-present), and more recently the Post-Contemporary Period (1980s-
present). George Swinton, Sculpture of the [nuit (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Inc., 1992), 111-
112, 247.

8 Alootook Ipellie, “Colonization of the Arctic,” Indigena: Contemporary Native Perspectives,

eds. Gerald McMaster and Lee-Ann Martin, (Toronto: Douglas and McIntyre, 1992); Minnie Aodla
Freeman, Life Among the Qallunaat (Edmonton: Hurtig Publishers, 1978); and Dorothy Eber, ed.,
Bitseolak: Pictures of My Life, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1972).

® In the field of Inuit art, the term “contemporary” differs from the Western art historical
definition of art that pushes the limits of the existing concepts of art, comments on the current state
of society, and is avant-garde in nature.



Inuit's traditional lifestyle, the production of amulets, tools, and eventually ivory trade items,
such as cribbage boards, was a significant part of their culture.'® During the Historic Period
of the 1800s, the Inuit bartered with the whalers and explorers for metal objects including
rifles, cooking pots, and axes. In exchange for these goods, the Inuit provided these men furs,
food, and small carvings. This system of trade was established over an extended period of
time. As a result, changes in the lifestyle of the Inuit were slight and only those objects and
ideas that eased their harsh existence were incorporated into their traditions. Being
accustomed to bartering, the encouragement of creating quality carvings for sale in the South
was quickly and enthusiastically accepted by the Inuit. This new form of trade was
established after James Houston's concerted efforts, in the late 1940s and 1950s, to develop
art projects first in northern Quebec and then on Baffin Island as a means of supplementing
the Inuit hunter's income. By this time, the Inuit were dependent on the fur trade, dealing
specifically in the white fox. Unfortunately, its numbers were declining after years of
trapping and its monetary value had become extremely unstable due to the effects of World
War II. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, art initiatives were supported by the Canadian
government in the hopes of creating a more stable economy and providing the Inuit with

employment opportunities. "'

1 Swinton, Sculpture of the Inujt, 129-134.

n Helga Goetz, “Inuit Art: A History of Government Involvement,” In the Shadow of the Sun:

Perspectives op Contemporary Native Art, ed. Canadian Museum of Civilization (Hull: Canadian
Museum of Civilization, Canadian Ethnology Service, Mercury Series Paper 124, 1993), 359.
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The Inuit art industry developed out of “a fortuitous convergence of skill, need,
opportunity, and demand.”'? While Houston realized the creation of carvings could help the
Inuit he had met, it was the Inuit's willingness to try this new activity and eventually to adopt
it into their culture that ensured its success. The immediate interest in the work Houston
brought south led to the rapid development of programs across the Arctic. At the time these
activities were “literally a lifesaver to the Inuit,” as they provided them with a means of
overcoming the unstable nature of the fur trade."® Despite this commercial success, the
production of arts and crafts did not make the Inuit rich but it did provide them with an
income “to obtain what they [needed].”"* To develop markets for this work, a system of
support was established in the South by a variety of individuals who came to believe in the
artistic potential of the work. Exhibitions were organized to promote the work and articles
were written to inform the public about it and the people who created it. During this early
period of the Contemporary Phase, sculpture was the first art form to be developed and
carvings were made from such materials as soapstone, whale bone, and ivory. The subject
matter reinforced Inuit traditional values with scenes of the hunt and illustrations of myths
and legends being favoured over depictions of modern life in the North. The early success

of Inuit art from Povungnituk, Inukjuak, and Cape Dorset led to a rapid development of art

12 Marybelle Mitchell, “Social, Economic, and Political Transformation Among Canadian Inuit

from 1950 to 1988,” In the Shadow of the Sun: Perspectives on Contemporary Native Art, ed.

Canadian Museum of Civilization (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, Canadian Ethnology
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13 Ibid., 345.

1 Ibid., 345.



projects across the Arctic. In time communities from Holman to Pangnirtung and from Baker
Lake to Arviat were producing work that had developed a local style which became an
identifying feature of each area. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, a new medium captured
the interest of the Inuit and the art-buying public and the graphic arts of drawing and
printmaking became the most successful forms of expression after sculpture. Work in other
media such as wall hangings, garments, jewellery, and tapestries has been encouraged and
has been met with varying degrees of acceptance. The choice of clay, however, for the
Rankin Inlet art program was a unique one and as such, it proved difficult to sell in southern
markets.

The Rankin Inlet Ceramics Project developed into one of the most unique programs
in the history of Contemporary Inuit art. The community, founded as a mining town in 1953,
was in economic upheaval by 1962 due to the closure of the North Rankin Nickel Mine. This
closure had a devastating affect on the residents of Rankin Inlet who had come to rely on the
wage economy. In 1963 to alleviate this problem, the government established a handicrafts
program and hired Claude Grenier as its first arts and crafts officer. He was responsible for
its administration and development until his departure in 1970. It was his skill as a ceramist
and his enthusiasm for working with clay that set the Rankin Inlet Arts and Crafts Program
apart from the other Inuit art initiatives across the North. The program continued under two
other advisors, Bob Billyard and Michael Kusugak, but lack of enthusiasm and funding
forced its official closure in 1975. During my research, however, information surfaced that

indicates the workshop remained open until 1977, under the direction of Ashok Shah.



As the ceramics project progressed through the 1960s, so did the entire field of Inuit
art. In fact, the Rankin Inlet Arts and Crafts Program spanned the most important era in the
development of the Inuit art industry. Inuit art was swiftly gaining in popularity due to the
efforts of many dedicated individuals, including James and Alma Houston, William Larmour
and his department colleagues in the Industrial Division, George Swinton, and the members
of the Canadian Handicrafts Guild (henceforth referred to as the Guild),'* and the Canadian
Eskimo Arts Council which promoted the art in southern markets. The year 1967, Canada's
Centennial, saw Inuit art being exhibited across the country, including a showcase at
Expo ‘67, the World’s Fair held in Montreal. It was also featured in a variety of articles and
in a special edition of The Beaver, in autumn 1967. By the time the ceramics project closed
in 1977, Inuit art was heralded as a national treasure and had toured the world in attempts to
promote it internationally thereby developing new markets. The most successful promotional
exhibition was Sculpture/Inuit: Sculpture of the Inuit: masterworks from the Capadian
Arctic, which focused on sculpture and included three hundred works of art, and began
circulating in 1971.' Five years later its counterpart, The Inuit Print/I.’estampe Inuit, devoted
to Inuit graphic arts, also toured extensively."”

During the 1960s, the production of Inuit art was encouraged in more communities

across the Arctic. Print collections from Povungnituk (1962) and Holman (1965) were

15 In 1967 the Canadian Handicrafts Guild became the Canadian Guild of Crafts. It continues to
operate at its Peel St. location in Montreal.

' Canadian Eskimo Arts Council, Sculpture/Inuit: Sculpture of the Inuit: masterworks of the
Canadian Arctic (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971).
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released in an attempt to share in the success of the Cape Dorset project. These were
followed by the 1970 release of the Baker Lake collection and the one from Pangnirtung in
1973. All the while, soapstone sculpture from these and other communities was gaining in
popularity. This era saw the appointment of the Canadian Eskimo Arts Committee by the
Minister of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, to give guidance to
the graphic arts program in Cape Dorset. It soon began advising the Minister on all facets of
the Inuit art industry. In 1967 the Committee was reorganized and became the Canadian
Eskimo Arts Council, which influenced the direction of Inuit art until it was disbanded by
the Department in 1989. Today, the Inuit Art Foundation continues to offer the artists support
and guidance, having taken over several of the Council’s responsibilities when it was
incorporated in 1985. Under the Foundation’s direction, Inuit art continues to thrive and has
taken on an important role as a medium for preserving the traditional ideas of a culture in
transition.
2 Qverview of the Literature Supporting Inuit Art and Archival Research

Over the last fifty years, the literature surrounding contemporary Inuit art has helped
shape its understanding and documented its history. The body of writing on this art form
began shortly after James Houston’s concerted efforts to develop and promote art production
in the North and marketing in the South. His first trips to northern Quebec were in the late
1940s and his written contribution began in 1951 with the publication of “Eskimo Sculptors”

in The Beaver.'® His exploits and contributions to this field are well documented and will not

18 James Houston, “Eskimo Sculptors,” The Beaver, June 1951, 34-39.



be repeated here." Since the early 1960s, after Houston established the printing program in
Cape Dorset, the literature supporting Inuit art has fallen into two logical categories:
sculpture and the graphic arts.

The eclectic nature of the literature devoted to Inuit art has its roots in the early stages
of the art's history. During the 1950s and into the 1960s, early writings tended to be informal,
designed to introduce the public to this new art, and to promote its merits. This work came
to the fore when connoisseurship was a standard method of art criticism. These descriptive
articles parallelled the writing style of the day and were published in such varied periodicals
as Graphis, Canadian Geographical Journal, Canadian Art, Vie des Arts, North/Nord, and
The Beaver. Throughout the 1970s, it was the latter two publications which continued to
focus on Inuit art, making it one of their editorial pillars. The articles that appeared in The
Beaver, issued by the Hudson’s Bay Company, and North/Nord, sponsored by the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, were meant to be informative and
promotional. They were used as a means of introducing the readers to the Inuit, their
communities and their art. As a result, most articles lacked a scholarly sense of research, yet
they continue to provide writers with necessary background information.

During the 1960s, George Swinton, an author who would have a profound effect on
the direction the literature devoted to Inuit art would take, came to the fore. His efforts to
gain a better understanding of this art, led to the development of a scholarly approach to its

study. An avid collector, artist, and professor, Swinton was the first author to appreciate and

19 Houston’s contribution to Inuit art is retold in many other sources. For the most recent account

see James Houston, Confessions of an Igloo Dweller (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Inc., 1995).
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