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Abstract 

 
This dissertation deals with what I call the “visual culture of Arctic sovereignty” by 

attending to the political context of representations of the Arctic and Subarctic regions in 

Canadian modern art between 1927 and 1974.  In the years covered by this study, Canada 

not only witnessed a number of state-sponsored expeditions of southern-based Canadian 

artists to “the Far North”—defined as the area north of the sixtieth parallel—but also saw 

the rapid growth and development of Inuit art through the promotional and organizational 

efforts of the Canadian government and cultural institutions. This dissertation argues that 

these developments in how art was created, organized, and then later circulated to 

audiences were part of a larger process on the part of southern Canadians to visibly 

define and assert Canada’s sovereign presence in the North using art. 

Drawing on primary source material and a wide range of secondary literature, this 

dissertation examines these government-sponsored initiatives in connection with the 

promotion of the artists’ works, to probe the ways in which Canadian art was mobilized 

to establish the idea of Canada’s northern sovereignty in the public mind. It focuses on 

the contemporary framing of the activities that were involved in the production, 

circulation, and exhibition of the artworks from the artistic ventures between 1927 and 

1974, to uncover how efforts toward imagining the North were based on a mutual interest 

among artists, cultural organizations, and the state in advancing Canadian initiatives, both 

culturally and politically. In tracing the complex relationships that developed between the 

state, artists, and various private and public interests, this dissertation provides insight 

into how, and why, art was used to disseminate information about the Canadian North, 

and how such visual constructs—ranging from works by members of the Group of Seven 
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to Inuit art—contributed to the collective imaginings of the region as “Canadian,” both at 

home and abroad. 
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Chapter 1 
	

  Introduction 
 

 
A few days ago I had the pleasure of meeting Mr. O.S. Finnie and discussing with 
him the possibility of including an artist on the personnel of the next expedition to 
the Arctic. If there is a possibility I would like to very much go not from mere 
curiosity nor as a commercial venture but with the conviction that an artist’s 
interpretation of the country would be of general interest and would give a graphic 
impression of a part of Canada that has been held through patient and heroic 
endeavor.  
 
I think it possible to make a series of drawings and studies around the various posts 
which might be used in any government publication. I would also attempt to paint a 
canvas of the most northerly post in Canada to present to the Archives, The National 
Gallery or whichever department you might suggest.  
 
 - A.Y. Jackson to Charles Stewart, Canada’s Minister of the Interior, 17 April 19271 

	
	

With reference to the application of Mr. A.Y. Jackson to accompany the Arctic 
expedition this year, I can see no objection whatever to complying with his request. 
In fact it looks like an excellent opportunity to secure publicity of a desirable nature 
with regard to our Northern work. Sketches or paintings by a noted Canadian artist 
of landscapes in Canada’s Arctic Archipelago, hung as they probably would be, in 
National Galleries, would surely be worth while. 
 

- G.P. Mackenzie to O.S. Finnie, 26 April 19272 
	
	
 

In 1927, the Director of Canada’s Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the 

Department of the Interior, Oswald Sterling Finnie, reflected on the prospect of including 

A.Y. Jackson on board Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol. Although its was discussed that 

the noted Group of Seven artist would have to pay his own expenses to and from North 

Sydney Harbour, Nova Scotia, it was agreed that Jackson would “be put to no expense 

                                                        
1 Library and Archives Canada (hereafter LAC), Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. 
Jackson. 
2 Ibid. 
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for accommodation on the ship.”3 In exchange for Jackson’s passage aboard the 

government expedition it was expected, however, that Jackson would be required “to 

make available to the Department some drawings for any future government publication 

as required,” as well as “a canvas of the most northerly post in Canada” that could be 

later presented to the public.4 In Finnie’s opinion, not only were sketches and paintings of 

the Arctic by a Canadian artist of Jackson’s stature a desirable “opportunity to have some 

publicity given the North,” but a novel idea as well. As Finnie surmised, “So far as I 

know, there has been no artist in the North in former times and a picture from that 

country will be something new in the realm of Art.”5   

While Finnie’s assumption was not entirely true—a number of British and 

American artists had already travelled to the Arctic and painted the region—Jackson was 

considered “the first professional Canadian artist” to officially go to the Arctic and paint 

in the Far North, consequently marking a new milestone in the realm of Canadian art.6 

However, what makes Jackson’s 1927 venture particularly compelling is that it would 

also set into motion a growing interest among Canadian artists, the state and various 

                                                        
3 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, G.P. Mackenzie to Finnie, 26 
April 1927; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, O.S. Finnie to A.Y. 
Jackson, 6 May 1927. 
4 Ibid. 
5 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to G.P. Mackenzie, 22 
April 1927; Finnie to James Lawler, 9 May 1927. 
6 Although Jackson has been identified as “the first professional Canadian artist” to paint in the Arctic, 
Richard Finnie explains in his book, Canada Moves North, that “as late as 1908 a Canadian Government 
Arctic Expedition had its official artist to supplement the photographs that were to be taken. The artist was 
only fourteen years old; but he was talented, and the sketches he brought back were somewhat better than 
the photographs that his seniors had to offer. He was Frank Hennessey, who became one of Canada’s best 
artists and the foremost contemporary pastelist”; Richard Finnie, Canada Moves North (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1942), 206. An American contemporary of Jackson, Rockwell Kent, painted Alaska 
in 1918-1919, and would later go on to paint Greenland in the late 1920s and early 1930s. For a reference 
to Jackson as “the first professional Canadian artist” see Naomi Jackson Groves, A.Y. Jackson: The Arctic 
1927 (Moonbeam, Ontario: Penumbra Press, 1982), n.p. For a list of the various artists who painted in the 
Arctic see also J. Russell Harper, Painting in Canada: a history (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1981), 131-135.  
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government-affiliated cultural organizations in visualizing and promoting Canada’s 

Subarctic and Arctic and regions through art. In the years covered by this study—

between 1927 and 1974—Canada not only witnessed a number of state-sponsored 

expeditions of southern-based Canadian artists to “the Far North”—defined as the area 

north of the sixtieth parallel—but also saw the rapid growth and development of Inuit art 

through the promotional and organizational efforts of the Canadian government and 

cultural institutions.7  In the space of these decades, “northern” works produced by 

southern and Inuit artists not only came to grace the covers of newspapers, magazines 

and journals, but also the walls of homes, offices and institutions, both domestically and 

abroad. The northern ventures and subsequent works and reproductions also received a 

considerable amount of coverage in the media. In this way, scenes of the North did much 

to facilitate the development of both domestic and international perceptions of “the 

Canadian North,” that, some might argue, continues to shape public perception of the 

region today.   

Underpinning these various artistic initiatives was the idea that drawings and 

paintings of the North could lend expression to a region that was relatively unfamiliar to 

most Canadians. Behind these initiatives however was also the overriding desire to 

promote Canada’s presence in the North. In the interwar years, and especially in the years 

during and following World War II, Canada had become increasingly involved in 

strengthening awareness of its claim to Subarctic and Arctic regions above the 60th 

parallel. Although the vast territories of the North-West and the Arctic Archipelago were 

                                                        
7 Although I use us terms “North”, “Arctic,” and “Subarctic” throughout this study, my geographical 
boundaries include what was known as the Northwest Territories at the time (before the Nunavut Act of 
1999) and Yukon. This definition of North thus extends from the 60th parallel to the Pole and includes: 
Nunavut, the Arctic Archipelago, the Northwest Territories, and Yukon. 
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transferred into Canadian jurisdiction by the British in 1870 and 1880, respectively, 

Canada’s renewed interest in its North, after decades of marginal attention and even 

neglect on the part of the Canadian government, was largely the result of increased 

foreign activity in the region.8 Mounting concerns over a series of foreign exploratory 

parties in the Arctic after World War I, the construction of the Alaska Highway and 

Canol (Canadian oil) pipeline in the 1940s, the establishment of the Distant Early 

Warning (Dew) Line in the 1950s, the transit of the American vessel SS Manhattan 

through Canadian Arctic waters in 1969 and 1970, and increasing interests in natural 

resources and territory in the Arctic and Subarctic had sparked fears that Canada faced an 

imminent challenge to its northern claims. As a consequence of these tensions and 

concerns, Canada began to take a more assertive role in the North, and to seek new ways 

in establishing its sovereignty in the region, including through cultural expressions such 

as art. Inspired by the public’s burgeoning interest in the North, and recognizing a 

window of opportunity to promote the region, a number of artists, government officials, 

and individuals in cultural institutions began to more thoroughly consider how art could 

be incorporated into Canada’s more extensive efforts of advancing the nation’s position 

in the North.  

As historian William R. Morrison asserts, “Canada has historically had two kinds 

of sovereignty” in the North—what he describes as “concrete” or “developmental 

sovereignty,” the assertion of sovereignty through direct administrative control, and 

“symbolic sovereignty,” the emblematic and abstract means of conveying control.9 

                                                        
8 In 1870, the Canadian government also acquired Rupert’s Land from the Hudson’s Bay Company. 
9 W.R. Morrison attributes the concept of developmental sovereignty to his colleague Kenneth S. Coates. 
Morrison explains that concrete, or developmental sovereignty, is the assertion of sovereignty through 
direct and active administrative control and “occurs when the government formulates a policy for the 
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Although Canada’s assertion of sovereignty through more concrete or developmental 

means has never matched the rhetoric that has surrounded its presence in the region, and 

has been “more image than reality,” as Morrison points out, this symbolic form of 

sovereignty—“the showing of the flag”—has been effectively directing the public’s 

attention to the Canadian North.10 Drawing on Morrison’s concept of symbolic 

sovereignty, this dissertation seeks to uncover the visual dimension behind Canadian 

efforts to assert sovereignty in the North, to discuss what I call the “visual culture of 

Arctic sovereignty.” Recognizing what I see as the inherently political nature of these 

artistic ventures, I examine the government-sponsored initiatives in connection with the 

promotion of the artists’ works to trace the relationship that developed out of two 

seemingly separate, but connected, interests in Canada’s North between 1927 and 1974: 

art and Arctic sovereignty. Viewed within the political and institutional milieu in which 

these works from the artistic initiatives were organized, created, and then later circulated 

to audiences—as my study suggests, against a backdrop of mounting geopolitical and 

economic interests in the North—I argue that these artistic initiatives were part of the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
development of a territory under its control.” This is also described as the “practical” form of sovereignty 
and is “real and unquestioned.” The other form of sovereignty—symbolic sovereignty—is described as a 
more emblematic and abstract means of conveying control of a territory, which Morrison explains are “a 
series of gestures, demonstrations and other actions” that are used to demonstrate a nation’s presence in a 
region. Morrison explains that although certain forms of symbolic sovereignty fulfill the requirements of 
laying claims to a territory under international law on the basis of “occupation” and “discovery,” symbolic 
sovereignty is viewed as little more than a gesture of “showing the flag”; William R. Morrison, Showing 
the Flag: The Mounted Police and Canadian Sovereignty in the North, 1894-1925 (Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia Press, 1985), 1-2; Ken S. Coates and W.R. Morrison, “Northern Visions: Recent 
Developments in the Writing of Northern Canadian History,” Manitoba History no. 10 (Autumn 1985). For 
additional discussion of the concept of symbolic and developmental sovereignty see William M. Morrison, 
“Canadian Sovereignty and the Inuit of the Central and Eastern Arctic,” Études/Inuit/Studies 10, no. 1-2 
(1986): 246-247; William R. Morrison, “Eagle Over the Arctic: Americans in the Canadian North, 1867-
1985,” Canadian Review of American Studies 18, no. 1 (Spring 1987): 61-75; Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer, William R. Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic Front, 27. 
10 William R. Morrison, “Eagle Over the Arctic: Americans in the Canadian North, 1867-1985, 62; 71. 
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larger process on the part of southern Canadians to visibly define and assert Canada’s 

sovereign presence in the North. 

In examining the role of art in Canadian northern efforts there are two main issues 

that this research seeks to address. The first is to understand how the contemporary 

framing of the artistic initiatives and subsequent artworks—the ways in which they were 

discussed and understood both at home and abroad—contributed to the collective 

imaginings of the region as “Canadian.” The second is to examine how, and why, art was 

mobilized and deployed in Canada’s fight for its position in the North in both national 

and international contexts. The central assumption underlying my research into the 

production, circulation and exhibition of Canadian northern works in the series of case 

studies that I present in this dissertation, is that the aesthetic value of art, and the stature 

of Canadian professional artists, lent a certain appeal to those—particularly to those 

artists, officials, and cultural organizations of the South—who sought to draw attention to 

Canadian initiatives and assert Canadians’ active presence in the region. While the 

Canadian government had long been a supporter of using photography and film during its 

northern endeavours, these images were primarily used for government and industry 

publications or for educational purposes and had very little impact on the wider public.11  

Tied to southern Canadian interests in formulating public discourse on “the Canadian 

North,” I suggest that the contemporary framing of the artistic initiatives and subsequent 

works was considered a felicitous means to engage the broader public in Canadian 

                                                        
11 Peter Geller, Northern Exposures: Photographing and Filming the Canadian North, 1920-45 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 39-46. For an excellent case study regarding the Canadian government’s 
use of photography during Canada’s northern efforts see also Jim Burant, “Using Photography to Assert 
Canadian Sovereignty in the Arctic: The A.P. Low expedition of 1903-04 aboard the CGS Neptune,” in 
Imaging the Arctic ed. King, J.C.H., and Henrietta Lidchi, 77-87 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1998). 
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northern matters, and to mobilize the cultural capital of art to make the North, its Inuit 

population, and Canada’s northern stance “better known and more fully understood.”12  

By tracing the complex relationships that developed between the state, artists, and 

various private and public organizations, I aim to reveal how efforts toward imagining the 

North were not only based on interests in disseminating information about the region, but 

also on a mutual interest among artists, cultural organizations, and the state in advancing 

Canadian initiatives, both culturally and politically. As historian Maria Tippett has 

pointed out, “Frequently state support for cultural activity took the form of indirect 

assistance rather than direct commission.” For instance, Tippett explains, collaborations, 

such as Jackson’s 1927 passage aboard the government ship SS Beothic to paint in the 

Arctic, not only enabled artists “to extend their sketching grounds,” but also helped 

artists, cultural organizations and the state to foster Canadian cultural activity and to 

articulate ideas of the nation.13 As Tippett, among other scholars, has further described, 

educating the broader public about Canada using art became part of the mandate of such 

state institutions as the National Gallery as early as the 1920s, when the Gallery began 

distributing a series of art reproductions and information guides to both public and 

private schools across Canada. The program was highly popular, and ultimately made 

information about Canadian art and ideas of nation accessible to “the masses,” with the 

program extending into public libraries in the 1930s and beyond.14 Ultimately, it was 

                                                        
12 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, McCurry to Finnie, 4 June 1930. 
13 Maria Tippett, Making Culture: English-Canadian Institutions and the Arts before the Massey 
Commission (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 79.  
14 Joyce Zemans, “Establishing the Canon: Nationhood, Identity, and the National Gallery’s First 
Reproduction Program of Canadian Art,” Journal of Canadian Art History 16, no. 2 (1995): 6-25; Joyce 
Zemans, Envisioning Nation: Nationhood, Identity and the Sampson-Matthews Silkscreen Project—The 
Wartime Prints, Journal of Canadian Art History 19, no. 1 (1998): 6-47. See also Mary Vipond, “The 
Nationalist Network: English Canada's Intellectuals and Artists in the 1920s,” Canadian Review of Studies 
in Nationalism 7, no.1 (Spring 1980): 32-52. For additional information on the National Gallery of 
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through this veritable network of artists, government officials, and public and private 

institutions that a public image of the Canadian North was created and brought into the 

foreground of audiences’ consciousness—one that, I suggest, became more accessible 

and understandable to audiences through the circulation, exhibition, and reproduction of 

these artworks. As I discuss in the interlocking chapters of this dissertation, as southern 

audiences observed and appreciated these northern art works and reproductions in 

galleries, schools, and in the media, they were exposed not only to certain understandings 

of the region, Inuit inhabitants, and Canadian northern activities, but also to views 

advanced by the artists and northern administration: that the North was a Canadian 

possession.  

Key to my understanding of how images of the North were employed to engage 

audiences in Canadian northern matters is Janice Cavell and Jeff Noakes’s book, Acts of 

Occupation: Canada and Arctic Sovereignty.15 In their brief yet insightful discussion of 

Canada’s earliest attempts at promoting Canadian northern activities, Cavell and Noakes 

demonstrate how publicity—in its various forms—played a vital role in the dissemination 

of information about the North and Canadian northern efforts to wider publics. As Cavell 

and Noakes explain, while the Canadian government initially took a low profile approach 

in the region, in fear that publicity might “provoke pre-emptive action” by other nations 

vying for Arctic territory at the time, from the mid-1920s onwards, stories about, and 

images of, government activities in the region “gradually became a part of Canadian 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Canada’s reproduction program and its mandate see Report of the Royal Commission on National 
development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences (Ottawa: Edmond Cloutier, C.M.G., O.A., D.S.P., Printer to 
the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 1951), 78-79;  
15 Janice Cavell and Jeff Noakes, Acts of Occupation: Canada and Arctic Sovereignty, 1918-25 
(Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2010). 
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popular culture.”16  In particular, Cavell and Noakes point to the number of journalists 

and national celebrities who accompanied government personnel aboard the annual 

Eastern Arctic Patrols, and whose presence aboard the government expeditions—and 

their subsequent accounts and images of their Arctic “adventures”—generated popular 

interest in the Canadian North.17 Cavell and Noakes’s observations are particularly 

notable as they highlight how the state sought novel ways to engage the public in the 

political affairs of the nation through the various stories and artistic renderings that were 

featured in the nation’s newspapers, magazines, books, and cultural institutions at the 

time—a position that I also take in my discussion of the state’s efforts to advance 

Canadian northern activities using art.  

In building on my examination of Canada’s circulation and exhibition of art to 

establish and define the North as a Canadian possession in both national and international 

contexts, this dissertation situates Canada’s northern image-making activities within the 

context of Canadian cultural development, and within the larger debates and discussions 

about Canada’s role in international relations and cultural diplomacy. In doing so, I have 

purposefully avoided couching the state’s activities of advancing Canada’s position in the 

North as either projection or propaganda. While it is indeed true that art has had a long 

history as a “symbolic carrier” of meaning and messages, and has been manufactured and 

manipulated “to produce a certain view of a nation’s history” to audiences, as scholars 

such as Judith Huggins Balfe and Brian Wallis have effectively argued, the development 

of such a discussion in this dissertation is firmly rooted in theories surrounding nations’ 

use of culture in developing and sustaining diplomatic relations in a “soft power” context, 

                                                        
16 Ibid, 7; 250. 
17	Ibid, 251-252.	
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which has been distinguished by scholars from propaganda.18 As Simon L. Mark 

describes in his recent discussion concerning nations’ use of culture in advancing a 

national image at home and, in particular, on the international scene, “Cultural 

diplomacy—the deployment of aspects of a state’s culture in support of its foreign policy 

goals or diplomacy—may sometime involve the peddling of the state’s views, but it 

seldom seeks to narrow other people’s minds, and even if it did seek to achieve such an 

outcome, culture has an inherent honesty to it that could well thwart such efforts.”19  

Reading Canada’s narrative of the “Canadian North” through the lens of Mark’s 

argument, this dissertation seeks to make connections about the ways in which art was 

used to define and advance the North as an integral part of Canada, while drawing 

attention to Canadians’ presence in the region. As I argue, these artistic ventures were not 

attempts to “coerce” the public nor to narrow people’s views, but were attempts by 

Canadians to underscore Canada’s northern position, and to visibly enhance Canada’s 

northern standing in an ideological battle that was increasingly being played out on the 

world stage. In the eyes of many Canadian officials, and even in the eyes of some of the 

artists themselves, the idea of political wrangling through traditional diplomatic channels 

was not considered entirely sufficient if the nation wanted to instill the idea that Canada 

                                                        
18 The term “soft power” was coined by Joseph S. Nye Jr. and is described as a persuasive approach to 
international relations. As Nye explains, “A country’s soft power rests on its resources of culture, values, 
and policies,” and is based on the ability to persuade and attract others without coercion. Joseph S. Nye Jr., 
“Soft Power,” Foreign Policy 80 (Autumn 1990): 153-171; Joseph S. Nye Jr., “Public Diplomacy and Soft 
Power,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 616 (March 2008): 94-109. 
For discussions concerning art and propaganda see Judith Huggins Balfe, “Artworks as Symbols in 
International Politics,” The International Journal of Politics 1, no. 2 (Winter 1987): 5[195]; Brian Wallis, 
“Selling Nations,” in Museum Culture, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Irit Rogoff (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1994), 266. 
19 Simon L. Mark, “Rethinking cultural diplomacy: The cultural diplomacy of New Zealand, the Canadian 
Federation and Quebec,” Political Science 62, no. 1 (2010): 66. 
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was a “Northern Power.”20 For those interested in articulating and raising Canada’s 

northern profile, art was seen as an important addition to the list of tools that could be 

used by the government to both visibly advance and to deliver the message that the North 

was indeed Canadian. 

Surprisingly, the role of art in Canada’s quest to establish recognition of the 

nation’s claims to sovereignty in the Far North is a topic that is rarely discussed in 

scholarly treatments of the region. One explanation for this gap in the historiography of 

the region lies in historians’ longstanding preoccupation with the North’s symbolic 

meaning in the broader colony-to-nation narrative, or with the policies and political 

events that have shaped Canada’s territorial claims to the region. Morrison, Kenneth 

Coates, and others have suggested in their overview of Canadian northern historiography 

that, while “a combination of battles over sovereignty, the race for northern resources, 

and the daunting prospect of an Arctic stripped much of its summer ice cover by global 

warming has put the Arctic back on the national agenda,” much of Canadians’ interests 

and concerns surrounding the North have historically revolved around “the symbolic and 

cultural importance of the region to our national identity, whatever it may be.”21 It has 

only been more recently, within the frameworks of visual studies, postmodern theories 

and cultural diplomacy, that some of the underlying social, cultural, and political subtexts 

embedded in Canada’s representations of the North and its indigenous population have 

                                                        
20 The use of the phrase “Northern Power” by the Canadian government is quoted in Nelson Graburn’s 
article, “Authentic Inuit Art: Creation and Exclusion in the Canadian North,” Journal of Material Culture 
9, no. 2 (July 2004): 150. 
21 For reference to Morrison and Coates’ discussion and for an excellent overview of “the North” in 
Canadian history and historiography, see Kenneth S. Coates and William R. Morrison, “The New North in 
Canadian History and Historiography,” History Compass 6, no. 2 (2008): 639-658. See also Kerry Abel and 
Ken S. Coates, “Introduction: The North and the Nation,” in Northern Visions: New Perspectives on the 
North in Canadian History, ed. Kerry Abel and Ken S. Coates, 7-21. Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 
2001. 
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begun to be questioned and examined. The idea of “the north as a symbolic space,” as 

Caroline Rosenthal has aptly stated, has been one that has been historically “defined by 

parameters that were established in the south in a western frame of mind”: one that 

prompts some wider conclusions and questions about the way in which the nation has 

advanced the North and its indigenous inhabitants.22  

Among the works that have opened important lines of enquiry into the Canadian 

state’s entangled involvement in the projection of the nation through art are Norman 

Vorano’s articles, “The Globalization of Inuit Art in the 1950s and 1960s,” and “Inuit 

Art: Canada’s Soft Power Resource to Fight Communism.”23 These studies have not only 

provided a useful framework for my understanding of the role that visualizations of the 

North have played in national and international contexts, but have contributed greatly to 

my understanding of the ways in which the Canadian government has leveraged the 

symbolic capital of art—in particular Inuit art—in promoting the Canadian North. In both 

articles, Vorano highlights how the cultural field “became a significant arena” in which 

Canada was able to “reach policy goals abroad.”24 In particular, he asserts how the 

Canadian government’s involvement in the promotion and circulation of Inuit art on the 

international scene had as much to do with “promoting Canadian interests abroad—be 

they economic or political”—as they did with advancing the artform itself.25 Not only did 

                                                        
22 Caroline Rosenthal, "'North Is Where the Inuit Live': Uncovering a Canadian National Myth," Zeitschrift 
für Kanada-Studien 24, no. 1 (2004): 116. 
23 Vorano’s doctoral dissertation, “Inuit Art in the Qallunaat World: Modernisms, Museums and the 
Popular Imaginary, 1949-1962,” provides a more in depth study of the exhibitions that circulated 
domestically and internationally. See Norman Vorano, “Inuit Art in the Qallunaat World: Modernisms, 
Museums and the Popular Imaginary, 1949-1962,” PhD diss., University of Rochester, 2007. 
24 Norman Vorano, “Inuit Art: Canada’s Soft Power Resource to Fight Communism,” Journal of 
Curatorial Studies 5, no. 3 (2016): 318. 
25 Norman Vorano, “The Globalization of Inuit Art in the 1950s and 1960s,” in Creation and 
Transformation: Defining Moments in Inuit Art, ed. Darlene Coward Wight, 49-57 (Vancouver: D & M 
Publishers Inc., 2012), 56. 
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the government’s involvement in Inuit art “[come] at a critical juncture in Canada’s 

domestic and foreign affairs,” as Vorano argues, but it also occurred “when the country 

was starting to embrace a more internationalist image that would match its postwar 

aspirations as an independent ‘middle power.’”26  

More significant to my own line of questioning of the use of art in the promotion 

of Canadian northern sovereignty, however, is Patrick Lennox’s aptly titled study, “Inuit 

Art and the Quest for Canada’s Arctic Sovereignty.” As Lennox asserts, it was during the 

Cold War that “the Canadian Government first became involved in utilizing Inuit art as a 

tool of cultural diplomacy.”27 Lennox argues that not only was Inuit art channeled 

towards political ends and “intentionally put into the service of branding Canada as a 

northern nation for audiences both at home and abroad”; it was also “tied to nation 

building and to the integrity of Canada’s northern sovereignty.”28 While Lennox’s paper 

states many of my own arguments that I put forth in my discussion concerning the state’s 

interest in using Inuit art to advance Canada’s northern stance in Chapter 5, it is my aim 

to look beyond his discussion of how Canada’s appropriation and integration of Inuit art 

into the nation’s symbolism was strictly tied to Canada’s postwar need to establish its 

presence on “the international diplomatic scene,” by demonstrating the way in which 

Canada’s promotion of Inuit art in this era was part of a larger process established by the 

Canadian government of visualizing Canada’s sovereignty in the North. Vincent 

Massey’s recollection of his 1956 visit to the Arctic, for instance—which coincided with 

the first leg of Canada’s European tour of Inuit Art—reveals that it was hoped that 

                                                        
26 Vorano, “Inuit Art: Canada’s Soft Power Resource to Fight Communism,” 314-315.  
27 Patrick Lennox, “Inuit Art and the Quest for Canada’s Arctic Sovereignty,” Calgary Papers in Military 
and Strategic Studies 5 (2012): 8. 
28 Ibid, 3. 



 14 

various state initiatives in the region would help “to direct the attention” of the public to 

the Canadian North, “to make it clear that this great region was the sovereign territory of 

Canada and not part of the land of those from south of the border who were engaged in 

projects from North American defence.”29 Massey’s statement is particularly compelling, 

considering it echoes sentiments he expressed during Jackson and Harris’s 1930 

government-sponsored sketching venture to the Arctic aboard Canada’s Eastern Arctic 

Patrol (discussed in Chapter 2), which supports my argument that the state’s foray into 

the development, organization, and promotion of Inuit art and the government’s idea to 

channel Inuit art towards political means in the 1950s did not simply arise out of the Cold 

War context (which both Vorano’s and Lennox’s papers strongly suggest), but rather out 

of an already established practice by the state of advancing and asserting Canada’s 

northern sovereignty through the use of art.30  

Ultimately, this dissertation focuses on the discourses and activities that were 

involved in the production, circulation, and exhibition of the artworks from the artistic 

ventures between 1927 and 1974 through a series of case studies, with less weight placed 

on formal analysis. Thus, this is not a study of art or Arctic sovereignty in the strictest 

sense; rather, it is an attempt to expand upon Morrison’s idea of symbolic sovereignty, 

from the perspective of an art historian, in an effort to contribute to the understanding of 

the importance of the visual dimension behind Canadian efforts in the North. Drawing on 

primary source material and a wide range of studies, this dissertation aims to provide a 

                                                        
29 Vincent Massey, What’s Past is Prologue: The Memories of Vincent Massey (Toronto: The Macmillan 
Company of Canada Ltd., 1963), 484-485. 
30 As Massey wrote to the Minister of the Interior, Charles Stewart, in 1930: “It occurs to me that one way 
by which our north can be made better known is by the work of painters who will use the scenery as their 
subjects.” University of Toronto Archives, Vincent Massey Papers, B1987-0082, box 6, Vincent Massey to 
Charles	Stewart, 6 June 1930. 
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more detailed and systematic discussion and understanding of how, and why, art was 

used to disseminate information about the Canadian North, and how such visual 

constructs—ranging from works by members of the Group of Seven to Inuit art—

contributed to the discourse of Canadian northern sovereignty of the time. 

Within the decades covered in the series of case studies presented in this 

dissertation, I argue that there were three “phases” during which Canadian artists, the 

government, and various affiliated state institutions made a collaborative effort to define 

and advance the North through the medium of art. The first episode I explore, which 

comprises chapters 2 and 3, concerns the various government-sponsored sketching 

expeditions during Canada’s ship patrols to the Eastern Arctic between 1927 and 1974. In 

these chapters, which make up Part One of my discussion, I examine the political 

underpinnings of the collaborative ventures undertaken by the government and artists, to 

discuss how these ventures and artworks contributed to the imagining of Arctic 

sovereignty, and the ways in which art was employed to establish and project Canadian 

sovereignty in the region. In particular, Chapter 2 discusses the basis of the collaboration 

between the Canadian government and artists, and examines the government’s early 

efforts to advance and publicize Canadian northern sovereignty efforts in the Far North 

through A.Y. Jackson’s and Lawren Harris’s 1927 and 1930 Arctic works and subsequent 

exhibitions. Chapter 3 further explores Canada’s Arctic sketching ventures aboard the 

Eastern Arctic patrols. In it, I address how the works and subsequent exhibitions of artists 

Frederick H. Varley; George Pepper and Kathleen Daly Pepper; Alan Caswell Collier; 

and Toni Onley, who each travelled aboard Canada’s patrols to the Eastern Arctic at the 

invitation of the Canadian government between the period of 1938 and 1974, helped 
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further establish and advance Canada’s position in the North. Toni Onley’s 1974 voyage 

aboard the CCGS Louis S. St-Laurent has incidentally been chosen as my terminal date 

for this study because his sketching expedition, which was facilitated by Canada’s then 

Prime Minister, Pierre Elliot Trudeau, coincided with a period of renewed sensitivity on 

the part of Canadians concerning the 1969 American voyage of the SS Manhattan 

through the Northwest Passage.  

The remaining chapters of this dissertation consider various state-sponsored 

northern initiatives to the Arctic and Subarctic regions, and the way in which they 

contributed to the idea of Canadian sovereignty in the North. In Part Two, Chapter 4, I 

explore A.Y. Jackson and H.G. Glyde’s 1943 northwestern sketching commission along 

the Alaska Highway, and Jackson’s 1949 government commission to the Northwest 

Territories. Chapter 4 not only examines how Jackson’s and Glyde’s northwestern 

sketching expeditions and works were employed to advance Canadian initiatives and 

future development in the Canadian Northwest, but also probes the ways in which these 

ventures were part of a larger process of defining and asserting Canadian sovereignty in 

the North against the backdrop of World War II and the postwar era. To some officials in 

Canada, the increasing encroachment of Americans on Canadian territory and the 

extraterritorial rights and special privileges held by American authorities in the region 

were particularly worrisome. Consequently, in an effort “to guard Canadian interests” in 

the Northwest, officials suggested that the Canadian government should take measures to 

increase Canadian participation in the region. In keeping with interest in disseminating 

knowledge about Canada’s active involvement in the Northwest from both an artistic and 

a political standpoint, I argue that these efforts to define the Northwest were part of a 
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campaign to counter the visible dominance of Americans in the media, while 

strengthening Canada’s own presence and prominence in the Northwest.   

In the final part of this study, I consider how the Canadian government’s 

extension into the development and promotion of Inuit art in the 1950s was woven into 

the nation’s established practice of using art to advance Canada’s northern sovereignty. 

In particular, in Chapter 5, I discuss how the Canadian government’s assumption of 

control over Canada’s burgeoning Inuit art industry and the state’s framing of Inuit art 

both at home and abroad in the 1950s through exhibitions—which coincided with the 

state’s Cold War interest in securing its position in the Arctic—served as a means to 

project Canada’s sovereign presence in the Arctic. More specifically, my discussion in 

this chapter explores the ways in which Inuit art was mobilized as part of Canada’s 

efforts towards advancing the nation as a “northern power” against the backdrop of 

mounting geopolitical pressures in the postwar era, and how Inuit art was used to 

entrench the idea of Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic in the public mind. As I discuss in 

Chapter 5, projecting the nation’s northern stance required a delicate balance—a balance 

that had to be carefully weighed between the interests of the nation, the perceived needs 

of the Inuit population, and the growing demand for continental defence and international 

diplomacy. It is not without significance, then, that out of the intense discussions that 

were occurring at this time concerning Canada’s role in its Arctic, that Canadian officials 

began to recognize Inuit art as a potential means through which the government could 

symbolically mediate Canada’s position in the North.  

Although such divisions between these three phases may create a perception that 

they were separate in nature, I contend this was not the case; rather, these efforts 
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overlapped and were closely related in their aim and intent of engaging the public in the 

imagining of the Arctic and its indigenous inhabitants as “Canadian.” Ultimately, seen 

together, it is hoped that these series of case studies—laid out in an episodic and loosely 

chronological manner—will provide the reader with a better understanding of how the 

concept of Canadian northern sovereignty, which primarily served the interests of 

southern Canadians, was built and endorsed through visual constructs, and of the way in 

which Canadian sovereignty in the North was fought through the realm of representation. 
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Chapter 2 

  
 Setting the Stage: A.Y. Jackson, Lawren Harris, and the Government 

Patrols to the Eastern Arctic, 1927 and 1930  
 

 

The final preparations are being completed here and in Sydney, N.S., for the departure next 
week of Canada’s annual Arctic patrol. The sealer Beothic will again make the voyage and 
will nose her way within 800 miles of the North Pole when she calls on the world’s most 
northerly custom’s office, post-office and patrol post, which is on the Bache Peninsula, 
Ellesmere Island…. For the first time the staff includes an artist. Hitherto no artist, as such, 
has visited the Far North, but this year, Mr. A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A., Toronto, a number 
whose canvasses hang in the National Gallery at Ottawa, will accompany the annual 
expedition of the North-West [T]erritories and Yukon [B]ranch, Department of the Interior, 
on the SS. Beothic, and will make pictures of the scenery and the natives. 
 
 -   Mail and Empire, 11 July 192731 
 
I think we can put the Canadian Arctic on the map pretty definitely. We might even hold an 
exhibition in New York. It would be a very artistic way of letting the Americans know it is 
ours. 
 
-  A.Y. Jackson to Vincent Massey, 31 May 193032 
 
 

 
 

A.Y. Jackson may be considered “the first professional Canadian artist” to travel to and 

visualize the Arctic, but he certainly was not the last. Following Jackson’s 1927 expedition 

aboard the SS Beothic, Jackson travelled a second time with artist and fellow Group of 

Seven member Lawren Harris in 1930. Frederick Horsman (F.H.) Varley, another 

founding member of the Group, would follow in Jackson’s and Harris’s footsteps when he 

boarded the RMS Nascopie in 1938. Twenty-two years later, in 1960, artists Kathleen 

Daly Pepper and George Pepper also followed suit and travelled for three months aboard 

the Arctic patrol ship C.D. Howe. And over a decade later, artists Alan Caswell Collier 

                                                        
31 “Call of the North Strong This Year,” Mail and Empire (Toronto), 11 July 1927. The newspaper article 
also cited from the Department of the Interior report, “Activity in Canadian Arctic This Summer,” Natural 
Resources Canada 6, no.7 (July, 1927): 4. 
32 University of Toronto Archives, Vincent Massey Papers, B1987-0082, box 6. 
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and Toni Onley travelled as guests of the Canadian Coast Guard in 1972 and 1974, 

respectively.33  

The period when Canadian artists travelled aboard the patrols to the Eastern 

Arctic under the auspices of the Canadian government was a particularly active time for 

Canadians in the Arctic Archipelago. Although transferred from British to Canadian 

jurisdiction in 1880, an increase in foreign activity around the Arctic islands after the 

Great War and an apparent disregard for Canadian jurisdiction over the region—that 

would shift from the Arctic islands to Canada’s internal waters decades later—became a 

heightened concern for Canadians.34 Established by the Department of the Interior in 

1922, the Eastern Arctic Patrol was thus a renewed attempt by the government to assert 

control over the Arctic islands and to establish a more visible and sustained Canadian 

presence in the region.35  A 1927 report published by the Department described the 

annual patrols to the Arctic as a means “to reprovision the Government posts; to 

establish new posts when necessary; and to convey the officers of the various 

Departments who are detailed for duty in that area” (fig. 1).36  Other duties over the 

decades included the delivery and administration of services pertaining to the health and 

                                                        
33 Alan Collier travelled aboard the CCGS d’Iberville and Toni Onley travelled on the CCGS Louis S. St-
Laurent. 
34	Much of the uncertainty surrounding the Arctic islands had been due to the vague terms in which 
Canada inherited its title from Britain’s 1880 transfer of land, as well as the Canadian government’s 
relative inactivity in the region after the transfer, which had left the region vulnerable to advancing foreign 
interests. Morris Zaslow, "Administering the Arctic Islands 1880-1940: Policemen, Missionaries, Fur 
Traders," in A Century of Canada's Arctic Islands: 23rd Symposium, ed. Morris Zaslow (Ottawa: The 
Royal Society of Canada, 1981), 61-68. 
35 The departments responsible for Northern Affairs underwent a number of changes during the period of 
this study. They are as follows: The Department of the Interior (1873-1936); The Department of Mines and 
Resources (1936-1950); The Department of Resources and Development (1950-1953); The Department of 
Northern Affairs and National Resources (1953-1966); The Department of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development (1966 to its present title of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada). 
36 Department of the Interior, Canada’s Arctic Islands: Canadian Expeditions 1922-23-24-25-26 (Ottawa: 
F.A. Acland, Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 1927),	4.	



 22 

social welfare of the Inuit population.37  Ultimately, the Eastern Arctic Patrol was 

discontinued in 1968, when the Canadian government determined that the region could 

be better serviced by air.38 By that time, however, the Canadian Coast Guard, which was 

officially launched in 1962 under the purview of the Department of Transport, had also 

assumed the responsibility of servicing the region and maintaining the Canadian 

government’s presence in Arctic waters (and continues to do so today).39  

While to a large extent these government patrols provided an effective means of 

asserting Canadian administrative authority in the region, the government also “made the 

visual documentation of its activities an integral part of its mission.”40 As historians 

Peter Geller and Jim Burant have pointed out, Canada had long been a supporter of using 

                                                        
37 R.A.J. Philips, The Eastern Arctic Patrol (Ottawa: Department of Northern Affairs and National 
Resources, 1957), 7-15; F.H. Hicks, “The Eastern Arctic Medical Patrol,” Canadian Medical Association 
Journal vol. 100 (Mar. 15, 1969): 537-538; C.S. Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 1922-68,” 
Polar Record 27, no. 161 (1991): 97-101.	
38 These patrols to the Eastern Arctic were annual until the patrol ship Nascopie sank in July 1947; 
however, by 1950 the patrols resumed due to post-war concerns. See C.S. Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern 
Arctic Patrol 1922-68,” Polar Record 27, no. 161 (1991): 97-98; 100.  
39 In 1962, “several previously established government marine organizations were brought together as a 
single marine service,” which became the responsibility of the Department of Transport. The name 
“Canadian Coast Guard” was officially adopted at this time to recognize “the increased size and scope of 
the fleet’s undertakings.” Although the Royal Canadian Navy also launched annual summer patrols to the 
Arctic in September of 1948, by 1958 the Navy “transferred its icebreaking responsibility” to the 
Department of Transport. By 1962, naval patrols to the Arctic were cancelled. It was not until 1970—after 
the SS Manhattan made its way through the Northwest Passage—that Canadian naval vessels would “sail 
into Arctic waters” and patrol the region once again. For reference to the Canadian Coast Guard see 
Canada, The Canadian Coast Guard Story (Ottawa: Information Services Division, Department of 
Transport, 1965), 1. For reference to the Royal Canadian Navy see P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Peter 
Kikkert, “Introduction,” in The Canadian Forces & Arctic Sovereignty: Debating Roles, Interests and 
Requirements, 1968-1974, eds. P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Peter Kikkert (Waterloo, Ontario: LCMSDS 
Press of Wilfrid Laurier University, 2010), 7-9, 14, 33. See also Elizabeth B. Elliot-Meisel, “Arctic Focus: 
The Royal Canadian Navy in Arctic Waters, 1946-1949, The Northern Mariner 9, no. 2 (April 1999): 30. 
40 Peter Geller, Northern Exposures: Photographing and Filming the Canadian North, 1920-45 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 39. 
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photography and film to document activities during government expeditions.41  These 

photographic and filmic images not only served “as a valuable record of the year’s 

   
          Figure 1.  Canadian Government Arctic Expedition 1926, Island in Bache  
          Peninsula, Ellesmere Island First Party, NWT Archives/N-1979-006-0009 
 
 

expedition, providing a way to broadcast” governmental activities “to fellow bureaucrats 

and their elected employers,” but also served as “evidence” of Canada’s broadening control 

over the North. 42 

Although the idea of employing artistic images of the Arctic by Canadian artists was 

considered a novel means to broadcast the region to the wider public, the process of 

documenting Canadian northern endeavours was not new. In choosing to document the 

landscape and the indigenous inhabitants of the Arctic, the artists were in many ways 

following an already established practice of visualizing the Arctic during Canada’s 
                                                        
41	Geller, Northern Exposures, 39-46; Jim Burant, “Using Photography to Assert Canadian Sovereignty in 
the Arctic: The A.P. Low expedition of 1903-04 aboard the CGS Neptune,” in Imaging the Arctic ed. King, 
J.C.H., and Henrietta Lidchi, 77-87 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1998).  
42	Geller, 40. 	
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expeditions to the region.43 Yet while it can be understood that the collaborative efforts 

between the government and Canadian artists was part of a mutual interest in providing “a 

graphic impression” of the region; as Jackson suggested in his 1930 letter to Vincent 

Massey, Canada’s Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States at 

the time, these efforts were more than an artistic venture to document the North; they were 

part of a larger process of advancing Canadian sovereignty in the region.  

 

Jackson Heads North44 

The idea to include an artist aboard Canada’s ship patrols to the Arctic originated with 

A.Y. Jackson. According to Jackson, the notion to travel to and sketch the Far North was 

first planted during a 1925 public debate on academic and modern painting at the Empire 

Club in Toronto with noted portrait painter Wyly Grier. Jackson explained that although 

“it was a friendly debate,” Grier argued that “the painters of the Group of Seven” were 

increasingly “moving away from the country that people were familiar with,” and were 

heading so far north that he believed that the artists’ “final objective must be the North 

Pole.”45 However, it was not until the following year, after hearing a New Year’s Eve 

Broadcast to Royal Canadian Mounted Police constables, Hudson’s Bay employees, and 

                                                        
43 It is somewhat ironic considering photography came to supplant the earlier use of sketches and paintings 
as records during Arctic expeditions. 
44	Parts of Jackson’s case study have been either integrated or modified into this section of the dissertation 
from my unpublished MA thesis. To read the discussion in its entirety (and for a more detailed exploration 
of Jackson’s and Frederick Banting’s experiences during their 1927 Arctic expedition), see the chapter 
“Toward Visualizing the Canadian North: 1927 Expedition,” in Agnes Ladon, “Art and Arctic Sovereignty: 
A.Y. Jackson, Lawren S. Harris and Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrols (master’s thesis, Queen’s University, 
2012), 8-47. 
45Articles published in the Toronto Daily Star and the Canadian Bookman erroneously noted that Jackson 
originally got the idea to travel to the Arctic from conversations he had with Tom Thomson. For Jackson’s 
account see A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company Limited, 1958), 93. 
For accounts relating to Jackson’s idea to paint the Arctic from Tom Thomson, see “Plans to Wield Brush 
Beneath Midnight Sun,” Toronto Daily Star, July 5, 1927; Canadian Bookman 9, no. 7 (July, 1927): 216.  
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missionaries stationed at Canada’s most northerly post at Bache, Ellesmere Island, that 

Jackson recalled Grier’s comment about the North and considered the prospect of 

travelling to the Arctic in earnest. By the spring of 1927, Jackson wrote to the Minister of 

the Interior, the Hon. Charles Stewart, suggesting that the Department “should send an 

artist up there to make a painting” of the post.46 As Jackson explained to Stewart,  

If there is a possibility I would like very much to go. Not from 
mere curiosity nor as a commercial venture but with the 
conviction that an artist’s interpretation of the country would be 
of general interest and would give a graphic impression of a part 
of Canada that has been held through patient and heroic 
endeavor.47  
 

As noted in the introduction to this dissertation, the prospect of sending an artist 

aboard the government patrol was met with considerable enthusiasm among members of 

the Department. The Director of the Department of the Interior, Oswald Sterling Finnie, 

who would become a key figure in both Jackson’s 1927 and 1930 expeditions to the 

Arctic, and who was a vigorous supporter of Jackson’s quest to produce “a graphic 

impression” of the Arctic, subscribed to the general consensus among his colleagues that 

“sketches or paintings by a noted Canadian artist of landscapes in Canada’s Archipelago, 

hung as they probably would be, in National Galleries,” were “an excellent opportunity to 

secure publicity of a desirable nature with regard to [Canada’s] Northern work.”48 This 

eagerness to use art to promote the government’s Arctic patrols can be largely attributed to 

a change in attitude in the way in which the Department sought to broadcast its activities 

to the public. As historians Janice Cavell and Jeff Noakes have discussed in their 
                                                        
46 Library and Archives Canada (LAC), Naomi Jackson Groves Fonds, MG30-D351, vol. 98, file 11, Text 
of a Talk by A.Y. Jackson re: Frederick Banting, n.d., 3. 
47 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, A.Y. Jackson to Charles Stewart, 
Minister of the Interior, 17 April 1927.	
48	LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, G.P. Mackenzie to Finnie, 26 
April 1927.	
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examination of the early years of Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrols, between 1922 and 

1925, very little had been done by the government to publicize Canadian activities in the 

North in fear that it “might provoke pre-emptive action by the Danish or American 

governments,” or that “too much public attention might lead to awkward questions in 

parliament about the amounts being spent on an empty and apparently useless region.”49 

However, in the ensuing years “stories and photographs in newspapers and magazines” of 

the government patrols became increasingly more commonplace, and were considered an 

effective means to draw public interest in Canadian northern activities and to “establish 

the fact of Canada’s northern sovereignty in the public mind.”50 Given the government’s 

increasing interest in promoting its northern efforts during this period, it is therefore not 

surprising that in the weeks leading up to the Beothic’s departure on 16 July 1927, the 

novelty of Jackson travelling among the personnel of scientists and Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police was widely broadcasted through the popular press. As an account in the 

Winnipeg Free Press astutely publicized, Jackson’s “bold venture” to the Arctic was “just 

one more indication of the fact that the eyes of Canadians are now turned northward,” and 

was a harbinger of Canadians’ “new attitude… in general toward their vast domain in the 

north.”51  

  But as both the Department and Jackson rightly anticipated, much of the interest 

generated by that year’s government expedition and by the Arctic would come from the 

various works that Jackson produced as a result of his fifty-one-day sketching voyage 

aboard the Beothic with insulin co-discoverer Dr. Frederick Banting, an enthusiastic 

                                                        
49 Janice Cavell and Jeff Noakes, Acts of Occupation: Canada and Arctic Sovereignty, 1918-25 
(Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2010), 7. 
50 Ibid, 7, 249-251. 
51 “To Paint Arctic Scenes,” Winnipeg Free Press, 5 July 1927.	
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amateur artist, and Jackson’s sketching companion that year.52 Cognizant of the fact that 

he had promised the Department sketches of the region and of Bache in particular, Jackson 

produced an impressive total of forty oil sketches from his large collection of drawings by 

the end of the journey, and six canvases that he later painted in Toronto.53 Jackson’s 

sketch of Bache Post (fig. 2) was one of the several images that he managed to produce 

during his brief outing at the RCMP post. A pen and ink drawing was later produced from 

the drawing and appeared in several publications, including the Department of the 

Interior’s 1934 report on the Eastern Arctic.54 Yet while Jackson’s contribution to 

Canadian art was lauded by the contemporary press as pushing “the boundaries of 

                                                        
52 Although initially there had been press speculation that Banting had been invited by the Canadian 
government to conduct research on “the Eskimos and their diseases,” in reality, Banting had first heard 
about the Arctic expedition through Jackson, with whom he had formed a close friendship in 1926/27. In 
addition to being a doctor, Banting was an avid amateur artist, who had become quite proficient under the 
tutelage of Jackson. Having recently accompanied Jackson on a sketching expedition to Quebec in March 
1927, Banting saw the Arctic trip as an exciting opportunity to sketch with Jackson once again. As Jackson 
recalled, Banting “got terribly excited” when he had mentioned the trip, and thus made an effort to secure 
his own passage aboard the Beothic. A month before the trip, Banting sought the assistance of Harry Orr 
McCurry, assistant director of the National Gallery, regarding the possibility of travelling with Jackson on 
the 1927 government expedition. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, Banting Papers, MS Coll 76, 
Scrapbook 1, H.O. McCurry to Frederick Banting, 14 June 1927, 145. For additional discussions on 
Banting’s 1927 sketching excursion with Jackson see	“Dr. Banting Off to Arctic Holiday and Research 
Work.” Toronto Telegram, 11 July 1927; “Dr. Banting Going to the Far North,” Ottawa Journal, July 11, 
1927; “Banting Sailing to Arctic Circle Aboard Beothic,” Toronto Daily Star, 13 July 1927; LAC, Naomi 
Jackson Groves Fonds, MG30-D351, vol. 98, file 11, Text of a Talk by A.Y. Jackson re: Frederick Banting, 
n.d., 2; A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company Limited, 1958), 61; A.Y. 
Jackson, Banting as an Artist (With a Memoir by Frederick W.W. Hipwell) (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 
1943), 12; A.Y. Jackson, “Memoirs of a Fellow Artists, Frederick Grant Banting,” Canadian Medical 
Association Journal 92 (15 May 1965): 1077-1084. See also Michael Bliss, Banting: A Biography 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1984), 168; D. B. G. Fair, Banting & Jackson: An Artistic Brotherhood 
(London, Canada: London Regional Art & Historical Museums, 1997), 7. Note: at the time the term 
“Eskimo” was used to describe the Inuit population of Canada. The term is only used in this paper when 
citing correspondence or titles to exhibitions, publications and artistic works, to maintain historical 
specificity. 
53	Naomi	Jackson Groves, A.Y. Jackson: The Arctic 1927, n.p. 
54 Department of the Interior, Canada’s Eastern Arctic: Its History, Resources, Population and 
Administration (Ottawa: J.O. Patenaude, Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 1934), 38. 
A pen and ink drawing of Bache Post first appeared on the front page of the second section in the Toronto 
Daily Star on 10 September 1927. The image was also published in Jackson’s 1928 book The Far North 
(plate 7). 
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Canadian painting farthest North,” his Arctic sketching expedition and subsequent artistic 

works were also a “calculated” effort “to waken the imagination” of the nation and to  

       
 Figure 2.  A.Y. Jackson, Bache Post, Ellesmere Island, 1927, graphite   
 on paper, 12.6 x 20.2 cm, gift of the artist, MacKenzie Art Gallery, 
 University of Regina Collection, 1963-003-002 
 

 

“turn people’s attention to the new fields of the Arctic” through the realm of art.55  “It is 

evident,” as one reporter observed after previewing Jackson’s Arctic works shortly after 

his return, “that photographs of the country do not begin to give you an accurate 

impression of its floating fields of ice described by Jackson as lavender white outside, 

opal blue inside and green under the water” (fig. 3).56  

This visualization of “the new fields of the Arctic” was largely congruous with 

Jackson’s and the Department’s efforts to engage the public in imagining the region as a 

Canadian possession which was further promoted and enhanced through the exhibitions 

of “the furthest north collection of pictures ever shown in Canada.”57 An exhibition of 

                                                        
55 C.R. Greenaway, “Canada’s Arctic Declared Rich in Wealth: Painter Says Canada Does Not Appreciate 
Arctic Possessions,” Toronto Daily Star, 10 September 1927. 
56 “Arctic Fine Material for Canadian Artist,” Toronto Daily Star, 17 September 1927. 
57 “Far North Sketches Shown at Gallery,” Toronto Daily Star, 21 September 1927. 
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     Figure 3.  A.Y. Jackson, Eskimo Summer Camp, c. 1927, oil on canvas, 50.9 x 68 cm,   
     gift of Mr. S. Walter Stewart, McMichael Canadian Art Collection, 1968.8.30 
 

 

 Jackson’s Arctic works was first mounted at the Art Gallery of Toronto (presently the 

Art Gallery of Ontario) from 21 September to 2 October 1927. As the Gallery recorded, 

the exhibition was well received by the public, with a total of 3, 731 visitors in attendance 

during the eleven days his works were on view.58 Touted as a “natural extension” of the 

“northern movement in Canadian art,” Jackson’s exhibition of “the Canadian Arctic 

regions” consisted of a selection of sixty oil sketches and black and white drawings 

                                                        
58	Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, B-7-5-1 (1927-1928), Minutes 
of Council, 4 October 1927. 
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produced during the expedition.59 Most tellingly, however, was the context in which 

Jackson’s exhibit of recent Arctic works was presented to the public. The Art Gallery of 

Toronto’s exhibition catalogue, although clearly acknowledging Jackson’s remarkable 

accomplishment of working in the Arctic “through the courtesy of the Minister of the 

Interior,” also framed the collaborative effort within the same context as the heroic 

narratives of Arctic expeditions past, thereby linking the sketching expedition to the 

exploratory voyages made by “ships’ officers” who often sketched during their Arctic 

quests.  

As described in the catalogue, most of Jackson’s sketches during the “Canadian 

Government Arctic Expedition” were made along the “great highways of the Arctic 

explorer,” once “followed by Nares, Hale, Greeley, and… Parry.”60  This association 

with noted nineteenth-century British and American Arctic explorers, while certainly 

contributing to the “artist-explorer mythos” that had surrounded Jackson and the Group 

due to their various sketching expeditions across Canada, can also be seen as an effort to 

advance both Jackson’s as well as the Canadian government’s distinct contribution within 

the historical narrative of Arctic exploration. Moreover, reference was made to Canada’s 

considerable accomplishments in the region, further highlighting Canadian sovereignty 

over the Arctic through the nation’s successful occupation and maintenance of “the 

various posts established by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.”61  

As rhetoric surrounding the Arctic sketching expedition suggests, the display of 

Jackson’s works drew attention to Canadian efforts in the Arctic, both culturally and 

                                                        
59 The Art Gallery of Ontario, Exhibition of Sketches and Black and White Drawings of the Canadian 
Arctic Regions by A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A. (Toronto: The Art Gallery of Toronto, 1927), n.p. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
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politically. Indeed, shortly after the opening of the Art Gallery of Toronto exhibit, 

Jackson wrote to Finnie that publicity surrounding the government-sponsored expedition 

had created “more interest… in our Arctic than I have ever seen before.”62  Eager to 

repeat the apparent success of the Toronto exhibit and to take advantage of the immediate 

public interest in the Arctic, Jackson suggested to Finnie that the exhibition should be 

promptly extended to the National Gallery of Canada as well. “I have a lot of it on view 

now at the Art Gallery and if the National Gallery at Ottawa can arrange it I think the 

whole show could be sent on framed and ready to be put up,” Jackson explained, adding,  

We can then decide on what would be the best canvas to be 
worked up. I would like you to choose a sketch for yourself as 
well. I have a lot of drawings, some of which might be used in 
Resources and other papers. I have material to make drawings of 
almost any place up there. I hope to make a whole series of these 
drawings. ‘Resources’ would be more interesting to my mind if it 
contained occasional drawings by Canadian artists. They make a 
deeper impression than photographs.63 
 

Jackson’s suggestion of displaying his Arctic works in a national institution as 

well as his idea of using the Arctic material in Departmental publications was of course 

already in keeping with his original agreement with the Department. But, as Finnie 

concurred with Jackson, the Arctic sketches and drawings had indeed generated greater 
                                                        
62 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, A.Y. Jackson to O.S. Finnie, 25 
September 1927.	Jackson was not the only one to have received publicity upon his return from the 
expedition. A scandal erupted shortly after Banting’s return from the Arctic when he inadvertently 
disclosed to Toronto Daily Star journalist C.R. Greenaway that the Inuit population were being exploited 
by the Hudson’s Bay Company. As Greenaway reported: “The doctor gave repeated instances of how the 
trade was always on the side of the company. For over $100,000 of fox skins, he estimated that the 
Eskimos had not received $5,000 worth of goods.” What was supposed to be a strictly confidential 
discussion between Banting and Greenaway, ended up being a public spectacle that reached newspaper 
headlines across the country. While the matter was later sorted out between Banting and the Department, he 
was never invited to travel on any future patrols, despite his interest in travelling as a medical officer. See 
C.R. Greenaway, “Banting Regrets Hudson Bay Use of Eskimos,” Toronto Daily Star, 8 September 1927; 
“Dr. Banting Has Returned Home,” Ottawa Journal, 8 September 1927; Charles Bishop, “Ottawa Huffy at 
Banting,” Calgary Herald, 10 September 1927; LAC, Naomi Jackson Groves Fonds, MG30-D351, vol. 98, 
file 11, Text of a Talk by A.Y. Jackson re: Frederick Banting, n.d., 9. 
63 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Finnie, 25 September 
1927.	
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public interest in the Arctic, and he believed that the Arctic works should be further 

promoted to the wider public: “These will be almost unique in Canadian Galleries [sic] 

and will be the means of giving the Arctic a further boost,” he wrote.64   

In the meantime, while Finnie awaited a reply from National Gallery’s director 

Eric Brown, after making a request to exhibit Jackson’s Arctic collection so “that it may 

be properly displayed,” Jackson continued to promote his selection of sketches and 

drawings through a small exhibition at the Hart House Sketch Club from 16 October to 

31 October.65 Hart House, which at the time was a men’s recreational facility located on 

the University of Toronto campus, had been a popular exhibition venue for the members 

of the Group, and was a vigorous supporter of Canadian art and the development of 

nationalistic expression.66 Not surprisingly, Jackson’s novel venture “many leagues” into 

the Canadian “hinterland” had also made a favourable impression upon visitors during 

the exhibition, with one reviewer exclaiming: “All honour to him for giving us so 

realistic an impression of the Arctic regions. Those who have not seen any of his 

summer’s works may be assured that the same high quality as pervades his ‘Quebec 

Village’ in the Sketch Room still persists.”67  

While it is evident that Jackson’s Arctic works were well received by the public 

as well as the press, the National Gallery exhibit, which was finally mounted sometime in 

early November 1927 in response to Finnie’s request, was not the highly publicized event 

                                                        
64 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Finnie, 25 September 
1927; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to Jackson, 27 
September 1927. 	
65	National Gallery of Canada (NGC), National Gallery of Canada Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson 
(A.Y.) Sketches – Drawings of the Canadian Arctic Regions 1927, Finnie to Eric Brown, 27 September 
1927.	
66 Charles Hill, The Group of Seven: Art for a Nation (Ottawa: McClelland & Stewart for the National 
Gallery of Canada, 1995),120-121. 
67 A.W.L., “Sketch Room,” The Varsity, 14 October 1927. 
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that Jackson and the Department had anticipated, and failed to draw significant 

attention.68 Much of the issue surrounding the Ottawa exhibit had to do with the 

impromptu manner in which the exhibit was arranged, and the unfortunate lack of 

organization and coordination between the Gallery and the Department in publicizing the 

show. As Brown indicates in a letter to Dr. Francis J. Shepherd, chairman of the Gallery’s 

Board of Trustees, the director had agreed to hang a “temporary exhibit” of Jackson’s 

Arctic sketches and drawings for “a week or two” in early November.69 Yet there 

appeared to be an oversight, either by the Gallery or the Department, in publicizing the 

show; as correspondence reveals, there was a misunderstanding with regard to which 

organization would take responsibility for promoting the exhibit. Although Brown noted 

in a letter to Shepherd that the Gallery need not worry about advertising the exhibit, it is 

evident in his letter to Jackson that Brown assumed that “the North West Territories 

Department” would “do the publicity business.”70 Conversely, the Department had 

assumed that the Gallery would handle the matter and thus Jackson’s exhibition was 

mounted without any of the usual fanfare during its brief showing in Ottawa.71  

                                                        
68	There was no official catalogue or record made of this exhibit, although it is clear from the 
correspondence between the parties involved that a short exhibition was organized sometime around 3 
November 1927 at the National Gallery of Canada.  
69	NGC, National Gallery of Canada Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) Sketches – Drawings of 
the Canadian Arctic Regions 1927, Brown to Francis Shepherd, 30 September 1927.	
70	NGC, National Gallery of Canada Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) Sketches – Drawings of 
the Canadian Arctic Regions 1927, Brown to Shepherd, 30 September 1927; NGC, National Gallery of 
Canada Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) Sketches – Drawings of the Canadian Arctic Regions 
1927, Brown to Jackson, 12 October 1927.	
71 It appears that Finnie assumed that the Gallery would contact him regarding the mounting of the exhibit 
and had awaited a reply from Brown and McCurry, which they had failed to furnish until the opening of the 
exhibit. During the 1930 Arctic exhibition Jackson reminded McCurry to give notice to members of the 
Department in advance as “they were sore last time about so little notice.” NGC, National Gallery of 
Canada Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) Sketches – Drawings of the Canadian Arctic Regions 
1927, McCurry to Finnie, 3 November 1927; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. 
Jackson, Finnie to Jackson, 3 November 1927. See also NGC, National Gallery of Canada Fonds, 
Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) & Harris (Lawren) Arctic Sketches - 1930 v.1, Jackson to McCurry, 
15 November 1930.	
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Despite the seemingly quiet affair, the 1927 show was significant, as it was during 

that time that members of the Department viewed the approximately fifty Arctic sketches 

and drawings that were on exhibit at the Gallery.72 It was also during that time that the 

Minister of the Interior, Charles Stewart, chose as the subject of the final canvas, an 

image of the Beothic lying at anchor off Canada’s most northerly post at Bache, 

Ellesmere Island (fig. 4).73 Although it took two years before the canvas was completed 

by Jackson for the Department, which donated it to the National Gallery of Canada in 

January of 1930, Stewart’s particular choice of subject matter from Jackson’s otherwise 

conventional landscapes is revealing, and illustrates the efforts made by the Department 

in advancing its position regarding Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic through the 

promotion of Jackson’s works. In a letter sent to Brown at the time of the Department’s 

gift to the gallery, Stewart suggests that careful consideration was given to its selection 

for this reason: 

Mr. Jackson volunteered to paint a canvas for me, and I think you 
will agree that his picture, ‘The Beothic at Bache Post, Ellesmere 
Island,’ is in every way worthy of a place in the National Gallery 
collection. 

I, therefore, take much pleasure in offering this picture which, 
in my opinion, is valuable not only for its artistic qualities but 
also for its significance of Canada’s watchful care over those in 
the remotest hinterland.74 

 

                                                        
72 It is uncertain how many of Jackson’s images were actually on display as there were no catalogues 
issued, nor records kept by the Gallery of the exhibit, but Finnie explains in a letter to Cory that there were 
“some fifty in number” during the 1927 showing; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, 
A.Y. Jackson, O.S. Finnie to W.W. Cory, 30 January 1930.	
73 Jackson would give the oil sketch to Finnie as a gift in 1929. LAC, Naomi Jackson Groves Fonds, 
MG30-D351, vol. 91, file 5, Jackson to Finnie, 9 October 1929.	
74 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to Brown, 30 January 
1930. See also LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Stewart to Brown, 
30 January 1930.	
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Figure 4.  A. Y. Jackson, The “Beothic” at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island, 1929, oil on 
canvas, 81.6 x 102.1 cm, gift of the Honourable Charles Stewart, Minister of the Interior, 
1930, National Gallery of Canada, no. 3711 
 

It can be posited that the Department’s desire to convey “Canada’s watchful care” 

over the Arctic was a calculated assertion of Canadian authority at a time of heightened 

tension over the Arctic islands. Around the time of the collaborative venture between 

Jackson and the government, challenges to Canadian claims concerning the legal 

“ownership” of some of the islands had prompted the government to take a more 

assertive role with regard to its position in the region. In particular, the recent challenge 

from the Americans regarding the use of Ellesmere Island during the 1925 American 

exploratory expedition led by Donald B. MacMillan and Admiral Richard Bird, as well as 

the Norwegian government’s renewed interest in laying claims to the still highly 
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contested Sverdrup Islands (an issue which would not be resolved until 1930), were 

instances that had necessitated the need for the annual patrols and government posts in 

order to maintain effective control of the Eastern Arctic and to protect Canadian 

sovereignty from foreign infringements.75 It is therefore not surprising that Jackson’s 

                                                        
75	In early 1925, the Canadian government discovered that MacMillan planned an expedition to the Arctic 
under the command of Admiral Richard Byrd. Although the expedition was to be based at Etah Greenland, 
what was particularly disconcerting was that this expedition also proposed air flights over, and stations on, 
some of the Arctic islands. More specifically, the expedition planned to use Ellesmere and Axel Heiberg 
Islands as supply bases. Considering that both these islands were where Canadian claims were weakest 
under the dictates of international law, it sparked concerns that the Americans were ready to launch their 
own claims to the islands. Worried that new American discoveries could supplant Canadian claims, 
Canada’s Northern Advisory Board discussed measures that could help strengthen and defend its claims to 
the region, and concluded that Canada should exercise its authority by requiring permits from all 
expeditions entering Canadian territory. Despite the government’s effort to assert its authority in the region, 
the Americans never complied with Canada’s request and the expedition set out with the Bowdoin and the 
Peary on 17 June 1925, without any permits. Although the outright evasion of Canadian authority created 
heightened concern over American intentions, the United States never pursued any claims, nor indicated 
that it had intended to do so in the ensuing diplomatic correspondence between the nations. However, 
Canadian fears may not have been unfounded. Historian Morris Zaslow explains that in a latter account, 
Macmillan admitted that the expedition avoided Canadian permits “as the United States still did not 
acknowledge Canadian sovereignty over Ellesmere and other unoccupied islands,” suggesting that there 
was interest in pursuing American claims. The most compelling evidence, uncovered by American 
historian Nancy Fogelson, indicates that the United States had indeed questioned the validity of Canadian 
claims and had even “considered invoking the Monroe Doctrine to curb Canadian expansion.” Moreover, 
Fogelson explains that the expedition had not only intended to find new Arctic territory for the United 
States, but that MacMillan had also sought to annex Ellesmere and Axel Heiberg Islands, as potential sites 
for American airbases. 

During the time of the MacMillan-Byrd’s expedition, Canada had also faced opposing interest 
from Norway. On 12 March 1925, the Norwegian Consul General to Canada sent an enquiry to the 
Department of External Affairs, regarding Canada’s position over the Sverdrup Islands. Named for the 
Norwegian explorer Otto Sverdrup, who discovered the group of islands—consisting of Axel Heiberg, 
Amund Ringnes, and Ellef Ringnes Islands—during his second Fram expedition to the High Arctic 
between 1898-1902, the islands were originally claimed for Norway by Sverdrup at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Yet due to more pressing concerns during that time—the nation was in the process of 
establishing independence from Sweden—these claims were never formally recognized by Norway. At this 
time, however, the Norwegian government wished to revisit Sverdrup’s claims and take steps to secure the 
islands for Norway. Norway’s enquiry was a cause for concern, as the Canadian government realized that 
the nation could potentially make a case for the islands, which were based on discovery, rather than through 
the vague terms based on cession and Canada’s mere proclamations to the region. In an effort to delay the 
matter until the Canadian government considered its options, the Department of External Affairs decided 
not to reply to the letter. Yet Norway persisted and over the next two years the Consul General had sent 
four more letters—in each instance, requesting a statement from Canada, regarding its position on the 
islands in question. Canada’s reluctance to answer Norway’s enquiries, however, prompted the Consul 
General of Norway, Ludwig Aubert, to issue a statement on 26 March 1928, declaring that Norway 
intended to legally pursue its claim under international law, thus sparking fears over an impending dispute 
between the nations over Arctic territory. In the end a settlement was reached, with Canada paying 
Sverdrup a sum of $67,000 to acquire maps and papers relating to his High Arctic exploration, including a 
pledge from Sverdrup for any future advisory services, to provide any “personal knowledge and experience 
at the disposal of the Canadian Government for purposes of further developments” in the region. By 
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painting of The Beothic at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island held significant appeal to the 

Department during a time when the government sought to strengthen its Arctic claims. It 

served, as Brown aptly stated, as “a unique artistic record of the development and 

protection of the Canadian north land.”76 Later, the completed canvas served as a record 

of Canadian efforts during the Department’s well-orchestrated National Gallery exhibit in 

1930. 

 

There were no immediate plans to exhibit Jackson’s 1927 collection of Arctic works 

beyond the “national” showing in Ottawa; however, shortly after the sketches and 

drawings returned to the Art Gallery of Toronto, a request was made by William 

Hekking, director of the Albright Gallery in Buffalo, New York, to exhibit Jackson’s 

Arctic works at the gallery. Hekking, who had shown a keen interest in the Group after 

seeing their works at a show at the Art Gallery of Toronto in 1926, and who was 

responsible for including members of the Group in the 1926 Philadelphia Sequential 

Exposition as well as in a recent 1927 touring exhibition in the United States, was 

                                                                                                                                                                     
November 1930, Norway formally recognized Canadian sovereignty over the islands, thus securing 
Canada’s title to the Arctic Archipelago. For sources pertaining to American and Norwegian advances on 
the region at the time see Nancy Fogelson, Arctic Exploration & International Relations 1900-1932 
(Fairbanks, Alaska: University of Alaska Press, 1992), 92-93; Shelagh D. Grant, Polar Imperative: A 
History of Arctic Sovereignty in North America (Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 2010), 230-234; LAC, 
Department of External Affairs, RG 25, Vol. 2666, file 9062-C40, Minutes of the First Meeting of the 
Interdepartmental Committee, O.D. Skeleton, chair, 24 April 1925; also Skeleton to Cory, 25 April 1925; 
Morris Zaslow, "Administering the Arctic Islands 1880-1940: Policemen, Missionaries, Fur Traders," in A 
Century of Canada's Arctic Islands: 23rd Symposium, ed. Morris Zaslow (Ottawa: The Royal Society of 
Canada, 1981), 61-68; Peter Schledermann, “The muskox patrol: High Arctic sovereignty revisited,” Arctic 
56, no. 1 (March 2003): 101; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 347, file 201-1, report from the 
Department of External Affairs, 28 October 1929, 1; Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William 
Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North (Toronto: Thomas Allen 
Publishers, 2008), 39-40; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 347, file 201-1, Otto Sverdrup to 
Prime Minister Mackenzie King, 15 April 1929, 2. 
76	LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Brown to Stewart, 30 January 
1930.	



 38 

particularly intrigued by Jackson’s latest sketching foray into the Arctic.77 Hekking made 

a last minute request to include Jackson’s Arctic collection in a scheduled exhibit at the 

Albright Gallery for January of 1928. By January, twenty-nine sketches and seventeen 

framed pen and ink drawings from Jackson’s Arctic collection were sent to the Buffalo 

gallery, to be exhibited alongside the fourteen canvases that were initially chosen for the 

show. As evident from the foreword in the exhibition catalogue, however, particular 

attention was given to Jackson’s Arctic material not only due to the sheer number of 

Arctic works that were on display, but also because of the novelty of Jackson’s recent 

venture “at the invitation of the Canadian government” to sketch the Arctic during “one 

of their relief and provision expeditions to northern British Canadian outpost stations.”78 

Clearly providing another opportunity to advance both the Department’s and 

Jackson’s efforts in the North to the wider public (this time to the Americans), the 

exhibit, like the other exhibitions that promoted the 1927 Arctic expedition, served as 

evidence of Canada’s presence and occupation in the region. However beneficial public 

displays may have been to furthering Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic to the public, the 

Albright Gallery exhibition was the last venue to exhibit Jackson’s extensive collection of 

Arctic works from the expedition. By February of 1928, Jackson’s focus turned to 

promoting the latest Group exhibition at the Art Gallery of Toronto, and by July of that 

year, he and Banting set out by rail on their north-western sketching expedition with 

                                                        
77 Hekking selected forty paintings by Franklin Carmichael, Harris, Jackson, Arthur Lismer and J.E.H. 
MacDonald to be toured in exhibitions in Rochester, Toledo, Syracuse and Buffalo in 1927. Art historian 
Charles C. Hill explains that Fred Housser’s book, A Canadian Art Movement, provided additional 
background during the exhibitions on the “ideals that inspired the works”; Hill, The Group of Seven, 203, 
217.	
78	The Buffalo Fine Arts Academy, Albright Art Gallery, “A Group of Sketches From the Arctic Circle by 
A. Y. Jackson” (Buffalo, New York: January, 1928), 2. 
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geologist and mining engineer Dr. James Mackintosh Bell to Great Slave Lake, thus 

ending any further possibility of exhibiting the collection of works at home or abroad. 

Nevertheless, the exhibitions were not the last opportunity to promote the 

sketching venture to the public. Shortly after Jackson’s return from the 1927 excursion he 

was approached by Toronto publishers Rous and Mann with a proposal to publish a series 

of his Arctic pen and ink drawings.79 The result was The Far North,  which was published 

in 1928.80 The book, originally slated to have a limited press run of one thousand copies, 

features seventeen plates of the Arctic islands and government posts that the Beothic 

reached during the expedition, each accompanied by descriptive text written by Jackson. 

Banting provided the foreword to Jackson’s book: “To travel up the North Pole route to 

Kane Basin, then along the old North-West passage route of Lancaster Sound, and then 

into Hudson Strait all in one short summer is perhaps a superficial way of seeing the 

Arctic,” Banting explained, “but I feel that much of the spirit of the country is expressed 

in these drawings.”81  

The illustrations are a visual document of Jackson’s Arctic journey through an 

artist’s eye, and skillfully recount the various terrain that he had encountered in the North 

(fig. 5). Although the drawings are strongly realistic, some of the accompanying text 

provides the reader with additional detail of textures and colours that could not be easily 

translated through the black and white pen and ink drawings. But as Jackson’s textual 
                                                        
79 The Group had close ties to the firm. The vice president of Rous & Mann was Albert H. Robson, who 
was a former art director of the Grip Firm and who also worked at the Art Gallery of Toronto. Robson was 
also an ardent supporter of the Group. At one point, most of the Group members had been employed by the 
firm; Hill, The Group of Seven, 49. See also Albert H. Robson, Canadian Landscape Painters (Toronto: 
The Ryerson Press, 1932), 134-140, 160. 
80 Jackson’s niece, Naomi, referred to The Far North as a “fine little vivid-green-covered book.” Jackson 
Groves, A.Y. Jackson: The Arctic 1927, n.p. 
81 Banting, The Far North, n.p. Banting also published an illustrated account of his own experience during 
the 1927 Arctic patrol in the Canadian Geographical Journal. See Frederick G. Banting, “With the Arctic 
Patrol,” Canadian Geographical Journal 1, no. 1 (May, 1930): 19-30. 
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accounts also reveal, the images were as much a visual record of the Department’s 

northern activities during the 1927 expedition as they were artistic interpretations of the 

landscape. “For three years the Canadian Arctic Expedition have pushed through Rice 

     
Figure 5.  A.Y. Jackson, Beechey Island – Where Franklin Expedition 
Wintered 1845-46, 1927, ink on paper, 27.2 x 34.3 cm, gift of Mr. Peter 
Dobush, Winnipeg Art Gallery, G-65-149 
 

 
Strait, a narrow channel between Pim Island and Ellesmere,” Jackson described Fram’s 

Bay, “The R.C.M.P. have a reserve depot here beside a glacier that runs into the strait.”82 

While certainly lending additional support to governmental efforts in the North, 

Jackson’s more laudatory accounts of the Department’s Arctic expedition were 

undoubtedly aimed at generating popular interest in the book, in a similar vein to 

                                                        
82 Jackson,	The Far North, n.p.	
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Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s ever-popular exploratory accounts at the time.83 As Jackson 

dramatically described the expedition’s heroic efforts to reach Canada’s most northerly 

post,  

When Capt. Falke found Kane Basin free of ice, the Beothic raced 
through to Bache, pounded through two miles of ice near the post, 
unloaded a year’s supply of coal and provisions, took off Sgt. Joy 
and Constable Bain, tried to blow up with gunpowder the ice which 
was crowding the steamer, spent six hours helpless in heavy flow 
ice, and then finding a lead to open water got back to Rice Strait 
within twenty-six hours.84 
 

Expecting brisk sales, Rous and Mann believed that Jackson’s book would appeal to 

audiences for both its artistic as well as historical account of Canada’s “north country.”85 

Although several copies of the book were sent to a number of firms for review—even as 

far as Australia—and it was even lauded by Toronto journalist Blodwen Davies as “an 

important bit of Canadiana,” the venture was a commercial failure.86 By 1932, the 

remaining copies were sold “at a reduced rate,” much to Jackson’s chagrin. A letter from 

H.L. Rous of Rous and Mann Limited explained to Jackson: 

Although we consider the volume an extremely interesting and 
valuable work, yet necessarily there are a limited number of people 
who are interested in the north country, and although we did every 
possible thing in our power, we could not, unfortunately, make the 
sales larger than they were.87 
 
 

                                                        
83 A couple of titles that were popular were Stefansson’s, The Northward Course of Empire (1921) and The 
Friendly Arctic: The Story of Five Years in Polar Regions (1922). 
84	Ibid. 
85 Rous & Mann were prepared for the book to go into second printing. LAC,	Naomi Jackson Groves 
Fonds,	MG30-D351, vol. 91, file 5, H.L. Rous to A.Y. Jackson, 24 November 1931.	
86 Blodwen Davies, “Two Toronto Artists Going into the Arctic,” Toronto Star Weekly, 21 June 1930. The 
publishers originally wanted to start with a limited press run of one thousand copies; however, only five 
hundred copies were printed in total, and even less were sold. See Jackson Groves, A.Y. Jackson: The 
Arctic 1927, n.p. 
87 LAC,	Naomi Jackson Groves Fonds,	MG30-D351, vol. 91, file 5, H.L. Rous to A.Y. Jackson, 24 
November 1931.	
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The Arctic Revisited, 1930 88 

Although generating greater awareness of a region so remote and largely removed from 

most Canadians’ everyday lives was not an easy task, efforts to engage the public in the 

imagining of the North through Jackson’s 1927 sketching expedition as well as the 

subsequent public displays of his work did draw unprecedented attention to Canadian 

activities in the Arctic during the time, and provided a platform to define and advance the 

Arctic as a Canadian possession. The January 1930 presentation by Charles Stewart of 

The Beothic at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island to the National Gallery of Canada not only 

secured a permanent home for Jackson’s painting of the 1927 government expedition to 

“the most northerly post in Canada,” but also proved to be a prudent move by the 

Department. In addition to having the painting displayed in a prominent national 

institution “for posterity,” the Gallery also offered additional support in promoting the 

new acquisition. Having made a favourable impression during the painting’s debut at the 

National Gallery’s Annual Exhibition of Canadian Art held from 23 January to 28 

February 1930, Eric Brown considered Jackson’s Arctic canvas to “be of great value to 

the public” for its “artistic and other qualities.”89 Because of the painting’s promotional 

value and its significance to both Canadian northern efforts and Canadian art, the Gallery 

                                                        
88 Like Jackson’s 1927 case study, parts of Jackson and Lawren Harris’s 1930 sketching expedition have 
been either integrated or modified into this section of the dissertation from my unpublished MA thesis. To 
read the discussion in its entirety see the chapter, “The Arctic Revisited: 1930 Expedition,” in Agnes 
Ladon, “Art and Arctic Sovereignty: A.Y. Jackson, Lawren S. Harris and Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrols 
(master’s thesis, Queen’s University, 2012), 48-75. The subtitle, “The Arctic Revisited, 1930,” is inspired 
by Jackson’s 1949 diary entry entitled “The Great Bear Revisited 1949.” See LAC, Naomi Jackson Groves 
Fonds, MG30-D351, vol. 98, file 28, “Great Bear Revisited 1949.”	
89 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Eric Brown to Charles Stewart, 
30 January 1930.	
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immediately made plans to issue reproductions of the image for public distribution, 

thereby enabling the government to extend its reach beyond the walls of a gallery.90  

 It was also during this time that Jackson made a second bid to join the 

government’s annual Arctic patrol. Interested in expanding upon his work from the 1927 

expedition, Jackson wrote to Finnie that he was slowly getting his “northern material into 

shape,” adding, 

I am sending a large canvas of the coast near Port Burwell down 
to an exhibition in Washington and New York, and hope to get 
some others under way soon. In time we will get the Americans to 
think of the Arctic as part of Canada.91 
 

While Jackson’s attempt to rouse Finnie’s interest in publicizing the Canadian 

North through his art works can be considered an astute move to secure passage aboard 

the 1930 government expedition at a time of heightened enthusiasm over his Arctic 

canvas, his desire to advance the Arctic to the Americans also coincided with government 

efforts to secure greater international acceptance of its Arctic claims. With Canada still in 

the throes of negotiations with Norway over the Sverdrup Islands, as well as the 

Americans’ continued reluctance to officially declare or endorse Canadian sovereignty 

                                                        
90 Jackson’s painting The Beothic at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island was added to the Gallery’s colour 
reproduction program in 1944 in connection with the series of national school broadcasts entitled, 
“Adventures in Canadian Painting.” According to Jackson’s niece, Naomi Jackson Groves, the painting 
“seems to have been reproduced more often than any other work by A.Y”; Naomi Jackson Groves, A.Y.’s 
Canada: Drawings by A.Y. Jackson (Toronto and Vancouver: Clarke, Irwin & Company Limited, 1968), 2. 
For reference to Jackson’s painting in connection with its colour reproduction program see “Paintings 
Featured in School Broadcasts,” Canadian Art 2, no. 1 (October-November 1944): 54. For information 
regarding the National Gallery of Canada’s reproduction program see Report of the Royal Commission on 
National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences (Ottawa: Edmond Cloutier, C.M.G., O.A., D.S.P., 
Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 1951), 78-79; Joyce Zemans, “Establishing the Canon: 
Nationhood, Identity, and the National Gallery’s First Reproduction Program of Canadian Art,” Journal of 
Canadian Art History 16, no. 2 (1995): 6-25; Joyce Zemans, Envisioning Nation: Nationhood, Identity and 
the Sampson-Matthews Silkscreen Project—The Wartime Prints, Journal of Canadian Art History 19, no. 1 
(1998): 6-47. For source on Brown’s interest in reproducing Jackson’s painting of the Beothic see LAC, 
Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Brown to Stewart, 30 January 1930. 
91 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Finnie, 13 February 
1930.	
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over the entire Arctic Archipelago, the Canadian government continued to seek ways in 

establishing Canada’s sovereignty in the region.92  

Given the government’s unease over challenges to Canada’s claim on the Arctic, 

it is not surprising that Finnie was intrigued by the prospect of another venture to advance 

the Arctic as Canadian. Recognizing the significant role that art had played in engaging 

and generating public interest in Canadian northern efforts as a result of the 1927 effort, 

Finnie immediately enquired into the feasibility of accommodating Jackson on the 

Department’s next Arctic expedition. “I am attaching a letter dated 13th instant from Mr. 

A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A., of Toronto,” Finnie noted in a letter to W.W. Cory, deputy 

minister to the Department of the Interior, “You will notice Mr. Jackson desires to secure 

more material from the Arctic and wants to know what the attitude of the Department 

might be should he apply to go up on the ‘Beothic’ again.”93 

                                                        
92 In his 1925 article for Foreign Affairs, American legal and treaty expert David Hunter Miller examined 
Canada’s claims to the Arctic Archipelago and questioned if its title to the Arctic islands was as secure as 
the nation believed. Although he stated that Canada’s claim to Baffin Island was “as certainly Canadian as 
is Ontario,” and had no objection to claims made to any land “lying north of the Canadian mainland,” he 
also argued that there were “shades of doubt” concerning unoccupied and “undiscovered” islands in the 
archipelago. According to Miller, the idea that Canada possessed all that was “known and unknown, west 
of Davis Strait and longitude 60°, east of the meridian which divides Alaska from Canada (141°), and north 
of the Canadian mainland up to the Pole” was still a matter of debate and open to a challenge. The 
MacMillan-Byrd expedition in 1925 was one instance in which the Americans refused to acknowledge 
Canadian sovereignty over Ellesmere and other occupied islands in the Arctic. Northern affairs experts, 
Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William R. Morrison and Greg Poelzer note that, although the 
United States now acknowledges Canadian Sovereignty over the Arctic Islands, there is still disagreement 
over Canadian claims that the Northwest Passage is Canadian internal waters; Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer, William Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North 
(Toronto: Thomas Allen Publishers, 2008), 1-2. For sources pertaining to the U.S. reluctance to 
acknowledge Canadian Arctic claims, and details of the MacMillan-Byrd expedition see David Hunter 
Miller, “Political Rights in the Arctic,” Foreign Affairs 4, no. 1 (Oct. 1925): 49-51; Nancy Fogelson, Arctic 
Exploration & International Relations 1900-1932 (Fairbanks, Alaska: University of Alaska Press, 1992), 
92-93; Morris Zaslow, "Administering the Arctic Islands 1880-1940: Policemen, Missionaries, Fur 
Traders," in A Century of Canada's Arctic Islands: 23rd Symposium, ed. Morris Zaslow (Ottawa: The 
Royal Society of Canada, 1981), 67. 
93 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to W.W. Cory, 18 
February 1930.	
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Although Cory concurred with Finnie that the Department “should endeavour to 

accommodate” Jackson on the 1930 expedition and was “entirely favourable” to the idea 

of a second collaborative venture between the Department and the artist, there was some 

concern over whether the Department could find room for Jackson on the Beothic that 

year. Of particular concern was the large quantity of supplies that needed to be shipped to 

the police posts and the newly established hospital in Pangnirtung during the expedition, 

as well as an increase in the number of personnel travelling on the ship.94 However, 

anxious to include Jackson on the forthcoming expedition, efforts were made by the 

Department to secure suitable accommodation on the Beothic.95  

Accompanying Jackson in his quest to paint the Arctic, and adding to the 

publicity of that year’s expedition, was fellow Group member Lawren Harris. Although 

Banting originally wanted to join Jackson again, the Department could see no reason to 

offer Banting accommodation on the ship.96 Disappointed by the fact that the Department 

                                                        
94 Finnie wrote to Jackson, “we have more people going this year than in any previous year as members of 
the expedition,” noting that the police were expecting to send “ten or twelve men,” and that “a number of 
other government officers” would also be travelling on the ship; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, 
vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to Jackson, 22 February 1930. An increase in the number of personnel 
travelling aboard the 1930 expedition can most likely be attributed to the new hospital and the number of 
stations that were in full operation in the Eastern Arctic by that time. The posts that were in operation in 
1930 were Port Burwell, Pond Inlet, Pangnirtung, Dundas Harbour, Bache Peninsula and Lake Harbour. 
Established by the Anglicans in Pangnirtung in 1929, St. Luke’s Mission Hospital operated from 1930-
1972. Jackson noted that sixteen hundred tons of coal and lumber were taken to the new hospital during the 
1930 expedition. Other supplies taken aboard the ship included a motor-boat for Chesterfield Inlet, and 
library books for the police posts; Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 103. See also LAC, Northern Affairs 
Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1 for reference to the building of the hospital in Pangnirtung. For a 
detailed history of St. Luke’s Hospital see Christopher G. Trott, “St. Luke’s Hospital Panniqtuuq: Space for 
Cultural Encounter,” Journal of the Canadian Church Historical Society, 46 no 2 (Fall 2004): 118. 
95 G.P.	Mackenzie, officer in charge of the 1930 expedition, wrote to F. Crane, owner of the Beothic, 
enquiring about the status of the structural changes being made on the ship to accommodate additional 
passengers. Mackenzie noted that “Mr. A.Y. Jackson, the artist who made the trip in 1927, wishes to go 
again and the Department is anxious to take him if suitable accommodation can be provided”; LAC, 
Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Mackenzie to F. Crane, 5 March 1930.		
96	The Department was undoubtedly mindful of the highly publicized affair that followed shortly after 
Banting’s return from the 1927 Arctic expedition, when he had inadvertently disclosed to a reporter his 
discontent over the Hudson’s Bay Company’s mistreatment of  “the Eskimos.” Banting’s remarks 
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was unable to accommodate Banting on a second voyage to the Arctic, Jackson was 

therefore resolved in finding room on the expedition for Harris, who also expressed 

interest in accompanying Jackson on the expedition. Although an application would be 

sent to the Department by Harris in early June, noting his desire to travel as Jackson’s 

“working companion on the Beothic,” having “travelled and camped together in the 

Rocky Mts., Algoma, along the north shore of Lake Superior and the Gaspé Peninsulas 

and other parts of Canada for many years,” Jackson was worried that the Department 

might not be receptive to the idea of taking another guest on the expedition.97  

In a letter to Vincent Massey, Jackson expressed his concern over the 

Department’s more conservative attitude in providing accommodation to guests on board 

the ship.98 Hoping that Massey’s influence could facilitate Harris’s accommodation on 

the forthcoming Arctic expedition, Jackson requested his assistance in approaching the 

Department. Massey agreed with Jackson that securing accommodation for Harris on the 

expedition “would be an admirable thing,” and consented to write to the Department in 

support of Harris’s application. Aware of the Department’s interest in advancing the 

North to the public, Massey argued the benefits of providing passage to another artist of 

Jackson’s standing on the government expedition. “It occurs to me that one way by which 

our north can be made better known is by the work of painters who will use the scenery 

                                                                                                                                                                     
concerning the Hudson’s Bay Company’s mistreatment of the Inuit had also publicly exposed ongoing 
issues between the Canadian government and HBC practices.  
97 LAC,	Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Lawren Harris to Finnie, 5 June 1930.	
98	Aside from being Canada’s Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States, 
Massey was an ardent supporter of the Group as well as a staunch advocate for the development of 
Canadian arts and culture. In fact, just before his correspondence with Jackson and the Department, Massey 
had delivered a speech to the Royal Society the Society of Canada on 16 May 1930 on “Art and Nationality 
in Canada,” promoting national art forms. 	
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as their subjects,” Massey wrote to Stewart, “and I think, therefore, there is some point in 

giving favourable consideration to Harris’ application.”99  

Although the Department was already keenly aware of the value of art in 

generating public interest in the Arctic after the success of the 1927 collaborative effort, 

the idea of taking another noted Canadian artist on the expedition intrigued the 

Department. Heightening the Department’s interest in Harris’s application was H.O. 

McCurry, assistant director of the National Gallery, who championed the idea of the 

Department extending its invitation to Canadian artists on government expeditions. As 

McCurry wrote to Finnie,  

If the Department finds it possible to grant this privilege, such 
action would have the hearty approval of the National Gallery. It 
is felt that the work of well-known Canadian artists in making the 
North better known and the work of the Canadian Government 
more fully understood is an important one, in addition to the more 
aesthetic aspect of their activities.  

While at Harvard University a week or so ago, attending the 
Annual Meeting of the American Art Directors Association, I 
found that it was the custom for the ice patrol of the United States 
Government to take American artists of standing on their 
expeditions as guests. In my opinion, the Arctic Patrol of your 
department is a far more important and picturesque 
undertaking.100  
 

                                                        
99 University of Toronto Archives, Vincent Massey Papers, B1987-0082, box 6, Massey to Jackson, 6 June 
1930. 
100 LAC, Northern Affairs Program,	RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, McCurry to Finnie, 4 June 1930. Although 
it is unclear which “artists of standing” McCurry was referring to, the most noted American artists to have 
travelled to the Arctic were William Bradford, who travelled on several Arctic expeditions with Dr. Isaac 
Israel Hayes in the mid-nineteenth century; Frank Wilbert Stokes, who travelled with Robert Parry in the 
late-nineteenth century; and Rockwell Kent, who travelled to the Arctic in 1918-1919, and again in 1929. 
Kent’s highly publicized journey in 1929 was on the fishing boat Direction (which was a private venture), 
which sunk in a storm off Greenland in July of that year. Press reports claimed that the Boethic, which was 
heading to Greenland at the time on its annual patrol, would pick up the artist and his two travelling 
companions. For press reports on Kent see “Shipwrecked Artist Can Count on Help of Canadian Vessel,” 
Globe (Toronto), 26 July 1929; “Kent’s Boat Salvaged in Greenland Wreck,” New York Times, 23 July 
1929. 	
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McCurry’s statement regarding the American government’s practice of 

accommodating artists on its Arctic expeditions would have certainly roused the attention 

of the Department, which was ever conscious of an American presence in the region. 

Anxious to expand on Canadian efforts to visually document and publicize the Far North 

to the wider public, the Department had recently reestablished a film program in 1928, 

appointing Richard S. Finnie (son of O.S. Finnie) as “official historian and 

cinematographer.”101 It is therefore not surprising that an opportunity to expand its efforts 

in documenting the Arctic through art would hold particular appeal to the Department.  

Convinced that taking another “eminent Canadian artist” on the expedition would 

assist in publicizing the Canadian North to audiences— both domestically and abroad—

Finnie immediately wrote to Cory concerning Harris’s application. He noted that in a 

recent discussion with Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy Superintendent of the Department 

of Indian Affairs, Scott had suggested that it would be advantageous to include Harris on 

the expedition, and urged Finnie to consider his application. “Dr. Scott pointed out the 

prominence of Mr. Harris as one of the foremost Canadian Artists,” Finnie explained to 

Cory, “and thought it would be very desirable to have him accompany the expedition 

with Mr. A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A., who had already been granted permission to go.”102  

                                                        
101	Between 1922 and 1925, J.D. Craig, an advisory engineer for the Department of the Interior, and 
officer-in-charge of the 1922 and 1923 Eastern Arctic Patrols, supervised the production of motion pictures 
in the Arctic by The Canadian Government Motion Picture Bureau. In addition to the motion pictures, 
which were intended for educational use, professional newsreel cinematographer George Valiquette 
documented the 1922, 1923, and 1925 Eastern Arctic Patrols, with Roy Tash filming the 1924 patrol. The 
Department’s program was temporarily suspended in 1926 due to budgetary concerns, and once again in 
the early 1930s (as a result of the Great Depression and administrative retrenchment). Peter Geller, 
Northern Exposures: Photographing and Filming the Canadian North, 1920-45, 39, 42, 44, 47, 137. 
102 LAC,	Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Finnie to Cory, 9 June 1930. Although a 
career bureaucrat, Duncan Campbell Scott had an interest in the arts and developed close professional and 
personal associations with many artists, including Harris. See Leslie, Dawn, National Visions, National 
Blindness: Canadian Art and Identities in the 1920s  (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006), 118; Charles Hill, The 
Group of Seven: Art for a Nation (Ottawa: McClelland & Stewart for the National Gallery of Canada, 
1995), 189. 
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It was on 12 June when Finnie informed Harris that the Department had approved 

his application to travel on the 1930 Arctic expedition.103 Accepting the Department’s 

offer to travel on the ship, Harris wrote to Finnie that he was “indeed delighted… to be a 

member of the expedition,” and looked forward to the prospect of sketching with Jackson 

in the Arctic.104  

However, interpreting Canada’s Far North proved to be a challenge for both 

Harris and Jackson as they left North Sydney, Nova Scotia, on 1 August, on what would 

be the most extensive trip the Eastern Arctic Patrol had made in one season to date (fig. 

6).105 Because of the unusually heavy ice and fog conditions that year, visits ashore were 

limited. As Harris noted, both he and Jackson “usually saw the most exciting subjects 

while steaming through channels or while being bumped by pack ice.”106 On many 

occasions, they “had time only to take rapid notes,” which Harris explained were later 

“worked up into sketches, crowded in our small cabin, seated on the edge of our 

respective bunks with only a port-hole to let in the light.”107 Harris would later sum up 

the Arctic sketching excursion to Emily Carr: 

The Arctic was an experience. I know that if it were possible for 
one to go up there and take ones time and go where one liked it 
would yield some fine things. But it is not possible. You’d have 
to charter a real ship and have it run by a real navigator who 
knows ice and ten million other things… Sailing a large ship 
across the Atlantic is the merest child’s play compared to taking a 
ship up into the Arctic.108  

                                                        
103 LAC,	Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Finnie to Harris, 12 June 1930.	
104	LAC,	Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Harris to Finnie, 14 June 1930. See also 
LAC, Northern Affairs Program,	RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Jackson to Mackenzie, 3 July 1930.	
105 Lawren Harris, The Story of the Group of Seven (Toronto: Rous & Mann Press Limited, 1964), 23.	
106 Harris, The Story of the Group of Seven, 24.	
107 Ibid. 
108 LAC, Emily Carr Fonds, MG30-D215, vol. 2, Harris Carr Correspondence 1930, Harris to Carr, 30.  
November 1930.	



 50 

           
                   Figure 6.  A.Y. Jackson and Lawren Harris aboard the Beothic, 
                   Photo © Courtesy of the National Gallery of Canada Library and Archives 

 

Despite the difficult working conditions, both Jackson and Harris produced a 

considerable number of works from the fifty-nine-day expedition.109 As Jackson wrote to 

Finnie, a few weeks after the Beothic returned to North Sydney on 27 September, “It is 

still a little too soon to get a perspective on it, and a lot of our work was hit and miss 

stuff, but there is a lot of material which I think we can develop.”110  

In keeping with their efforts “to give Canadians some idea of the strange beauty 

of our northern possessions,” both Jackson and Harris exhibited their Arctic works at 

                                                        
109	Harris also recorded film footage from his Arctic journey on his hand-held camera, at the insistence of 
his daughter, Peggy, who wished “to know what the country looks like.” Jackson wrote to Finnie that he 
believed that some of Harris’s footage “turned out quite well,” and thought that it might even “parallel 
Richard’s work.” However, Harris intended the footage to be a “family film” and it was not used for any 
governmental or commercial purposes (as far as can be determined). The film was, however, screened at 
the Toronto Conservatory of Music on 8 January 1934, under the auspices of the Berkley Girls’ Club. The 
footage, approximately forty-eight minutes long, is under copyright and available for viewing at the Library 
and Archives Canada. For references to Harris’s film see Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 103, 106; LAC, 
Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Finnie, 11 October 1930.	
110	LAC,	Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Jackson to Finnie, 11 October 1930.	
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Hart House in early November 1930.111 Touted by one reviewer as “one of the best 

exhibitions of recent years,” it was noted that “their sketches, some sixty-seven in 

number, bring us a clear impression of the majesty of our own far north, and show us the 

very soul of our barren land” (fig. 7).112 To further engage the viewer in the imagining of 

the Arctic region—and of the artists as its explorers—a map was also installed alongside 

Jackson and Harris’s sketches “to trace the wanderings of the two men” during their 

voyage on the government patrol.  

While the Hart House exhibit was certainly successful in engaging the viewer in 

Canadian efforts in the North, and was well received by the public, it was ultimately the 

intention of the artists to exhibit their sketches in a larger exhibition venue.113 Lending 

support to this idea was Finnie, who, of course, was eager to publicize the Arctic works 

to the broader public. Enquiring into the feasibility of mounting an exhibition of Jackson 

and Harris’s Arctic sketches at the National Gallery, Finnie explained to Brown, “We 

enjoyed the last exhibition of Mr. Jackson’s pictures some years ago and I would 

appreciate very much the more recent sketches of Messrs. Jackson and Harris. I am sure 

the public also would be interested. I hope you will do what you can to arrange for a 

showing in the National Gallery in the near future.”114  

A total of sixty-six oil sketches—thirty by Harris and thirty-six by Jackson—were 

mounted at the Gallery on 26 November 1930, “at the request of the Director of the North 

West Territories Branch, Mr. O.S. Finnie.” Also included in the exhibition was Jackson’s 

                                                        
111	Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 111. 
112 G.K.M., “Sketch Room,” The Varsity, 5 November 1930.	
113	LAC, Northern Affairs Program,	RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, Jackson to Finnie, 11 October 1930.	
114 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to Brown, 13 November 
1930.	
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                Figure 7.  Lawren S. Harris, Arctic Sketch XIII, 1930, oil on pressed board, 
                30.5 x 38.1 cm, gift of Agnes Etherington, 1945, Agnes Etherington Art  
                Centre, Queen’s University, 00-085 
 
 

painting The Beothic at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island, which the catalogue acknowledged 

was “[p]resented to the National Gallery to commemorate the establishment, on August 

6, 1926, of Bache Peninsula Post… visited annually by the Canadian Government Arctic 

expedition, which patrols the posts and waters of Canada’s most northern possessions.”115  

As one keen reviewer aptly put it, “The enthusiasm of two well-known Canadian 

painters and the fine work being done each year by the Northwest Territories and Yukon 

Branch of the Department of the Interior was brought to the fore today in an exhibition of 

                                                        
115 National Gallery of Canada, Catalogue of Arctic Sketches by A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A. and Lawren Harris 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1930), n.p. 
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Arctic sketches by A.Y. Jackson, R.C.A., and Lawren Harris, at the National Gallery.”116 

Indeed, like the various 1927 efforts to advance the Canadian North through Jackson’s 

Arctic works, the display of Jackson and Harris’s Arctic works at the Gallery generated 

interest in Canadian northern initiatives, both politically and culturally. During the two 

weeks that the sketches were on display, Jackson’s and Harris’s Arctic works “attracted a 

great deal of attention” to the northern expedition, and were lauded by the press and 

public for their unique depictions of the “grandeur of the far north.”117 The sketches also 

attracted favourable attention from a number of government officials who viewed the 

Arctic scenes, including the Governor General and his wife, Lady Willingdon, who 

McCurry described as being “greatly struck with their beauty and interest.”118  

The success of the Gallery exhibition certainly pleased Finnie. As he would 

express to Jackson following the closing of the exhibition in December, he was greatly 

impressed with the Arctic display. Not only did he believe that the art works made a 

favourable impression on the public, and had generated greater interest in Canadian 

northern efforts; Finnie also thought that the pictures had helped advance the Arctic as an 

integral part of the nation. As he put it, 

I think a few pictures of the Arctic will help substantially to put 
that country on the map and to make the people of Canada realize 
that we have an empire in the north as well as in the southern 
parts of the country… there is now much more interest in the 

                                                        
116	“Canadian Artists Exhibit Pictures of Arctic Regions,” Ottawa Journal, 27 November 1930.	
117	NGC, National Gallery Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) & Harris, (Lawren) Arctic 
Sketches – 1930, v.1, McCurry to E.M. Pinkerton, 10 December 1930; “Canadian Artists Exhibit Pictures 
of Arctic Regions,” Ottawa Journal, 27 November 1930.	
118 Finnie,	Col. Patterson Murphy, Duncan Campbell Scott, G.P. Mackenzie and Major David Livingston 
McKeand were noted to have attended the exhibition. Lord Willingdon was Governor General of Canada 
from 1926-1931. Both Lord and Lady Willingdon had a keen appreciation for the arts. NGC, National 
Gallery Fonds, Exhibitions in Gallery, Jackson (A.Y.) & Harris, (Lawren) Arctic Sketches – 1930, v.1, 
McCurry to Harris, 4 December 1930; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. 
Jackson, Finnie to Jackson, 31 December 1930.	
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Arctic than formerly and undoubtedly your pictures have assisted 
substantially in creating that interest.119 
 

An exhibit of Jackson and Harris’s sixty-seven Arctic works was also held in the 

Print Room of the Art Association of Montreal from 31 January to 15 February 1931.120 

The widely publicized exhibition, which was touted as the result of the artists’ “9,000 

mile voyage to Godhavn, Greenland, and all the Canadian posts” during the Canadian 

government’s Arctic patrol, attracted considerable attention to Canadian northern efforts, 

with one Vancouver reviewer heralding the Arctic display “as one of the most interesting 

shows of the season.”121  

While the artists’ works generally drew positive reviews from the critics, not all 

of them were equally enthusiastic. As one Montreal reviewer wrote, Jackson and Harris’s 

Arctic scenes made it “almost impossible to believe that their pictures deal with the same 

country,” with some of the sketches appearing “almost like unrelieved grey 

rectangles.”122  Samuel Morgan-Powell, a longstanding critic of the Group, and of 

modernist art, also wrote a particularly scathing review of the artists’ Arctic sketches, 

describing both their works as “decorative in composition,” and neither creating “an 

impression of reality.” As Morgan-Powell declared: “The spectator can take his choice, 

but nothing he will see in the Print Room is likely to encourage him to take a trip to the 

                                                        
119 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Finnie to Jackson, 31 December 
1930.	
120	A small exhibit was also held from 5 January to 17 January 1931 at the Lyceum Women’s Art 
Association in Toronto, and featured the most recent works by Harris, Jackson, Lismer and MacDonald. 
Both Jackson and Harris exhibited their Arctic sketches; Lismer exhibited his works of the Atlantic 
Provinces, and MacDonald exhibited his sketches “done in the Rockies” over the summer; “Arctic 
Paintings Exhibited at Club, New Pictures by Arthur Lismer and J.E. H. MacDonald Shown,” Mail and 
Empire (Toronto), 6 January 1931. 
121 Reta W. Meyers, “In the Domain of Art,” Vancouver Daily Province, 13 February 1931. 
122	The reviewer was particularly harsh on Jackson’s works see “Sketches Exhibited of Canadian Arctic,” 
Montreal Gazette, 2 February 1931.	
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Arctic.”123  But despite harsh reviews from some critics, negative publicity did little to 

deter a public eager to see the Arctic works that had clearly generated greater interest in 

the artists’ “graphic impression” of the Canadian North. By the closing of the exhibit the 

press reported that Jackson and Harris’ Arctic sketches of “grey rectangles,” “leaden 

skies,” “muddy snow,” and “barren rock” ultimately attracted a number of visitors during 

the two-week display, and were “favourably commented on” by the general public.124 

 

There were two additional exhibitions scheduled for 1931. Exhibitions of Jackson and 

Harris’s Arctic works were mounted at the Art Gallery of Toronto in May 1931, and at 

the Canadian Pacific Exhibition held in Vancouver in late August 1931. But by this time 

rhetoric surrounding the Department’s involvement in the sketching expedition was 

largely absent from the press accounts and exhibition catalogues.125 The Great 

Depression would eventually take its toll on the Department, and by the summer of 1931 

the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the Department of the Interior was 

dramatically restructured under new restraint measures enforced by R.B. Bennett’s 

administration. Among those who lost their positions in the Department were Finnie and 

                                                        
123	Samuel Morgan-Powell, “Pictures on View,” Montreal Daily Star, 2 February 1930. For references to 
Morgan-Powell’s views on the Group and Modernism see Charles Hill, The Group of Seven: Art for a 
Nation, 55-57, 89. 	
124	“Sketches Exhibited of Canadian Arctic,” Montreal Gazette, 2 February 1931; Saturday Night 46, no, 
3: (7 March 1931).	
125	For discussion of the Arctic exhibitions see Art Gallery of Toronto, Catalogue of an Exhibition of 
Contemporary British Water Colours, Wood Engravings by Clare Leighton, A.R.E., Arctic Sketches by 
Lawren Harris and A. Y. Jackson, R.C. A. (Toronto: The Art Gallery of Toronto, 1930); Saturday Night 46, 
no. 5: (9 May 1931); Jehanne Bietry Salinger, “Arctic Scenes Are Exhibited,” Mail and Empire (Toronto), 
1 May 1931; Vancouver Art Association, Exhibition of Paintings and Photography, August 22nd to 29th, 
1931, Contemporary British Water-Colors by Courtesy of the National Gallery ,Ottawa; Sketches of the 
Canadian North by Lawren Harris, R.C.A. and A.Y. Jackson R.C.A.; “Photograms of the Year”; Doris 
Milligan, “Random Notes About Art,” Vancouver Sun, 29 August 1931; Elsie Deveu, “But is it Art?” 
Vancouver Sunday Province, 6 September 1931; Diogenes, “Visit to Art Gallery at Hastings Park,” 
Vancouver Daily Province, 29 August 1931; Reta M. Myers, “Fine Display of Art Work at Fair,” 
Vancouver Daily Province, 26 August 1931.	
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Mackenzie, thereby ending any further possibility of advancing the government 

expedition through Jackson’s and Harris’s 1930 art works at the time.126 

While there were also plans to circulate Jackson and Harris’s Arctic collection in 

the United States in 1932, those plans also fell through.127 With the sudden reorganization 

of the Department, and shifting interests of the artists—the Group also underwent its own 

organizational changes, expanding membership, which led to the formation of the 

Canadian Group of Painters in 1933—Jackson and Harris would no longer find it viable 

to exhibit their Arctic collection, ultimately bringing their tour of their Arctic works to a 

close.128  

 

 

                                                        
126 Charles Stewart left his position in 1930, after serving Prime Minister King, and W.W. Cory retired in 
1931. Geller notes that after “the administrative retrenchment of the early 1930s, visual documentation of 
the [Eastern Arctic Patrols] were significantly reduced.” McKeand would assume the role as a senior 
bureaucrat of the Department, but “displayed little enthusiasm for the visual promotion of northern 
administration”; Geller, Northern Exposures, 47-48. For other references concerning the restructuring of 
the Department see Diamond Jenness, Eskimo Administration: II. Canada (Montreal: The Arctic Institute 
of North America, 1964),	48-49; Janice Cavell and Jeff Noakes, Acts of Occupation: Canada and Arctic 
Sovereignty, 1918-25 (Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2010), 252. 	
127The following galleries expressed interest in exhibiting Jackson and Harris’s Arctic collection: The 
Albright Gallery in Buffalo, New York; The Memorial Art Gallery in Rochester, New York; The Columbus 
Gallery of Fine Arts in Columbus, Ohio; and the Faulkner Memorial Gallery, Santa Barbara California. For 
correspondence concerning the proposed exhibitions see Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor 
Research Library and Archives, A4.2.5, Exhibitions, 1931, Arctic Sketches by Lawren Harris and A.Y. 
Jackson, Gertrude Herdle to Fred Haines, 19 May 1931; Secretary to the Curator to Gertrude Herdle, 30 
May 1931; William Hekking to Haines, 22 June 1931; Karl Bolander to Haines, 23 June 1931; Haines to 
Bolander, 25 June 1931; Haines to Hekking, 26 June 1931; Haines to Herdle, 8 July 1931; Frances B. Linn 
to Haines, 27 October 1931. 
128 The Group’s last official exhibition was held at the Art Gallery of Toronto in December 1931. After the 
opening of show the Group decided to expand and include new members. The Group would formally 
disband in 1933 with the forming of the Canadian Group of Painters. The early 1930s was also a period of 
personal change for both Jackson and Harris. In April 1932, Jackson’s younger sister took her own life and 
in June of that year, Jackson’s father died. The death of fellow Group member J.E.H. MacDonald in 
November 1932 was particularly devastating for Group members as well. Harris spent the summer of 1932 
sketching at Point au Baril on Georgian Bay, but was going through a period of spiritual and creative 
malaise and had done very little painting at the time. He would move into abstraction by 1934; Dennis 
Reid, Alberta Rhythm: The Later Work of A.Y. Jackson (Toronto: The Art Gallery of Ontario, 1982), 11, 14; 
Jeremy Adamson, Lawren S. Harris: Urban Scenes and Wilderness Landscapes, 1906-1930 (Toronto: The 
Art Gallery of Ontario, 1978), 200.  
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Chapter 3 
 

Towards Maintaining Canada’s Presence in the North: The 
Government Patrols to the Eastern Arctic, 1938-1974 

 
In many ways, Jackson and Harris’s 1930 to 1931 Arctic exhibitions marked the 

culmination of years of Canadian efforts in the Arctic. In November of 1930, Norway 

formally recognized Canadian sovereignty over the disputed Sverdrup Islands, and any 

potential claims that Denmark and the United States might have had to the Arctic islands 

during the 1920s were “nullified” by effective acts of Canadian occupation and 

administration in the region, thereby leaving Canadian claims in the Arctic unchallenged 

by any foreign power at this time.129  Yet despite Canada’s apparent advances in securing 

political recognition over the Arctic islands, the government’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 

continued to play a vital role in maintaining an effective Canadian presence in the region 

well into the decade and beyond. The SS Beothic, which patrolled the region for six 

seasons, was replaced by the Hudson’s Bay Company’s ships SS Ungava and the RMS 

Nascopie, which were chartered by the government to service and patrol the Arctic in 

1932 and from 1933-1947, respectively.130 From 1933 to 1941 the ships even 

accommodated the public (for those willing to pay the $650.00 fare), offering a chance 

for up to fifty tourists “to enjoy the crisp atmosphere” of the “Canadian Arctic”—a 

                                                        
129 Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer explain that Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic remained 
unchallenged, even “on the eve of the Second World War,” partly because certain claims were 
‘unchallengeable under international law”, and partly because “no one wanted to challenge it”; Coates, 
Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 51. See also V. 
Kenneth Johnston, “Canada’s Title to the Arctic Islands,” Canadian Historical Review 14, no.1 (March 
1933): 40-41.  
130 In order to cut operating costs the government rented space aboard ships. It was not until 1950 that the 
CGS C.D. Howe was constructed by the government and came into service after the Nascopie sank in July 
1947. The C.D. Howe operated until it was retired in 1968. C.S. Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic 
Patrol 1922-68,” 94-97. 
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scheme that not only added to the operation’s coffers, but undoubtedly further helped to 

enhance and establish Canada’s proprietary claims to the region in the public mind.131 

  Canada’s northern sovereignty continued to manifest itself in other symbolic 

ways as well, through such means as the use of images, but the effects of the Great 

Depression and the administrative retrenchment of the Department meant that very few 

resources were left to go towards visually (and professionally) documenting northern 

activities during the early 1930s. According to Peter Geller, it was not until 1937 when 

the next “professional record” of the Arctic voyage was made, when Richard Finnie 

filmed Patrol to the Northwest Passage. (Photographic records, which once held 

“multiple views” from a number of contributors, ultimately “became subordinated to the 

single point of view of the officer-in-charge” at this time.)132 Thus, most of the 

“government views” of the Arctic that were used in various publications during this 

period were primarily drawn from a supply of existing images, including some of 

Jackson’s works from his 1927 expedition which was used in the Department’s 1934 

publication, Canada’s Eastern Arctic: Its History, Resources, Population and 

Administration.133  

                                                        
131	C.S. Mackinnon explains that it was mostly “older American” tourists “who could afford the $650 
fare.” See Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 1922-68,” 97. For more information about the 
Nascopie’s history see the article by Alfred J. and Samuel B. Moses, “Where the Penguin Meets the Polar 
Bear: RMS Nascopie and the Arctic Patrol Part II,” Western Stamp Collector, 6 November 1976, found in 
LAC, RG 3, vol. 2665, file  ARC-3/2665/5 1938-76.  
132 Geller, Northern Exposures, 47. 
133	As mentioned earlier in this chapter, a pen and ink drawing of Bache Post was used in the Department’s 
1934 report. Jackson’s pen and ink drawing of Eskimo Summer Camp was also used for the front cover of 
the report. As also mentioned, Jackson’s image of the Beothic was distributed through the National 
Gallery’s reproduction program. See Department of the Interior, Canada’s Eastern Arctic: Its History, 
Resources, Population and Administration (Ottawa: J.O. Patenaude, Printer to the King’s Most Excellent 
Majesty, 1934). With regard to the recirculation of images by the state, Geller explains that “the more 
limited use and production of visual images represented more than a reflection of the slowing down of 
government initiatives,” but that “the wide coverage given to the north by a decade of official investigation 
under the auspices of the NWTYB” also “resulted in a weighty archive of visual information that could be 
drawn upon in subsequent years”; Geller, Northern Exposures, 48. 	
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At around the same time as Richard Finnie’s 1937 commission, however, an 

opportunity to provide a fresh perspective on the Arctic through art presented itself—this 

time with the help of F. H. Varley.  Inspired by Jackson’s and Harris’s Arctic ventures, 

Varley sought the assistance of Eric Brown in February of 1937 in the hope that Brown’s 

influence could facilitate his accommodation aboard that year’s voyage of the RMS 

Nascopie. In a letter from Brown to Charles Camsell, who was the commissioner of the 

Northwest Territories and the deputy minister of the newly formed Department of Mines 

and Resources, Brown discussed Varley’s interest in accompanying the 1937 Eastern 

Arctic Patrol.134 Citing Jackson’s and Harris’s earlier trips and noting how the artists 

“brought back much valuable work” from the region, Brown explained that he believed 

that sketches and studies of the Arctic and of “Eskimo life” from “one of the ablest 

Canadian artists at work today” would also “be of great value” and would add to “the 

record of this part of Canada and its people.”135 Camsell, who was intrigued by the idea 

of further advancing the North, noted to Brown that, “the personnel of the party will be 

discussed” at an upcoming meeting of the Northwest Territories Council.136 However, by 

June, Varley had not heard from the Department and wrote to the Deputy Minister 

himself, noting that he was “anxious for news” concerning the forthcoming Arctic 

expedition.137 While it was expressed by various parties that the officer-in-charge of the 

Eastern Arctic Patrol, Major D.L. McKeand, was “very well disposed” towards 

accommodating Varley and including him as part of the ship’s personnel, his spot was 

                                                        
134 The Department of the Interior was renamed The Department of Mines and Resources in 1936. 
135 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Eric Brown to Charles 
Camsell, 27 February 1937.  
136 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Camsell to Brown, 4 
March 1937.	
137 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Varley to H.O. 
McCurry, 7 June 1937. 
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allotted to someone else. As Varley disappointedly found out from McKeand, it was 

impossible to accommodate him that year because room was required for “extras for the 

Broadcasting Station to be erected in the Arctic.”138  

Varley’s name was added to the list for the following year, however, and by 5 

July 1938 he received notification from Camsell that provision was made to 

accommodate him aboard the Nascopie. Recognizing that works from the trip “would be 

of great value in bringing the North West Territories to the attention of a wider public,” 

Camsell explained to Varley that, “transportation, meals and berths will be provided from 

Montreal and return.”139 It was, however, expected that he “make a series of drawings 

and studies in and around the various settlements” and “a canvas of the most northerly 

post office in Canada,” as well as “scenes in and around Bellot Strait for presentation to 

the Archives, the National Gallery or any other department the Minister may wish to 

designate.” It was also expected that “these drawings” be made “available for those 

branches of the Government having interest in Arctic development.”140  

Camsell’s request for various studies and scenes in and around Arctic settlements 

and of certain scenery, which echoed similar terms the Department of the Interior set out 
                                                        
138 Four stations were established by the Hudson’s Bay Company in co-operation with the Department of 
Transport in the Eastern Arctic during the summer of 1937. These stations were erected in: Cape Dorset, 
Cape Smith, Arctic Bay and Repulse Bay. Between the winter months of 1937 to 1938, there were seven 
stations in operation. For a discussion on short wave radio communication in the Arctic see S.G. L. Horner, 
“Posts of the Far North Will Have Two-Way Short Wave Communication,” The Beaver, 269, no. 1 (June 
1938): 10-13; S.G.L. Horner, “Hudson’s Bay Calling,” The Beaver, 270, no. 3 (December 1939): 13-17. 
For records of correspondence concerning accommodating Varley on the Eastern Arctic Patrol see NGC, 
National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Varley to McCurry, 24 May 
1938; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, McCurry to Varley, 
25 May 1937; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, McCurry to 
Varley, 8 June 1937; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, 
Varley to Brown, 30 August 1937; Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley: A Centennial Exhibition (Edmonton: 
The Edmonton Art Gallery, 1981), 136. 
139 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Brown to Camsell, 30 
June 30 1938; Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. 
Varley Fonds, box 6, file 2.  
140 Ibid. 
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during its earlier ventures between Jackson and Harris, was consistent with the 

government’s continued interest in widely publicizing its efforts and claims in the region. 

This desire to engage the public in Canadian activities in the North (and this eagerness to 

promote the significance of these efforts to the nation) was clearly evident in the 

announcements released by the Department to the popular press. On 8 July 1938, the day 

before the Nascopie embarked on its “12, 246 mile voyage to the Arctic,” the press 

published a detailed itinerary of the patrol, courtesy of an the Honourable Thomas 

Alexander Crerar, Minister of Mines and Resources. The various press accounts not only 

relayed information about the patrol’s duties, but also provided a descriptive roster of the 

ship’s most prominent guests and of the particular duties they would perform during that 

year’s expedition, which aimed to further stimulate the public’s interest in governmental 

activities.141 Among the guests highlighted during the 1938 expedition were Terence 

Shortt, an ornithologist with the Royal Ontario Museum, who was travelling aboard the 

patrol “to make a study of Arctic bird life”; Dr. Keith F. Rogers, a medical doctor 

specializing in diseases of the heart, who was to “make an inspection of the natives”; 

D.A. Nichols, a physiographer for the Geological Survey, who sought to study the 

physical geography of the Arctic and conduct studies around the vicinity of Bellot Strait; 

and the Ottawa-based reporter for the Citizen, Marion Grange, who was designated as the 

ship’s historian for that year’s expedition. Also included on this list was of course Varley, 

whose description as a former “captain in the C. E. F.” and a war artist undoubtedly 

added an intriguing dimension to the expedition’s latest mission to document and “paint 

                                                        
141 “Major McKeand to Head Arctic Patrol,” Ottawa Journal, 8 July 1938; “McKeand Again Heads 
Nascopie Arctic Tour,” Winnipeg Tribune, 8 July 1938. These newspaper articles cited from a release 
issued by the Department of Mines and Resources, which was printed a day later in the Canadian 
Resources Bulletin no. 67 (9 July 1938): n.p. 
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pictures for the National Gallery of Eskimos, government posts and other subjects 

relative to the Arctic.”142 

During the nearly three months Varley spent aboard the Nascopie as the 

expedition’s official artist, he worked frenetically to capture the Arctic scenery, mostly in 

the form of sketches made in “watercolour, pencil, or crayon.”143 His cabin mate, the 

ornithologist Terence Shortt, wrote that, although Varley initially started sketching in 

oils, various climatic conditions made it difficult for the artist to work with the medium in 

the Arctic. The oil sketches that Varley managed to make, such as Arctic Night (fig. 8), 

did, however, strike Shortt for their “power and beauty.”144 In an effort to assist Varley 

with his task of recording his impressions during the expedition, Shortt offered the artist 

his own supply of watercolour paints, brushes and “a stack of fine watercolour paper,” 

which were far more suitable for use in the cold, northern climate than oils, and which 

helped facilitate the hundreds of studies that Varley would make of the Arctic landscape 

and Inuit population (fig. 9).145 Varley “worked so fast and with such intensity,” as Shortt 

recalled, “that the stock of paper dwindled rapidly”; as a result, both men were reduced to 

using “writing paper, ruled notebooks, and brown wrapping paper” by the end of the 

voyage.146   

                                                        
142 Ibid. Note: once again, at the time the term “Eskimo” was used to describe the Inuit population of 
Canada. The term is only used in this paper when citing correspondence or titles to exhibitions, 
publications and artistic works, to maintain historical specificity. 
143 Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley: A Centennial Exhibition, 140; Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1979), 25;  
144 Terence Shortt, “Arctic Sketchbook, 1938,” The Beaver 313, no. 3 (Winter 1982): 8. 
145 Ibid; Jeremy Brown, “Varley and Shortt: Their Voyage on the ‘Nascopie in 1938,” The Beaver 309, no. 
2 (Autumn 1978), 55; Terry Shortt, Not as the Crow Flies (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 
1975), 32; Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley: A Centennial Exhibition, 142; Peter Varley, Frederick H. 
Varley (Toronto: Key Porter Books, 1983), 154. 
146Varley also wrote to a friend from the Nascopie of the number of staggering impressions he encountered 
each day noting,  “I seldom sleep for fear of missing something.” LAC, Peter Varley - Frederick Horsman 
Varley Collection, MG30-D401, vol. 2, file correspondence to Billie and Leonard Pike, 1938-1941, Varley 



 63 

It was from this “enormous pile of sketches and paintings” that Varley and Shortt 

even held an impromptu exhibit of their Arctic studies for passengers aboard the ship, 

which, Shortt believed, “was probably the first one ever put on in the Arctic—and viewed 

by Eskimos.”147 But despite the prodigious number of studies that Varley produced as a 

result of the Arctic voyage, he would find very little inspiration in the months following 

the expedition. Prone to bouts of depression, the artist “sank into a state of terrible 

despondency” because of various difficulties in his personal life, and “for almost the next 

year and a half he did virtually no painting.”148 Nor did Varley have the energy to 

promote the Arctic works to the extent that both he and the Department had originally  

                
       Figure 8. F. H. Varley, Arctic Night, undated, oil on panel, 30.3 x 39.7 cm, gift  
       of the Ernest E. Poole Foundation, Art Gallery of Alberta Collection, 1975,  
       68.6.86 © Varley Art Gallery / City of Markham. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
to Billie and Leonard Pike, 11 August 1938. For Shortt’s description see Terence Shortt, “Arctic 
Sketchbook, 1938,” 8; Terry Shortt, Not as the Crow Flies, 32-33. 
147 Terence Shortt, “Arctic Sketchbook, 1938,” 4; Terry Shortt, Not as the Crow Flies, 33. 
148 Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley, 25; Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley: A Centennial Exhibition, 142, 
144, 146. 
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           Figure 9. F.H. Varley, Eskimo Boy - Double Sketch, 1938, graphite and   
           watercolour on paper, 30.1 x 37.8 cm, collection of the Varley Art Gallery  
           of Markham, purchased by the Varley-McKay Art Foundation of Markham, 
           2014.  
 

anticipated. Upon his return from the expedition, Varley arranged a small show in 

Ottawa, “over the local farmers’ market,” but very few of the works sold.149 Thus, the 

initial enthusiasm he had shown for presenting “an Esquimaux exhibition” at the National 

Gallery in October that year, or for “a one man show,” all but dissipated.150 

 

McKeand, however, who was impressed by Varley’s works and by the manner in which 

the artist captivated the audience with his Arctic impressions during his brief show on 

board the Nascopie, wrote to Roy Gibson, Deputy Commissioner of the Northwest 

Territories, in the hope that Varley would be given another chance to accompany the 

                                                        
149 Peter Varley, Frederick H. Varley, 29. 
150 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Varley to Brown, 10 
March 1937; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, Varley to 
McCurry, 24 May 1937;  
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Eastern Arctic Patrol the following year. As McKeand expressed to Gibson after the 1938 

voyage,  

Those who had an opportunity of seeing Mr. Varley’s rough 
paintings, sketches, etc., of the Eastern Arctic are loud in their 
praise for his interpretation of native life and Eastern Arctic 
conditions. I have no hesitation in recommending that Mr. Varley 
accompany the Eastern Arctic Patrol next year if the National 
Gallery want him to do so. There is plenty of work for an artist to 
do and even two years is little enough time to do it in.151  

 

Yet while the idea to send Varley on a second voyage aboard the patrol never came to 

fruition, for the reasons outlined earlier, his contribution to the 1938 Arctic expedition 

continued to make a lasting impression on the public—even many years later. Shortly 

after Varley’s return from the Arctic, the artist was asked to provide a detailed account of 

his voyage aboard the Nascopie in a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) radio 

broadcast, which did much to help further promote the North and governmental activities 

to the public. As one journalist from the Winnipeg Tribune later remarked, Varley’s radio 

description of his activities on board that year’s Arctic expedition was “an admirable 

address,” from what he understood.152  In 1939, one of the very few paintings that Varley 

managed to work up in oil, Summer in the Arctic (in the Thomson Collection), was 

included in the Exhibition of Canadian Art with the Canadian Group of Painters at the 

New York World’s Fair from 1 August to 15 September 1939. (This venue was one of 

the major exhibitions that the Department of Mines and Resources had originally hoped 

to see some of Varley Arctic works showcased, and which partially fulfilled Varley’s 

                                                        
151 LAC, Northern Administration Branch, RG 85, vol. 73, file 201-1 (13), McKeand to Roy Gibson, 30 
September 1938. 
152 W.J. Phillips, Winnipeg Tribune, 3 December 1938. For a transcript of Varley’s C.B.C. broadcast see 
Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, box 
6, file 2, Eastern Arctic Patrol, Nascopie, CBC Radio Talk, 1938, 1-8. 
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commitment to promote scenes of the Canadian Arctic to the wider public).153 Summer in 

the Arctic was also included in another exhibition in New York, this time held at the 

American British Art Centre in January of 1941, thereby offering another opportunity to 

advance the “Canadian Arctic” to audiences abroad.154 And, years later, in 1944, Varley 

held a solo exhibition at the Eaton’s Fine Art Galleries in Toronto from 30 October to 11 

November, which was immediately followed by a second show at Hart House in 

December of that year in view of wide public interest.155 Although the 1944 exhibitions 

contained a wide array of material from the artist’s oeuvre—such as “landscapes, 

portraits, symbolic figure paintings, and character studies” that Varley produced during 

the past twelve years of his career—his Arctic works were favourably received and were 

consistently singled out by the press as being especially memorable for Varley’s skillful 

renderings of the region and for his expressive use of colour “over dramatic masses of 

rocks, clouds… people and fabrics.”156 As one reporter from the Telegram observed after 

viewing the artist’s Arctic works at the Eaton’s exhibition, “We do not say that 

everybody will like it, but years of painting experience have strengthened the authority of 

                                                        
153LAC, Northern Administration Branch, RG 85, vol. 73, file 201-1 (13), McKeand to Gibson, 20 June 
1938. 
154 Varley also submitted Summer in the Arctic in an exhibit held in the fall of 1941 at the Watson 
Galleries in Montreal. NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, 
Varley to McCurry, 10 September 1941; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, 
box 270, file 17, McCurry to Varley, 12 September 1941; Peter Varley, Frederick H. Varley, 33. 
155 Christopher Varley notes that the exhibitions were well received and that there was also a request for 
another show in London, Ontario; however, it does not appear that a third exhibit was mounted. 
Christopher Varley, F.H. Varley: A Centennial Exhibition, 162. See also Catherine D. Siddall, The 
Prevailing Influence: Hart House and the Group of Seven, 1949-1953 (Oakville, Ontario: Oakville 
Galleries, 1987), 81. A number of Varley’s Arctic works were also exhibited during a retrospective 
exhibition on Varley held a decade later at the Art Gallery of Toronto (October to November, 1954); the 
National Gallery of Canada (November to December, 1954); Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (January to 
February, 1954); and during the Western Canada tour (February to May, 1955). 
156 “An Exhibition and Sale of Paintings and Drawings by Frederick H. Varley,” Toronto Daily Star, 30 
October 1944, p. 32; Augustus Bridle, “Varley’s Pictorama Strongly Dramatic,” Toronto Daily Star, 1 
November 1944; Pearl McCarthy, “Varley of Today Mature in Power,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 4 
November 1944. 
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the painter in matters of technique, and consistently he has been a man with something to 

say in paint, an artist of fine imagination. There is in much of his work a curiously 

architectural feeling.”157  

 Varley’s Arctic works also continued to serve as a visual record of a Canadian 

presence in the region in collections both domestically and abroad. The Public Archives 

(now known as the Library and Archives of Canada) acquired ten of Varley’s sketches 

ranging from studies of the Inuit to depictions of government posts, which would later be 

featured alongside the watercolours of Arctic subjects sketched by the nineteenth-century 

Swiss artist Peter Rindisbacher (also from the Public Archives’ collection) during the 

Canadian Handicrafts Guild “Eskimo Art” exhibition at the National Gallery of Canada 

in January of 1952. Many of Varley’s works that did not sell to public collections were 

sold to private collectors, including British High Commissioner, Sir Malcolm 

MacDonald, who gave a number of Varley’s Arctic works as “presentation pieces” to 

various public officials, enabling the artist’s record of the Arctic, its Inuit inhabitants, and 

the Canadian expedition to reach audiences in five continents.158  

But it can be argued that the most effective means of promoting Varley’s 1938 

sketching venture and “bringing the North” to the attention to the wider public arose 

years later—this time by means of a book. The publication, entitled Eskimo, which was 

“independently executed” and combined into one volume by Edmund Carpenter, 

Frederick Varley and Robert Flaherty (posthumously), was published by the University 

                                                        
157 “Technique of F.H. Varley Mellows and Develops,” Toronto Telegram, 4 November 1944. 
158 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, McCurry to Louis 
Muhlstock, 28 September 1942; Edmund Carpenter, “Varley’s Arctic Sketches,” Canadian Art 16, no. 2 
(May 1959): 95. 
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of Toronto Press in 1959, and is considered to be the first “definitive book” written and 

published on the subject of Inuit art in Canada.159  

Carpenter, a noted anthropologist who had lived for extended periods in the 

Arctic, was writing about his observations of Inuit concepts of space, and of “their 

unusual mechanical aptitude, acuteness of observation and retention of images,” when he 

first came upon a collection of “Eskimo carvings in storage in the Royal Ontario 

Museum” that the mining prospector and filmmaker Robert Flaherty (of Nanook of the 

North fame) had collected in the Arctic.160 After showing the collection to Varley, who 

told Carpenter of his sketches from the 1938 voyage aboard the Eastern Arctic Patrol, 

Carpenter and Varley “decided to combine their verbal and visual observations,” 

including works from Flaherty’s carving collection, into a study of the Inuit and the 

history of Inuit art.161   

Although this southern rendering of Inuit art and culture is fraught with issues and 

would be considered somewhat facile by today’s standards and practices of 

representations of indigenous cultures within anthropological and art historical circles, 

the book (which was considered innovative at the time) appealed to bureaucrats who 

were eager to draw greater public attention to the Arctic and Inuit population. Eskimo 

was not only financed by a Canada Council grant, but the Department of Northern Affairs 

                                                        
159 Flaherty died in 1951, however, permission was granted to use images of Flaherty’s collection of Inuit 
carvings by his wife, Frances H. Flaherty, and by the Royal Ontario Museum, National Museum of Canada, 
United States National Museum and the American Museum of Natural History. Edmund Carpenter, 
Frederick Varley, Robert Flaherty Eskimo (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959), n.p. For  reference 
to Eskimo’s significance in the realm of publications on Inuit art see Richard Crandall, Inuit Art: A History 
(North Carolina: McFarland & Company Inc., 2000), 129. 
160 Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, 
box 1, file 10, Edmund Carpenter to Dr. A. W. Trueman, 27 May 1958, 2. 
161 Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, 
box 1, file 10, Edmund Carpenter to Dr. A. W. Trueman, 27 May 1958, 2; W.A. Deacon, “Three Whites 
See the Eskimo,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 4 April 1959, 16. 
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and National Resources also assisted in the preparation of the volume, and “placed an 

advance order of two hundred copies for staff distribution.”162 However, it can be posited 

that much of the federal government’s interest in promoting the project—which 

coincided with state efforts to integrate and organize the Inuit into Canadian society 

through its well-intentioned but paternalistic polices—was largely due to its desire to 

advance the Arctic and its Inuit inhabitants as part of Canada, especially against the 

backdrop of Cold War politics. In a letter to Dr. A. W. Trueman, director of the Canada 

Council, Carpenter revealed that the intended volume on Inuit art—which was to “appeal 

equally to expert and layman”—was considered by the government “not as an ‘art’ book, 

but rather as a study giving insight into the Eskimo.”163 Moreover, Carpenter pointed out 

how Canada lagged behind Soviet efforts in promoting the Arctic and northern 

indigenous culture, and described how a Canadian publication, given the public’s 

increasing interest in Inuit art at the time, would benefit Canadians: “Though aboriginal 

Eskimo art is one of Canada’s oldest art traditions,” Carpenter explained, “it has never 

been described on its own terms. There are scattered archeological reports of excavations, 

catalogues, but no previous attempt to describe the nature and meaning of this art. The 

only really satisfactory publication on any aspect of arctic art, in this case Siberian art, 

was published last year by Soviet anthropologists; an incredibly beautiful and 

expensively illustrated volume with a most sophisticated text.”164 As Carpenter surmised, 

a Canadian publication on art of and from the Arctic would not only “make a real 

contribution to Canadian culture,” but would ultimately add to the public’s knowledge 

                                                        
162 Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, 
box 1, file 10, Edmund Carpenter to Dr. A. W. Trueman, 27 May 1958, 2. 
163 Ibid. 
164 Ibid. 
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and perceptions of the Canadian Arctic by drawing audiences’ attention to the nation’s 

own connection to the North.165  

 Carpenter hoped that an exhibition of Varley’s Arctic sketches would be held at 

the National Gallery as part of the publicity promoting the sale of the book; however, 

plans fell through due to the Gallery’s busy exhibition schedule, which would have made 

it impossible to exhibit the works until 1960.166 Yet the book itself had a far-reaching 

impact on audiences both domestically and abroad. Reviews of the book were, on the 

whole, highly favourable, with one reviewer, George Swinton, noting the significance of 

the book “in the field of criticism and aesthetics.”167  Eskimo also won first prize at the 

New York Graphic Awards in 1959, and “was chosen as one of the three most popular 

books at a publishers’ convention in Seattle” that same year.168  By February 1960, over 

3,500 copies were sold during its first run, and it had just gone into a second printing; it 

was also reprinted in 1964 and 1968 and sent to exhibitions across the globe, such as the 

Frankfurt Book Fair in 1962, invariably adding to the public’s perception of “the 

Canadian North,” the Inuit, and of Canada’s sovereignty over the region.169  

 

 

                                                        
165 Ibid, 2, 3. 
166 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, file 17, R.H. Hubbard to Dr. 
Jacques Rousseau, 29 April 1958; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 270, 
file 17, R.H. Hubbard to Dr. Jacques Rousseau, 5 May 1958. 
167 George Swinton, “Northern Books: Eskimo,” The Beaver 290, no. 1 (Summer 1959): 55. 
168 Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, 
box 1, file 10, Carpenter to Varley, 16 October 1959. 
169 Carpenter also noted that he was working on making a “combined booklet-card set” of Varley’s 
“remaining Eskimo sketches,” however, I have been unable to find evidence that one was ever published. 
Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, box 
1, file 10, Carpenter to Varley, 30 January 1961. For records of the book’s sales and distribution see Art 
Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, box 1, 
file 10, Hilary Marshall to Varley, 9 February 1960; Art Gallery of Ontario, Edward P. Taylor Research 
Library and Archives, Frederick H. Varley Fonds, box 1, file 10, Marshall to Varley 4 October 1962. 
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The Patrols, the Inuit, Art and the Peppers 

During the Second World War and the post-war years, Canadian concerns over the Arctic 

revolved around issues relating to perceived or potential threats to Canadian sovereignty 

and security in the North. While it was eventually recognized that American activity in 

the Canadian Northwest during the Second World War “was directed against Japan in the 

Canol and Alaska Highway projects” (which I discuss in Chapter 4), fears of losing the 

Arctic to de facto American control had once again become a concern when the 

Americans expressed interest in building meteorological stations and airfields in the 

Canadian Arctic in order to guard against the widely perceived Soviet threat during the 

Cold War.170 The American military’s continued presence in the Arctic, coupled with the 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s impending replacement of the Nascopie (which the Canadian 

government was still renting from the Company), prompted Canadian officials to 

consider building its own vessel in the interests of maintaining and asserting Canada’s 

authority over the region. With the sinking of the Nascopie in July of 1947, the matter of 

the government acquiring a new ship to patrol the Arctic seemed more urgent than ever. 

As a result, plans to construct a government vessel were quickly moved forward, which 

resulted in the construction of the C.D. Howe, a coast guard ship operated by the 

                                                        
170	C.S. Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 1922-68,” 97-98. Historians Ken S. Coates, P. 
Whitney Lackenbauer, William Morrison, and Greg Poelzer note that although “the idea of U.S. fighter 
bases in the Far North was dropped,” the Joint Arctic Weather Station (JAWS) agreement was established 
in 1947. Plans were originally for nine stations in three years, however, during the period between 1947 
and 1950 weather stations were built in Eureka (1947), Resolute Bay (1947), Isachsen (1948), Mould Bay 
(1948) and Alert (1950), including an airfield at Resolute Bay (1947). Discussions about building a radar 
chain in the Arctic also began around this time (in 1946). Canada and the United States “reached a formal 
agreement to build the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line” in November of 1954, which was completed in 
1957; Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison, Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 66-69, 
70, 72. 
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Department of Transport, and which came into official service in the Eastern Arctic by 

the summer of 1950.171 

 Aside from patrolling the Eastern Arctic and supplying posts and settlements in 

the region, including the newly established stations and the restored RCMP detachment 

of Craig Harbour on Ellesmere Island, which reopened in 1951 due to Cold War 

concerns, the CGS C.D. Howe also played a vital role in matters relating to the 

administration of Inuit affairs during the 1950s and 1960s.172 Since the inception of the 

                                                        
171 Pat Sandiford Grygier points out that, although the C.D. Howe was operated by the Department of 
Transport, the Eastern Arctic Patrol itself was the responsibility of the Arctic Division during the 1950s—
under the purview of the Department of Resources and Development in 1950 to 1953, and then the 
Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources in 1953 to 1966. However, “the actual work” in 
the Arctic “required the combined efforts” of such parties as the Department of Transport, Department of 
National Health and Welfare, Department of Mines and Technical Surveys, and others such as the RCMP 
and “the post office.” Pat Sandiford Grygier A Long Way From Home: The Tuberculosis Epidemic Among 
the Inuit (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994), 89, 90. For references on the 
history and development of the CGS C.D. Howe see Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 1922-
68,” 97-100.	
172 The Craig Harbour detachment was originally opened in 1922; however, it was closed in 1939/1940 
because it was expensive to maintain. According to writer and journalist Melanie McGrath, the detachment 
was reopened in 1951 in an effort to assert Canada’s presence in the High Arctic during “the start of the 
Cold War, when it became the closest Canadian police detachment to the Soviet Union, across the North 
Pole.” It should also be noted that Craig Harbour (Grise Fiord) and Resolute Bay are the sites where the 
federal government had relocated seven Inuit families from Inukjuak in 1953, as part of the government’s 
effort to improve the harsh economic and social conditions that members of the Inukjuak community were 
facing at the time. The issue whether the Inuit were relocated voluntarily or through coercion and whether 
the federal government was motivated to move the Inuit over concerns about Canada’s sovereignty over the 
Arctic islands has been a subject of ongoing controversy in both public and scholarly circles. For the 
purpose of this study, however, my focus is on the symbolic ways in which representations of the Inuit and 
their visual culture were used to project the Arctic as “Canadian” to audiences both domestically and 
abroad, and not on the possible motivations the government might have had in moving the Inuit to the High 
Arctic with respect to claims of sovereignty through the acts of occupation. As a result, this study does not 
delve deeper into this controversial topic of Inuit relocation, which, I believe, has been better expressed by 
the scholars, lawyers and Inuit who have been involved in this still largely unsettled debate. For McGrath’s 
discussion of Craig Harbour see Melanie McGrath, The Long Exile: A True Story of Deception and 
Survival among the Inuit of the Canadian Arctic (London: Fourth Estate, 2006), 88-91. For insight into the 
ongoing debate and theories concerning Inuit relocation and an overview of the different (and seemingly 
contradictory) claims made by scholars, lawyers, politicians, the media and Inuit, see Shelagh D. Grant, “A 
Case of Compounded Error: The Inuit Resettlement Project, 1953, and the Government Response, 1990,” 
Northern Perspectives 19, no. 1 (Spring 1991): 3-29; Frank James Tester and Peter Kulchyski Tammarniit 
(Mistakes): Inuit Relocation in the Eastern Arctic, 1939-63 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1994), 104-105, 113-
119, 134-135; Lyle Dyck, Muskox Land: Ellesmere Island in the Age of Contact (Calgary: University of 
Calgary Press, 2001), 423-439; Marc M. Hammond, Report of Findings on an Alleged Promise of the 
Government to Finance the return of Inuit from Resolute Bay and Grise Fiord to their Original Homes in 
Port Harrison (Inukjuak) and Pond Inlet (Ottawa: Department of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development, 1984); Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, The High Arctic Relocation: A Report on 
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Eastern Arctic Patrol in 1922, the government patrols had supplied isolated communities 

with provisions, conducted surveys of the Inuit population, administered justice, 

performed medical examinations and helped transport the Inuit between settlements, 

albeit to a limited degree. However, the rapid deterioration of economic and social 

conditions in Inuit communities, and the ravaging effects of tuberculosis on the Inuit 

population which reached epidemic proportions by the middle of the century, became a 

cause for concern for American personnel stationed in the Arctic during and after the 

Second World War, who were quick to criticize the Canadian government’s neglect of 

the Inuit population.173 Consequently, this criticism spurred the federal government to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
1953-55 Relocation (Ottawa: Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1994); Hickling Corporation, 
Assessment of the Factual Basis of Certain Allegations Made before the Standing Committee on Aboriginal 
Affairs Concerning the Relocation of Inukjuak Inuit Families in the 1950s (Ottawa: The Department of 
Indian and Northern Affairs, 1990); Magnus Gunther, The 1953 Relocations of the Inukjuak Inuit to the 
High Arctic—A Documentary Analysis and Evaluation (Ottawa: The Department of Indian and Northern 
Affairs and Northern Development, Ottawa, 1992); Daniel Soberman, Report to the Canadian Human 
Rights Commission on the Complaints of the Inuit People Relocated from Inukjuak and Pond Inlet, to Grise 
Fiord and Resolute Bay in 1953 and 1955 (Ottawa: Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1991). 
173 Frederick Banting’s remarks concerning the Hudson’s Bay Company’s mistreatment of the Inuit after 
his voyage aboard the Beothic in 1927, had publicly exposed ongoing issues between the Canadian 
government and HBC practices. There were already discussions within the civil service that the 
government should assume responsibility of trading operations in the Eastern Arctic, due to observations 
made by RCMP officers, missionaries and various government officials, who were concerned over the 
HBC’s treatment of the Inuit population. Although not entirely the first to publically disclose some of 
HBC’s practices, Banting’s account was one that was most publicized due to his high profile as one of the 
discoverers of insulin, and was still widely discussed within the civil service—even in the 1940s. Farley 
Mowat’s 1952 publication was also critical of the government’s neglect of the Inuit. His successful 1952 
publication, People of the Deer, brought public attention to the plight of the Inuit, which was a source of 
embarrassment for the government. For correspondence pertaining to Banting’s remarks and the ensuing 
discussions concerning the Inuit see LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 778, file 5713, Sir 
Frederick Banting, Finnie to Banting, 15 September 1927; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 
778, file 5713, Sir Frederick Banting, Report, Banting to Finnie, 14 November 1927; LAC, Northern 
Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 778, file 5713, Sir Frederick Banting, Report, Banting to Charles V. Sale, 14 
November 1927; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 2081, file 1012-4, pt. 3A, Sale to W.W. 
Cory, 28 February 1928; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 2081, file 1012-4, pt. 3A, McKeand 
to Gibson, 9 March 1945. For references to the government’s concerns over the Hudson’s Bay Company’s 
treatment of Inuit based on observations made by Banting, as well as the RCMP and missionaries, see 
Frank James Tester and Peter Kulchyski, Tammarniit (Mistakes): Inuit Relocation in the Eastern Arctic, 
1939-63 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1994), 106-110; Richard Diubaldo, The Government of Canada and the 
Inuit, 1900-1967 (Ottawa: Research Branch, Corporate Policy, Department of Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada, 1985), 62, 68. For references concerning how the Americans were critical of the Canadian 
government’s neglect of the Inuit population see Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A 
History of Policy and Program Development, ed. Erik Anderson (Ottawa: Indian and Northern Affairs 
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extend a number of programs and services to the Inuit population during this period. In 

1944, the welfare reforms that were introduced under the Family Allowances Act were 

also extended to the Inuit. In October that year, the Department of National Health and 

Welfare was created, which acquired responsibility for Inuit health in 1945. And other 

measures such as the revisions made to Old Age Security in 1951, as well as the 

expansion of programs and services relating to northern education, housing, and 

economic development, were some of the “improvements” that the federal government—

through its various administrative arms—had hoped would help raise Inuit standards of 

living and better incorporate the Inuit into the larger Canadian nation.174  

One of the major assignments carried out on board the C.D. Howe had been the 

“medico-dental and X-ray examinations” of the Inuit “in and around the settlements 

visited by the ship” during the 1950s and 1960s.175 In an effort to control the tuberculosis 

epidemic that had been affecting the Inuit population, the government began an intensive 

process of screening Inuit for the disease during the patrols in 1946. After the sinking of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Canada, 2008), vi, 10, 82; Pat Sandiford Grygier A Long Way From Home: The Tuberculosis Epidemic 
Among the Inuit, 60; Mark O. Dickerson, Whose North? Political Change, Political Development, and Self-
Government in the Northwest Territories (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1992), 61-62; Richard Diubaldo, A 
Historical Overview of Government-Inuit Relations, 1900-1980s (Ottawa: Department of Indian Affairs 
and Northern Development, 1992), 16. 
174 The Inuit were also eligible to vote in federal elections in 1950 (Aboriginals were not granted this right 
until 1960), however, given the remote nature of Arctic communities, the government faced a number of 
logistical challenges in organizing northern constituencies at the time. Most Inuit therefore did not get an 
opportunity to vote until the 1962 federal election, when ballot boxes were delivered to these isolated 
communities. See Natalia Loukacheva, The Arctic Promise: Legal and Political Autonomy of Greenland 
and Nunavut (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 27; Willem Maas, “Access to Electoral Rights: 
Canada,” RSCAS/EUDO-CIT-ER (July 2015): 4. Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A 
History of Policy and Program Development, vii, 7. For reference to some of the government services and 
programs initiated by the federal government during this era see also Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s 
Relationship with the Inuit: A History of Policy and Program Development, vi-viii, 9-12; Frank James 
Tester and Peter Kulchyski, Tammarniit (Mistakes): Inuit Relocation in the Eastern Arctic, 1939-63, 46. 
See also Heather E. McGregor, Inuit Education and Schools in the Eastern Arctic (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2010).	
175 “A Short History of the Eastern Arctic Patrol,” a report prepared by the Department of Northern Affairs 
and distributed to Kathleen Daly and George Pepper before their 1960 voyage, Kathleen Daly and George 
Pepper Archives, private collection, n.d. 
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the RMS Nascopie in 1947, the service was resumed aboard the C.D. Howe, which was 

better equipped to accommodate and convey the large number of medical staff required 

to examine and treat the Inuit, and the large influx of Inuit patients who required 

treatment in hospitals and sanatoria in the South.176 Another initiative that grew out of 

this service and that was carried out aboard the CD Howe “for the benefit of Eskimos 

being repatriated” from southern hospitals and sanatoria, was a supervised handicraft 

program launched by the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources in 1957 

with the assistance of the staffs of the Welfare Division and the Administrator of the 

Arctic.177 Although existing correspondence in government files suggests that the 

“experimental project” on board the ship only lasted several years, the project, 

“consisting mainly of sewing parkas and other clothing,” as well as dolls, was part of a 

larger effort on the part of the federal government “to stimulate the production of 

carvings and other cottage industries” as a means to help “expand and diversify the 

Eskimo economy.”178   

                                                        
176 The government expanded the medical team aboard the patrols at this time, which not only included the 
customary medical officer, but a dentist, an X-ray technician and, depending on the year of the voyage, 
nurses, eye specialists and an additional doctor. Pat Sandiford Grygier A Long Way From Home: The 
Tuberculosis Epidemic among the Inuit, 88-90; C.S. Mackinnon, “Canada’s Eastern Arctic Patrol 1922-
68,” 98.  
177 Inuit handicrafts were increasingly collected by the crew and guests during the patrols in the 1930s. In 
the late 1930s and early 1940s, Major David McKeand championed the idea of developing a market for 
Inuit crafts in the south. It was not until the 1950s, however, when the government began to take a more 
active role in the organization and promotion of Inuit crafts as a means to assist “the Eskimo economy.” 
Richard Crandall, Inuit Art: A History, 40, 42; Helga Goetz, “Inuit Art: A History of Government 
Involvement,” in In the Shadow of the Sun: Perspectives on Contemporary Native Art, ed. Canadian 
Museum of Civilization (Hull, Quebec: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1993), 358; Marybelle Mitchell, 
From Talking Chiefs to a Native Corporate Elite: The Birth of Class and Nationalism Among Canadian 
Inuit (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996), 168-169. 
 For reference to the handicraft project launched by the government in the late 1950s see Department of 
Northern Affairs and National Resources, Annual Report: Fiscal Year 1958-1959 (Ottawa: Department of 
Northern Affairs and National Resources, 1959), 28. 
178 Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, Annual Report: Fiscal Year 1958-1959 
(Ottawa: Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, 1959), 28. 
To the best of my knowledge, it appears that the government’s “Handicraft Project,” organized to assist 
rehabilitated Inuit travelling on board the CD Howe, was no longer a going concern during the later patrols 
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Welfare officers and their assistants were also expected to assist in matters related 

to the purchase and sale of Inuit carvings during the ship’s stops at settlements, which 

had become a profitable endeavor due to the extensive promotion of Inuit works in 

Canada at that time.179 However, as part of the government’s efforts to maintain the 

quality of production of Inuit carvings and to ensure fair prices for their works, a number 

of individuals were assigned positions in federal northern agencies as advisers on Inuit 

craft production. These advisers not only assisted the federal government with the task of 

evaluating the state of the Inuit craft industry—both from an economic and an artistic 

standpoint—they also played an important role in the production and dissemination of 

knowledge about the Canadian North, its Inuit inhabitants, and Canadian efforts in the 

region through the studies and reports produced during their northern visits and later 

circulated to bureaucrats and the wider public.180    

                                                                                                                                                                     
as the government file abruptly ends in 1961. A similar project launched around the same time as the one 
organized on board the CD Howe did, however, continue at the rehabilitation center in Frobisher Bay. For 
references to the Handicraft Project aboard the CD Howe see LAC, “Handicraft Project-CD Howe, patients 
in transit, Eastern Arctic Patrol,” RG 85, vol. 433, file, 255-5-3 pt.1. See also “Handicraft Project-Rehab 
Centre-Frobisher Bay” RG 85, vol. 22, file 1 part a; file 1; file 2; file 3. 
179 At the time of the printing of the Department’s 1959 Annual report, for instance, it was estimated that 
the Inuit craft industry’s “return to the Eskimos” was estimated at $130,000, which was a sizable sum at 
that time. See Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, Annual Report: Fiscal Year 1958-
1959 (Ottawa: Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, 1959), 28. 
For duties assigned to Welfare officers see LAC, “Handicraft Project-CD Howe, patients in transit, Eastern 
Arctic Patrol,” RG 85, vol. 433, file, 255-5-3 pt.1 
180 While James Houston’s work as an adviser to the Canadian Handicrafts Guild and the Canadian 
government is widely acknowledged within the annals of Inuit art, other persons, often overlooked within 
the narrative, assisted with the task of evaluating the state of the Inuit craft industry. For instance, Helga 
Goetz points out that Margery Hinds, a teacher and welfare administrator, is one person, “less well known,” 
who helped to further the development of Inuit handicrafts, and who often advised the state on matters 
related to Inuit craft production. Hinds also wrote School House in the North (1958) as well as High Arctic 
Venture (1968), adding to the public’s knowledge of both the Inuit and Canadian efforts in the North. Other 
individuals, such as Peter Murdoch, first had his start as an adviser when he reported on the viability of 
Inuit craft production for the Hudson’s Bay Company during his 1947 voyage aboard the Nascopie. 
Murdoch was later hired by the federal government to help oversee the rehabilitation centers in Frobisher 
Bay and Rankin Inlet in the late 1950s and in the 1960s. See Helga Goetz, “Inuit Art: A History of 
Government Involvement,” in In the Shadow of the Sun: Perspectives on Contemporary Native Art, 362. 
See also Richard Crandall, Inuit Art: A History, 36-37; 116-118. 
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It was in this context that artists Kathleen Daly Pepper and George Pepper 

embarked on a three-month, 17,700-kilometre voyage to the Arctic as members of the 

Eastern Arctic Patrol. The Peppers, who were distinguished artists in the field of 

Canadian modern art, travelled aboard the CD Howe at the invitation of the Department 

of Northern Affairs and National Resources in the summer of 1960 to examine the quality 

of Inuit carvings, and to report on the state of Inuit carving production in northern 

settlements.181 “A friend of many of the officers” in northern administration, “George had 

been consulted on a number of appointments” over the years and had not only supported 

the appointment of such figures as James Houston, who received his training at the 

Ontario College of Art (OCA), where George had taught since 1932, but also Terence 

(Terry) Ryan, another OCA graduate who would become a key figure in the annals of 

Inuit art.182 

But the Peppers’ trip had as much to do with interests in visually defining the 

Arctic and its Inuit inhabitants as it did with assessing and advancing Inuit art production 

in northern settlements. Inspired by the burgeoning interest in Inuit art, and recognizing a 

window of opportunity in the public’s growing fascination with the Arctic and its 

peoples, George wrote to R.A.J. (Bob) Phillips, assistant director of Northern Affairs, in 

February of 1960, enquiring about the feasibility of the couple travelling to the Arctic to 

make studies of the region and the Inuit population. Having travelled to the northern 
                                                        
181	For additional insight into	the Peppers’ Arctic voyage see Loren Lerner’s essay, “Kathleen Daly's 
Images of Inuit People: Professional Art and the Practice of Ethnography," in Rethinking Professionalism: 
Essays on Women and Art in Canada, 1850-1970, eds. Kristina Huneault and Janice Anderson, 225-258 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2012). 		
182 In the late 1920s, George Pepper worked “as a cartographer in the Parks Department before transferring 
to the Department of Forestry as publicity artist.” George was also a war artist and was later commissioned 
to paint a mural for the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. For reference to George’s connections in the 
government as well as his connection to James Houston and Terence Ryan see Dorothy Hoover, “Family 
Portrait: The Peppers,” Alumnus, Autumn 1981, n.p. See also Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, 
private collection, “Report on Terrence Ryan: Graduate of Drawing and Painting Department, 1953,” 1961. 
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shores of Newfoundland and Labrador as passengers on various ships in the 1950s—trips 

during which the Peppers first encountered and sketched a number of Inuit—the artists 

had long desired to travel and sketch further north. Phillips, who was most intrigued by 

the Peppers’ request, and by “the reproductions of Mrs. Pepper’s sympathetic Eskimo 

studies” that the artists had sent for his perusal, replied to George that Northern Affairs 

“should like to be of assistance to you in fulfilling your wish to paint in Baffin Island.”183 

Eager to incorporate new views of the Arctic, the Inuit, and Canadian northern initiatives 

into existing frames of reference about the region—an opportunity that had not presented 

itself by means of (southern) Canadian art since Varley’s trip in 1938—Phillips had 

“taken up with a senior official of the Department of Transport the possibility” of 

accommodating both the artists on that year’s expedition of the CD Howe. While such 

accommodations aboard the government patrols were “a privilege which cannot be 

widely granted,” as Phillips pointed out to George, “I have an assurance that they will be 

glad to accept in principle our application on your behalf, subject, of course, to space 

being available. In practice this means a very good chance indeed of being able to go and 

very little chance of being dislodged at the last moment.”184 

On 4 July 1960 the Peppers set out for the Arctic on board the CD Howe. During 

their three-month voyage as advisers aboard the government vessel, the artists kept a 

detailed account of their observations on Inuit art production in Arctic communities. The 

result was a twelve-page report on the quality and marketability of Inuit sculpture that 

was later circulated to a number of officers in northern administration. The Peppers also 

made a number of artistic studies of the region using conté crayon, pen and ink, pencil, 
                                                        
183 Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private collection, R.A.J. Phillips to George Pepper, 29 
February 1960. 
184 Ibid. 
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lithographic crayon and oil.185 Of the hundreds of studies that the artists made during the 

Arctic expedition, a vast majority were of the Inuit whom the Peppers encountered 

travelling between hospitals and Arctic settlements, or during the patrol’s brief stops at 

ports, where thousands of Inuit reported aboard the CD Howe for medical examinations 

(fig. 10).186 Many of the Inuit subjects who agreed to model for the artists were often 

sketched at a moment’s notice in the cramped quarters of the artists’ cabin or in the 

designated “Eskimo quarters” aboard the ship (fig.11).187 As George described to Phillips 

shortly after the artists’ return from the expedition: “Of necessity our work had to be very 

sketchily and hurriedly done. We had to seize whatever moments the Eskimos could give 

us and the brief periods ashore. We sometimes made notes from the deck at three or four 

in the morning.” But, concluded George, 

I believe that we made very good use of our time and opportunity. 
While circumstances of being almost continuously on the move 
precluded the painting of any large finished canvases, we 
managed to bring back a good amount of material to keep us 
busily painting for some time. We brought back two dozen or 
more sketch portraits in oil, about two hundred drawings, a few 
water-colours and several sketch books full of material. We hope 
that the canvases which we will develop may be widely circulated 
in future exhibitions of the various art societies, and that they will 
reflect our interest and appreciation and give satisfaction to the 
Department which sponsored us.188 

                                                        
185 After the Peppers’ trip, Phillips sent the artists’ “Report on Eskimo Art” to Donald Snowden, chief of 
the Industrial Division of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, who distributed the 
report to officers within the Department and to Alice Lighthall, chairman of the Indian and Eskimo 
Committee of the Canadian Handicrafts Guild. Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private 
collection, Donald Snowden to George Pepper, 9 December 1960. 
186 It was noted that 11,000 Inuit were checked on board the 1960 expedition. Ruth Bowen, “Artists 
Travel, Paint in Europe or Arctic, Edmonton Journal, 30 June 1962. 
187 Inuit who required treatment for TB in hospitals and sanatoria were normally isolated from the rest of 
the passengers, and were sent to special quarters in the prow of the ship as a precaution. Pat Sandiford 
Grygier A Long Way From Home: The Tuberculosis Epidemic among the Inuit, 94, 96. For reference to the 
Inuit who agreed to model for the artists see Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private collection, 
George Pepper to R.A.J. Phillips, 15 October 1960. 
188 Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private collection, George Pepper to R.A.J. Phillips, 15 
October 1960. It should be noted that the Peppers also held an impromptu exhibit of these works for 
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Given the state’s ongoing efforts to incorporate the Inuit into the nation, it is not 

surprising that depictions of the Arctic and Inuit held great appeal for government 

administrators who were eager to underscore the importance of Canada’s involvement in 

the North. To government officials, the Peppers’ southern renderings of the Arctic and 

Inuit inhabitants, like Varley and Carpenter’s project Eskimo, provided an effective 

means of conveying the human dimension of Canadian northern efforts, and provided an 

invaluable visual counterpart to views advanced by northern administration.  

In keeping with government interests in projecting a benevolent image of 

Canada’s involvement in the North and in disseminating knowledge of the Arctic, the 

Inuit, and Canadian northern initiatives, a number of the Peppers’ works were 

subsequently circulated to bureaucrats and the public. In November and December of 

1960, an exhibit was held for members of the Arts and Letters Club in Toronto, “a social 

club for those involved in the arts” and their supporters, which featured the northern 

landscapes and portraits of Inuit that the Peppers’ made during the government’s “annual 

inspection trip.”189  This was followed by a presentation of a canvas to the Deputy 

Minister of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, R.G. Robertson, 

in April of 1961. The canvas, a portrait of an “Eskimo child,” which was worked up from 

a sketch that Kathleen had made during the expedition’s call at Pond Inlet, was chosen by 

                                                                                                                                                                     
passengers and crew on board the CD Howe. Kathleen filled out information on her activities and updated 
her artist file at the National Gallery of Canada on a regular basis and had listed this exhibition in her file, 
however, there are no other details available concerning this exhibit. See National Gallery of Canada 
Documentation Files, “Kathleen Daly Pepper.” 
189	Peter Mellen, The Group of Seven (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1970), 18. For reference 
to the Peppers’ exhibition see LAMPSletters (January 1961): 2-3.	
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                Figure 10. Kathleen Daly, Cape Dorset, N.W.T., 1960, conté on 
                paper, 43.2 x 33 cm, University of Lethbridge Art Gallery, 1995.335     
     
 

        
Figure 11. An interior view of Inuit quarters aboard the Eastern Arctic Patrol   
vessel, the CGS C.D. Howe, 1951, photo by W. Doucette, National Film 
Board of Canada/Library and Archives Canada, PA-176873 
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Phillips for the painting’s promotional value and its significance to Canadian northern 

initiatives, and demonstrates the way in which art was employed to bring governmental 

views of the Arctic and its peoples into audiences’ frames of reference of the Canadian 

North. Upon receiving the painting, Robertson wrote to George:  

It is a most attractive picture and we have already had a good deal 
of debate as to what is the best place in the department to show it 
appropriately so that it will be seen by as many people possible…. 
[I]t will be a splendid addition to the collection that we plan to 
display in order to portray the character and feeling of the north. 
Both personally and on behalf of the department I should like to 
express to you both my warmest appreciation for this valuable 
gift…. It is indeed of great assistance to us to have the 
cooperation and aid of people such as yourself in the different 
facets of the work that we are trying to carry out in the new 
territories that are our responsibility.190  
 

Images from the Peppers’ 1960 Arctic expedition continued to circulate in 

governmental circles and to the wider public, further adding to southern audiences’ 

understandings of the Arctic and its Inuit population. In 1962, twelve of the artists’ Arctic 

studies—seven by Kathleen and five by George—along with captions written by the 

artists, were featured in the March-April edition of North, a bi-monthly publication that 

was circulated by the Department “for members of the Northern Administration Branch 

and others who share their interest and confidence in the future of Canada’s north.”191 It 

was also around the time of this feature that the Peppers arranged to hold two exhibitions 

                                                        
190 At the time of Phillips’s presentation of the portrait to the Department, Phillips also told Robertson “of 
the great helpfulness of the report” that the Peppers’ sent in after their Arctic trip, which Robertson 
believed helped assist the government. Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private collection, R.G. 
Robertson to George Pepper, 11 April 1961; Kathleen Daly and George Pepper Archives, private 
collection, R.G. Robertson to George Pepper, 8 May 1961. 
191 The stated editorial aim of the publication North is quoted in Loren Lerner’s essay, “Kathleen Daly's 
Images of Inuit People: Professional Art and the Practice of Ethnography," in Rethinking Professionalism: 
Essays on Women and Art in Canada, 1850-1970, eds. Kristina Huneault and Janice Anderson (Montreal 
and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2012), 230. For the Peppers’ article see Kathleen Daly 
and George Pepper, “People of the North: An Album of Distinguished Paintings,” North 9, no. 2 (March-
April 1962): 6-13.  
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of their northern works in the fall and winter of that year, which did much to promote 

governmental efforts in the region and to broaden the audience base.192 Exhibitions of 

their Arctic works from the government-sponsored venture (along with several works 

added from the artists’ summer sketching excursion to Povungnituk, Quebec in 1961) 

were mounted at the London Public Art Museum in November of 1962, and at the Sarnia 

Public Library and Art Gallery in December and January.193 Considered by the press as 

“unique among years of shows for being both a fine human documentary and good art,” 

the Peppers’ exhibitions, with its various impressions of “the many moods” of “the men, 

women and children of the Arctic” that the artists documented as a result of their trip on 

the C.D. Howe, not only helped to keep the Arctic patrols in the public eye, but 

contributed to audiences’ perceptions of the Canadian North and to the association of the 

Inuit and the Arctic as an integral part of Canada.194  

Yet despite considerable public interest in the shows, the winter exhibition held in 

Sarnia in 1962/1963 would mark the end of the wider circulation of the Peppers’ 

collection from the 1960 government-sponsored venture. With the untimely death of 

George at the age of fifty-nine in October of 1962, and with Kathleen’s new focus on 

organizing and cataloguing her husband’s works for a retrospective exhibition, it was no 

longer feasible to extend the artists’ northern exhibit to other venues, thereby ending any 

                                                        
192 Lenore Crawford, “Looking at Art: Exhibit by Husband-and-Wife Team Depicts Life in Eskimoland,” 
London Free Press. 17 November 1962. 
193 It should also be noted that after the Peppers returned from their seven-week summer sketching 
excursion to Povungnituk in 1961, the artists held a small exhibit at the Toronto Heliconian Club, an arts 
club for women, where Kathleen had been a long time a member. It is believed that the artists exhibited 
some of their works from their 1960 government-sponsored voyage as well. 
194 Lenore Crawford, “Art Museum Exhibit Praised Work of Pepper, Wife Unique.” London Free Press. 9 
November 1962. 
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further possibility of advancing the “prevailing influence” of northern administration in 

the Canadian Arctic through the Peppers’ works. 

 

The Manhattan and Revisualizing Canadian Sovereignty Over its Arctic Waters 

By the late 1960s, Canada’s attention turned to its Arctic waters. As historians P. 

Whitney Lackenbauer and Peter Kikkert explain, “While postwar military activities 

bolstered Canada’s legal claims to the mainland and islands of the archipelago, there was 

no foreign recognition of Canadian sovereignty over Arctic waters beyond the three mile 

territorial sea.”195 Defining and asserting Canadian control over the Arctic waters thus 

became a pressing concern when the American icebreaking tanker SS Manhattan made 

its experimental voyage through the Northwest Passage in September of 1969. 

Commissioned by the Humble Oil and Refining Company (Exxon), with the assistance of 

British Petroleum (B.P. Oil) and Atlantic Richfield, the Manhattan was sent through the 

Passage to test the feasibility of transporting oil from Alaska to the East Coast of the 

United States.196 Although the transit of the Manhattan through the Northwest Passage 

itself had been approved by Canadian government officials, who viewed the voyage as an 

opportunity to assess Canada’s own “commercial access to the mineral riches of the 

Arctic archipelago and tanker transport of oil from Canada’s Mackenzie Delta oil fields,” 

the venture led to a public outcry over what many perceived as a threat to Canada’s 

                                                        
195 Both the United States and Britain “adopted a 3-nautical-mile limit on territorial waters” in the 
nineteenth century. At the time of the Manhattan’s transit through the Passage, Canada still recognized a 
three-mile territorial sea. P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Peter Kikkert, “Introduction,” in The Canadian 
Forces & Arctic Sovereingty: Debating Roles, Interests and Requirements, 1968-1974, 10, 16; Ken S. 
Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the 
Far North (Toronto: Thomas Allen Publishers, 2008), 91-93. 
196	Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 95.	
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sovereignty in the Arctic region.197 According to international law expert Donald R. 

Rothwell, much of the Canadian public’s anxiety was fuelled by “the media-created 

perception that the United States had refused to consult Canada over the voyage.”198 This 

anxiety was further exacerbated by reports expressing concerns over the potential for an 

ecological disaster in the Canadian Arctic. As an editorial in the Globe and Mail 

described: “If the Manhattan succeeds, other oil laden vessels will follow in her wake. 

Before that happens Canada must be ready to receive and control them; for it is Canada’s 

northland that would be despoiled if the ice won and the tanker lost.”199  

In response to growing criticism that the Canadian government lacked a clear 

policy over its northern waterways, Pierre Elliot Trudeau’s Liberal government 

introduced two bills that were unanimously passed by Parliament in April 1970 (just a 

little more than a month after a proposed second voyage of the Manhattan was officially 

announced).200 The first was the Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act (Bill C-202), 

which political scientist Thomas M. Tynan explains was designed “to create a pollution 

zone in waters north of the 60th parallel up to one hundred miles way from Canadian 

shores.”201 More specifically, Tynan describes that within this zone, a number of 

                                                        
197 Nathaniel French Caldwell Jr., Arctic Leverage: Canadian Sovereignty and Security (New York: 
Praeger Publishers, 1990), 45-47. 
198 Donald R. Rothwell, “The Canadian-U.S. Northwest Passage Dispute: A Reassessment,” Cornell 
International Law Journal 26, no. 2 (1993): 337.  
199 “Too Big to Be Ignored,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 9 September 1969. Also quoted in Thomas M. 
Tynan, “Canadian-American Relations in the Arctic: The Effect of Environmental Influences upon 
Territorial Claims,” The Review of Politics 41, no. 3 (July 1979): 415; Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison and 
Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 97. 
200 On 2 March 1970, the Secretary of State for External Affairs Mitchell Sharp announced to the House of 
Commons that Canada has agreed to permit a second voyage of the SS Manhattan for April that year. See 
Canada, House of Commons Debates, Second Session, Twenty-Eighth Parliament, vol. 1 (Ottawa: Printed 
by Order of Parliament, Queen’s Printer for Canada, 1970), 2 March 1970, 4219. See also Coates, 
Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 98. 
201 Thomas M. Tynan, “Canadian-American Relations in the Arctic: The Effect of Environmental 
Influences upon Territorial Claims,” 417.  
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regulations were prescribed to ensure that vessels operating in Arctic waters adhered to 

certain standards to prevent pollution of the Arctic environment.202 The second was the 

Territorial Sea and Fishing Zones Act (Bill C-203), which extended Canada’s territorial 

sea from three to twelve nautical miles, and which Rothwell notes, “effectively gave 

Canada full sovereignty over all waters twelve miles offshore the Canadian coastline, 

including the Arctic islands.”203 Simply put, together, these two pieces of legislation—

which took two years to finally implement—were created to provide Canada not only the 

authority it needed to better regulate and enforce pollution standards on vessels operating 

in Arctic waters, but the authority to exercise greater control over the movement of ships 

navigating through the Northwest Passage.204   

Not surprisingly, Canada’s new legislations were met with opposition from 

American officials, who contested Canadian claims that the Passage was Canadian 

internal waters, and who considered the Passage as an international strait (a position that 

the United States maintains to this day). As a result, Canada’s unilateral decision to 

extend its territorial sea and to exercise control over the Arctic waters ultimately 

“steer[ed],” what political scientist Edgar J. Dosman has succinctly described, “a 

precarious course between an aroused Canadian public opinion and a charged atmosphere 

in Canadian-American relations” at the time.205 After Canada announced its proposed 

Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act, President Richard Nixon responded by 

                                                        
202	Ibid. 
203	Rothwell, “The Canadian-U.S. Northwest Passage Dispute,” 340.	
204 Tynan, “Canadian-American Relations in the Arctic: The Effect of Environmental Influences upon 
Territorial Claims,” 417. See also Rothwell, “The Canadian-U.S. Northwest Passage Dispute,” 339; and 
Elizabeth B. Elliot-Meisel, Arctic Diplomacy: Canada and the United States in the Northwest Passage 
(New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 1998), 143. 
205 E.J. Dosman, “The Northern Sovereignty Crisis 1968-70,” in The Arctic in Question, ed. E.J. Dosman 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976), 53. 
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announcing restrictions on Canadian oil imports to the United States, further heightening 

public sensitivity to American intentions in the region.206 An editorial printed in the 

Globe and Mail on 17 April 1970 reflected on the matter: 

The United States objects to the Canadian bill. Let it. The ships 
that pose the greatest threat of oil pollution to the Arctic are 
American. And the Americans have been something less than a 
driving force in pushing for realistic controls. 

This issue has significant potential for confrontation between 
our two nations. But Canadians should realize that we are 
different nations with different interests and different purposes. 
Inevitably, as we grow and develop, there are going to be 
conflicts. And so Canadians should begin to prepare for a moving 
apart, not only on this issue, but many others affecting our 
economy, our culture, our approach to international affairs.207 

 
Despite Canadians’ apprehensions, as Tynan has explained, “at no point had Canada… 

abandoned its sovereignty and jurisdiction in the Arctic.” Instead, Canada “had taken 

considerable pains to affirm [its sovereignty] diplomatically.”208 But as Tynan also notes, 

“in an era of heightened concern with Canadian sovereignty across the board… matters 

affecting the Arctic were drawn into the public sector and brought to high visibility. They 

could no longer be suitably dealt with through simply informal, or closed, diplomatic 

channels. A bold statement of national interest in the Arctic was needed to replace a 

merely quiet affirmation of it.”209  

 
                                                        
206 Ibid; Elizabeth B. Elliot-Meisel, Arctic Diplomacy: Canada and the United States in the Northwest 
Passage, 143. 
207 “The Crisis Is Now,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 17 April 1970. Quoted also in Thomas M. Tynan, 
“Canadian-American Relations in the Arctic: The Effect of Environmental Influences upon Territorial 
Claims,” 418-419. Also quoted in Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending 
Canada in the Far North, 101-102. 
208 Tynan, “Canadian-American Relations in the Arctic: The Effect of Environmental Influences upon 
Territorial Claims,” 426, 427. Also quoted in Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison and Poelzer, Arctic Front: 
Defending Canada in the Far North, 94-95; P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Peter Kikkert, “Introduction,” in 
The Canadian Forces & Arctic Sovereingty: Debating Roles, Interests and Requirements, 1968-1974, 19-
20. 
209 Ibid. 
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Although the Manhattan controversy did much to stir up national sentiment and reignite 

public interest in the North, both the media “aftermath” surrounding the Manhattan’s 

voyage and the events of 1970 also stimulated renewed interest in the Arctic in the realm 

of Canadian art in the South. The first artist to travel to the Arctic in the wake of events, 

and under the auspices of the Canadian government, was Alan Collier, who travelled 

aboard the CCGS d’Iberville in 1972, followed by Toni Onley, who travelled aboard the 

CCGS Louis S. St-Laurent in 1974.210 Like their predecessors, both artists travelled at the 

invitation of the federal government to document the Arctic during Canada’s ship patrols 

to the Eastern Arctic, which did much to advance and underscore Canadians’ active 

involvement in the region. 

In the spring of 1971 Alan Collier, an established Toronto-based commercial and 

landscape artist who had studied under such notable artists as J.E.H. Macdonald, Franklin 

Carmichael and Howard Trafton, contacted federal Minister of Transport, Donald 

Jamieson, enquiring about the possibility of travelling “on a government icebreaker or 

supply ship” to the Eastern Arctic, “as did A.Y. Jackson and Lawren Harris a number of 

years ago.”211 Spurred by recent discussions concerning the Arctic and by his own 

experience travelling and sketching along the Labrador coast as a passenger aboard the 

                                                        
210 Other artists, such as Susan Ross, Doris McCarthy and K.M. Graham, travelled to the Arctic by plane 
on their own sketching ventures at this time. In 1969, conceptual artists, Iain and Ingrid Baxter of N.E. 
Thing Co., along with Lawrence Weiner and Harry Savage, flew to Inuvik, Northwest Territories, under the 
auspices of Bill Kirby of the Edmonton Art Gallery as part of the Gallery’s “Place and Process” exhibition 
of “on-site” works from various locations around the world. 
211 Collier asked his friend Fred Peters to forward the letter to Donald Jamieson, a friend of Fred’s. 
Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” Alan 
Collier to Fred Peters/Donald Jamieson, 31 May 1971; Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier 
Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” Peters to Jamieson, 23 June 1971. 



 89 

Nonia with his wife, Ruth, in the summer of 1969, Collier expressed his interest in 

working further north: 

The paintings resulting from sketches on that [Labrador] trip have 
been among my best, - - and whetted my appetite for more 
iceberg and rugged coastline paintings. I am particularly 
interested in sketching such landscape as that around the north 
east part of Baffin Island, as at Pond Inlet. 

                   …. 
My modus operandi on the “Nonia” was to make pencil 

sketches then, when possible, I’d retire to our small cabin where I 
would work up a 12” x 16” oil sketch while the idea was fresh in 
my mind. Further work was done later in my studio at home, with 
the aid of some of the 500 colour slides taken during the 18-day 
voyage. I would welcome the chance to work in a similar way on 
a more extensive trip.212 

 
 In December 1971 the Department of Transport approved Collier’s application, 

and by May of 1972 the artist received official notification that provision was made to 

accommodate him, as well as Ruth, as guests aboard the CCGS d’Iberville, “a heavy 

icebreaker based at Quebec City.”213 In a letter sent to Collier in advance of the vessel’s 

launch, Captain Ivan Green, Acting Commandant of the Canadian Coast Guard, 

explained that the d’Iberville, which was expected to depart from Quebec on 10 July, was 

to “cover a great part of the Eastern Arctic” that summer, to support shipping in Hudson 

Strait as well as in Parry Channel (in Baffin Bay and Jones Sound in particular), which, 

he believed, would afford the artist plenty of opportunity to document the region and 

northern activities. “You will probably be able to make visits ashore when the 

                                                        
212 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Alan Collier to Fred Peters/Donald Jamieson, 31 May 1971. 
213 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Captain I. Green to Alan Collier, 15 May 1972. 
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opportunity arises subject to the Master’s approval,” Green relayed to the artist. “The trip 

between the ship and shore will be made by helicopter or by the ship’s launch.”214                                                  

As Collier discovered, however, documenting the Arctic landscape proved to be 

much more difficult than he anticipated. Because of heavy ice conditions that year, visits 

ashore were limited. In the eleven weeks that Collier spent travelling through the Eastern 

Arctic, the artist would only “set foot on ground once, in Grise Fiord, for ninety 

minutes.”215 But despite his initial disappointment of being unable to sketch on shore, 

Collier explained that it was indeed “a productive summer… with over 100 sketches and 

small paintings” of Arctic scenery and Coast Guard activities made during the course of 

the trip (fig. 12).216 In addition to his paintings, Collier also took a significant number of 

photographs from on board the Coast Guard vessel and during his brief outings by 

helicopter, alternating between the ship’s Polaroid camera, his own Polaroid, and his 

Hasselblad, which enabled the artist to secure a wealth of material from the Arctic 

expedition that could be later presented to the public (fig. 13). “I took 1400 colour slides, 

with material in many of them from which I can paint. I am now preparing some larger 

canvases that will part of my one-man show next March in Toronto….” Collier noted to 

Green, after his return from the voyage. “I know that a great many of these slides are 

suitable for Coast Guard archives and publicity; I would like you to see a chosen 

selection of them. Of particular interest are shots of the ten-ship convoy to Eureka.”217  

                                                        
214 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” K. 
Ross for I. Green to Collier, 31 May 1972.  
215 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Collier to J.J. Ootes, 5 October 1972. 
216 Ibid. 
217 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Collier to Green, 23 October 1972. 
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While it was understood that Collier’s voyage aboard the d’Iberville was to be 

part of the artist’s effort to visualize the Arctic through the medium of art, the idea of 

using the artist’s photographic images had also held great appeal to government officials 

who were eager to “build up [a] collection of photographs and paintings” of Canadian 

operations in the region.218 In a letter to Collier, Green expressed the Department of 

Transport’s interest in examining the artist’s Arctic slides, believing that additional 

photographic views of Canadian Coast Guard efforts in the North would be “very useful 

in telling our story to Canadians, whose awareness of Canada’s responsibilities in  

 
           Figure 12.  Alan C. Collier, Open Lead – Off West End of Charles Island, 
           Hudson Strait, 1972, oil on board, 30 x 40.6 cm, gift of Mr. and Mrs.   
           John H. Moore, London, Ontario, through the Ontario Heritage Foundation, 1980,   
           Museum London 
 
 

                                                        
218 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,”  
Green to Collier, 4 January 1973. 
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Maritime matters, particularly in the Arctic, is growing rapidly.”219 In November that 

year, a meeting was thus held at Collier’s home studio, during which the Ministry of 

Transportation’s Public Affairs officer, Jack Shelton, reviewed approximately one 

hundred slides of Coast Guard activities, and other scenes of interest, that Collier had 

             
              Figure 13.  Alan C. Collier, The CCGS d’Iberville, Hudson Strait & Greek  
              Ship, 28 July 1972, Photo © Courtesy of Queen’s University Archives 
 
 
pulled from his vast collection of the d’Iberville voyage. Of “those that had potential,” a 

total of thirty-seven slides were selected by Shelton for best illustrating Canadian 

operations in the Arctic “from both a historical and aesthetic standpoint,” providing a rich 

source of visual material that could be drawn upon from the Canadian Coast Guard 

archives in later years.220  

                                                        
219 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Green to Collier, 31 October 1972. 
220 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
J.A. Shelton to Green, 27 November 1972. 
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 Ultimately Collier’s sketches and paintings were the images that were most 

powerful in bringing the activities of the Canadian Arctic and Coast Guard to the 

attention to the broader public. On 11 December, Collier appeared on Elwood Glover’s 

“Luncheon Date,” a talk-show series that was aired on CBC television, during which 

Collier featured several of his sketches from his voyage aboard the d’ Iberville.221 This 

was followed by a “one-man show” that was held at the Robert’s Gallery in Toronto from 

28 March to 7 April 1973. The exhibition, which featured a variety of oil sketches, 

drawings, watercolours, and canvases that Collier had worked up from the Arctic voyage, 

as well as works from his 1971 summer sketching excursion to the Rockies and Queen 

Charlotte Islands in Western Canada, was lauded by one member of the press for 

Collier’s “very pleasing interplay” of colour, and “the way in which the planes and 

surfaces of rock, ice, and sea” were masterfully rendered in the artist’s Arctic 

paintings.222 Collier’s “Arctic show” was also well received and well attended by the 

public, demonstrating audiences’ interest in the northern venture. As Arnold Edinborough 

of the Financial Post pointed out after viewing Collier’s works, “I got to the showing a 

week after the opening and found every picture sold.”223 

As a record of that year’s expedition and in keeping with government interests of 

further bringing the Arctic and Canadian northern maritime operations into the frame of 

reference of audiences’ understanding, Collier also presented a large canvas to Canadian 

Coast Guard officials in the summer of 1973. The canvas, which depicts the d’Iberville 

lying at anchor off Grise Fiord, Jones Sound (fig. 14), is strongly reminiscent of 
                                                        
221 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Collier to Kemp Ross, 10 November 1972. 
222 Arnold Edinborough, “The ‘doctor’ I might have been, Oscars, our Miss Murdoch,” Financial Post 
(Toronto), 7 April 1973. 
223 Ibid. 
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Jackson’s 1929 painting The “Beothic” at Bache Post, Ellesmere Island (fig. 4), and was 

chosen by Coast Guard officials, from a selection of Collier’s otherwise conventional 

landscapes, to project an “official view” of Canada’s active involvement in its northern 

waters.224 But as various correspondence between Collier and Green reveal, careful 

consideration was not only given to the choice of subject matter but also to the painting’s 

final presentation, ultimately revealing much about the political context in which the 

image was projected to the public, and about the way in which the artwork, and the 

artistic venture, contributed to the discussion of Canadian northern efforts of the time. 

“The painting of the CCGS d’IBERVILLE, which you so kindly presented to the 

Canadian Coast Guard as a token of appreciation for the voyage which you had made to 

the Arctic [on the] d’IBERVILLE during the summer of 1972, has now been hung in the 

foyer of the office of the Minister of Transport….” as Green explained to Collier, 

underscoring the promotional value of the image and its significance to Canadians. “Once 

again may I express, on behalf of the Marine Administration of the Ministry, and in 

particular the officers and crew of the d’IBERVILLE, my warmest thanks for this 

exceptional gift. It will be a constant reminder to all us of one of the most important 

activities of the Canadian Coast Guard.”225  

 

                                                        
224	It is uncertain whether the	image pictured in figure 14 is the exact canvas presented to the Ministry of 
Transport; I have been unsuccessful in locating the canvas. The image in figure 14, however, is from 
Collier’s 1973 photo inventory and matches the description. 
225 Queen’s University Archives, Alan Caswell Collier Fonds, 5008.9, box 1, file 62, “Arctic Trip ’72,” 
Green to Collier, 16 August 1973. 
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Figure 14. Alan C. Collier, CCGS d’IBERVILLE off Grise Fiord, Jones Sound, 

            1973, oil on canvas, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, inventory photo from the Roberts 
            Gallery exhibition, 1973, © Courtesy of Queen’s University Archives 
 
 

Around the time of Collier’s Arctic venture, another opportunity to underscore 

Canadians’ active presence in the region through the realm of art presented itself—this 

time through the efforts of British Columbian-based artist Toni Onley. Onley, a noted 

watercolourist who studied under a number of artists both in Canada and abroad, 

including Varley and Carl Schaefer, first sought the assistance of the Canadian Owners 

and Pilots Association in 1971, requesting information on the feasibility of travelling by 

plane to Rankin Inlet and Baker Lake the following summer.226 An adept recreational 

pilot, Onley had often flown his Champion SkyTrac, a single-engine two-seater plane, on 

painting expeditions to remote regions along the West Coast and to other regions of 

                                                        
226 Roger Boulet, Toni Onley: Onley’s True North (Kamloops, British Columbia: Kamloops Art Gallery, 
2004), 14.  
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Canada, as well as throughout the United States and Mexico, and had hoped to fly North 

in search of new artistic inspiration.227  

Various circumstances prevented Onley from travelling by plane to the Arctic at 

the time, however it was a chance social encounter with Prime Minister Trudeau in New 

Brunswick during the summer of 1972 that would initiate a chain of events leading to the 

artist’s journey to the Eastern Arctic in 1974, and that precipitated Onley’s involvement 

in the visualization of the Arctic.228 “The prime minister was very concerned about the 

Arctic and its delicate ecological balance. The result of his concern was the passage of 

Bills C-187 [sic] and C-202, aimed at protecting the northern environment, both east and 

west, from accidental pollution,” explained Onley, referring to the government’s 

implementation of Canada’s Arctic legislations as a result of the Manhattan controversy: 

Our conversation emboldened me to write him a year later asking 
him assistance in getting to the High Arctic for a painting trip. My 
request was passed on to then Minister of Transport Jean 
Marchand, who put me in touch with Canadian Coast Guard 
Northern. Through these channels, I was offered a berth aboard 
the CCGS Louis S. St. Laurent leaving Montreal August 15, 1974, 
for Ellesmere Island to pick up members of a scientific team.229 
 

During the month that Onley travelled as guest artist aboard the Coast Guard 

vessel, he witnessed a number of activities related to Canada’s increasing commitment to 

protecting and maintaining the Arctic for Canadians. Of the many tasks assigned for that 

year’s voyage was the shuttling and evacuation of a number of researchers who had been 

stationed in various research camps for the past few years investigating the “North 

                                                        
227 Ibid; Toni Onley and Gregory Strong, Flying Colours: The Toni Onley Story (Madeira Park, British 
Columbia: Harbour Publishing Co. Ltd., 2002), 229, 239. 
228 Toni Onley and Gregory Strong, Flying Colours, 228-230; Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and 
Paintings of the High Arctic (Vancouver and Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre Ltd., 1989), 20.  
229 Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 20. For additional reference to 
Onley’s 1972 correspondence with Trudeau see RBSC Archives, University of British Columbia, Toni 
Onley Papers, box 1, file 10, “Official Correspondence, Feb. 5, 1974-March 26, 1987.” 
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Water”—a polynya situated between the Canadian Arctic islands of Ellesmere and Devon 

and the coast of Greenland—“and its effect on the Arctic environment.”230  

Five days after the ship’s departure from Dartmouth, Nova Scotia on 1 

September, Onley recorded in his journal that sailing orders were received “to 

rendezvous with the CCGS Labrador, then to Resolute to pick up a scientist,” before 

proceeding to Coburg Island, Carey Islands, Cape Herschel and Thule, Greenland in 

support of North Water activities in the region—a route that, as Onley soon discovered, 

would afford him the opportunity to draw inspiration from a variety of Arctic settings 

during his brief stint aboard the ship.231 On 10 September, after the icebreaker had finally 

reached Pond Inlet to pick up Dr. Maurice Haycock, the retired mineralogist-geologist 

(turned artist), and after a two-hour rendezvous with the CCGS Labrador in Eclipse 

Sound, during which thirteen coast guard cadets were transferred by helicopter to the 

                                                        
230 It can be posited that the “three-year project” that Onley was referring to was a study conducted by a 
team of scientists from McGill University (Montreal, Canada) and the Eidgenössische Technische 
Hochchule (Zurich, Switzerland), who were investigating the glacio-climatological influence of the North 
Water on the surrounding environment at the time (mainly between 1972 to 1974). However, the Canadian-
Swiss scientific team would not have been the only group to be working on the ongoing North Water 
Project. In 1972, John E. Sater wrote that a number of organizations—ranging from researchers from the 
Defence Research Establishment Ottawa to marine biologists and oceanographers, to “representatives of 
the National Film Board”—were some of the participants who were involved in North Water activities. 
Sater points out, however, that “the objectives” of the various research teams “destined for the North 
Water” and of the Coast Guard cruises to the Arctic were not only “to collect data relating to the several 
disciplines represented,” but also to “gain experience in the operating conditions in anticipation of 
increased year round commerce in the eastern Arctic.” John E. Sater, “A Winter Scientific Reconnaissance 
of the North Water,” Arctic Institute of North America 25, no. 2 (Jan. 1972): 151. See also Konrad Steffen, 
“Warm Water Cells in the North Water, Northern Baffin Bay During the Winter, Journal of Geophysical 
Research 90, no. C5 (20 September 1985): 9129; Hajime Ito and Fritz Müller, “Horizontal Movement of 
Fast Ice in the North Water Area,” Journal of Galciology 19, no. 81 (1977): 547, 548. For reference to 
Onley’s description of that year’s mission see Toni Onley and Gregory Strong, Flying Colours, 236, 238, 
239; Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 25, 58. 
231 Onley described that the “trip started late because [they] were caught in a dock strike in Montreal;” 
Toni Onley and Gregory Strong, Flying Colours, 230. For reference to Onley’s journal entries from 
September 01 and 07 see Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 21, 25. For 
Onley’s original logbook from the journey see RBSC Archives, University of British Columbia, Toni 
Onley Papers, box 1, file 4, “Log of the voyage of the Louis St. Laurent to the Canadian Arctic 1974”. 
Onley’s log from his 1974 journey was also published in The Beaver; Toni Onley, “Toni Onley’s Arctic 
Journal, The Beaver 67, no. 2 (March 1987): 9-25. 
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CCGS Louis S. St-Laurent, Onley wrote that he had spent a productive day painting the 

Arctic scenery from a glass-enclosed crow’s nest on the ship’s mast, where he had set up 

a makeshift studio to work: “I have completed twelve watercolours—of berg’s, glaciers, 

mountains and low cloud. For most of the day the ship was enveloped in thick fog, but up 

in the crow’s nest I was out of it, enjoying endless views of Bylot Island and Borden 

Peninsula.”232 A week later, on 17 September, as the ship began to make its way to Thule, 

Greenland to pick up a number of polar scientists and their equipment, Onley also 

described the artistic opportunities afforded by that year’s route: 

I paint in my studio all afternoon and into the evening. We sail 
continuously in and out of snow squalls which produce an ever-
changing display of clouds, lights and shadows across the high 
cliffs of South Devon Island. There is a sharp, brittle quality to 
the landscape, making it ideally suited to watercolour paints. The 
complex arrangements of shapes, lights, shadows and colours 
have to be laid down as quickly as the compositions appear in the 
eye and mind.  I do ten watercolours today, including two of 
bleak Beechey Island as we returned past it, my Chinese goat hair 
brush, French handmade papers and English watercolours all 
coming together in the crow’s nest of a Canadian icebreaker to 
create some of the best work I have done in the medium” (fig. 
15).233  
 

In the time he spent working in the ship’s crow’s nest aboard the Louis S. St-

Laurent, as well as on “floes, glaciers, islands and mountains… made possible by the 

ship’s helicopter,” Onley produced an impressive total of ninety-two watercolours and 

five drawings—many of which were later exhibited and circulated to the public.234 In 

November that year, two months after Onley’s return, a selection of the artist’s Arctic 

watercolours, including some paintings that he had worked up in oil, was exhibited at the 

                                                        
232 Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 34. 
233 Ibid, 50.  
234 James Purdie, “Arctic voyage a revelation to artist,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 25 January 1975; Toni 
Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 13. 
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Bau-Xi Gallery, a commercial gallery in Vancouver. This proved to be a very profitable 

venture for the artist: records indicate that at least 30 of Onley’s Arctic works were sold 

during this time.235 In view of the show’s positive reception and public interest in his 

Arctic works, a second exhibition was held at the Gallerie Pascale in Toronto in January 

1975, which was also favourably received, demonstrating the public’s continuing 

fascination with the North.  

 
              Figure 15. Toni Onley, Mount Thule, Bylot Island, 10 September 1974,   
              watercolour on paper, 28.0 x 38.0 cm, gift of Toni Onley, collection of the  
              Kamloops Art Gallery, 2000-074 
 
 

Examined in its own right, public interest in Onley’s Arctic venture was more 

than a mere reflection of the commercial appeal of his Arctic works. Framing the 

sketching venture within the same context as the nation’s narratives of Arctic expeditions 

past, James Purdie, an art reviewer at Toronto’s Globe and Mail, observed that Onley’s 

                                                        
235 Roger Boulet, Toni Onley: Onley’s True North, 22, 37. 
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foray into the Arctic was part of the artist’s larger “contribution to that part of Canada’s 

geographical record,” like the “Eskimos, explorers, seaman and artists” before him, 

suggesting much about the underlying historical and political frameworks through which 

the public also viewed the Arctic works.236 In fact, when Onley was asked by Purdie 

whether the works “he brought back from the Arctic voyage [had] something of value for 

Canadian painters, historians and collectors,” he responded that, “he [had] no idea… Still 

to come are drawings, oil paintings and prints.” But as Onley also revealed to Purdie, the 

Arctic images created as a result of his 1974 government-sponsored venture aboard the 

Louis S. St-Laurent were as much a visual record of Canadians’ active and continuing 

presence in the Arctic as they were artistic interpretations of the landscape and of 

“ancient signposts” of the North: 

In a land without harbours, we sail and take our helicopter ashore. 
We appear to be very close, as we did at Beechy [sic] Island, 
hove-to under the east wall. When we looked back… I was 
surprised by not being able to see the ship. Then I saw a little red 
and white dot, a little puff of smoke—and that was our Louis! 
The largest conventional icebreaker in the world, 1,300 tons: $30-
million!237  
 

Seen in this context above, it can thus be understood that the creation of these images 

during Canada’s patrols to the Arctic was also as much a part of a calculated assertion of 

Canada’s sovereignty in the North. For the artists who participated in the government 

ventures, their efforts to visualize the Arctic ultimately reflected the various 

contemporary political contexts and concerns in which their artworks were created and 

then projected to southern audiences, however unassuming some of these northern 

images may have seemed. Consequently, and perhaps not surprisingly, these Arctic 

                                                        
236 James Purdie, “Arctic voyage a revelation to artist,” Globe and Mail (Toronto), 25 January 1975. 
237 Ibid. 
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artworks adhered to views advanced by government administration: that the North was 

“Canadian”—a view, as shall be seen, that was also conveyed through the artworks that 

were commissioned by the state and its affiliated institutions of the Canadian Northwest 

during the Second World War and postwar era. 
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PART TWO 
 

Expanding Canada’s Northern Frontier 
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Chapter 4 
 

Visualizing the Canadian Northwest,  
1943 to 1951 

 
 
During the Second World War the geopolitical significance of Canada’s northwestern 

mainland began to grow enormously. Important petroleum and mineral finds did much to 

fuel Canada’s optimism about future development in the Canadian Subarctic after the first 

oil well was drilled at Norman Wells on the Mackenzie River in 1920, and when 

pitchblende (containing a rich source of radium and uranium ore) was identified on the 

eastern shore of Great Bear Lake in 1930, followed by the discoveries of gold along 

Yellowknife River and Yellowknife Bay in 1933 and 1934, respectively. However, the 

years during the war also revealed both the vulnerability of the region and the strategic 

importance of the Canadian Northwest. Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 

1941 and its capture of Attu and Kiska islands off Alaska in June 1942 laid bare the fact 

that an Axis foothold in North America was conceivable, ultimately pushing Canada, as 

historian Morris Zaslow has succinctly stated, “to put the geography and resources of the 

Canadian North at the disposal of the common war effort.”238 Under a series of cooperative 

agreements negotiated between Canadian, British, and American officials in 1942 and 

1943, Canada thus began to refine and export uranium mined from the Eldorado mine on 

Great Bear Lake to the United States for use in nuclear weapons programs of the Allied 

                                                        
238	Morris Zaslow, The Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914 - 1967 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart 
Ltd., 1988), 211; Elizabeth Brebner, “Sovereignty and the North: Canadian-American Cooperation, 1939-
45,” in Three Northern Wartime Projects, ed. Bob Hesketh (Edmonton: Canadian Circumpolar Institute, 
1996), 49, 50. 
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powers (fig. 16).239 Other wartime agreements were negotiated between Canada and the 

United States as measures to support North American continental defence needs should  

 
Figure. 16. A sign on display at Port Radium includes a jar of sand from the first atom 
bomb explosion on July 16, 1945, Busse/NWT Archives/N-1979-052-4877 
 
 
the Japanese launch an invasion via Alaska. The construction of the Alaska Highway, 

which was laid out from Dawson Creek, British Columbia to Fairbanks, Alaska between 

March and October of 1942, was mandated to connect a chain of Canadian and American 

airfields along the Northwest Staging Route (fig. 17). The United States and Canada also 

                                                        
239 The Eldorado Mine was expropriated by the Canadian government and became a Crown corporation 
during this period. G.N. Faulkner of the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs notes that Canadian 
uranium was used during Enrico Fermi’s atomic pile experiment at the University of Chicago in 1942, and 
for the Manhattan Project and Los Alamos nuclear tests during the war. G.N. Faulkner, “A Federal Role in 
Resource Development in Northern Canada,” in Prospects for Mineral Resource Assessments on Public 
Lands: Proceedings of the Leesburg Workshop, eds. Simon Cargill and Steven B. Green, (Denver: U.S. 
Geological Survey Circular 980, 1986), 27. For additional information on the tripartite negotiations 
between Canada, Britain and the United States, see Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?: 
Government Policy in the Canadian North 1936-1950 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 
1998), 115-116. 
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struck an agreement to construct the Canol (Canadian oil) pipeline, built between 1942 and 

1944, to transport oil from Norman Wells to Whitehorse, Yukon.  

However, this period of development of closer defence relations between Canada          

and the United States was not without its complications. While Canadian authorities 

 
Figure. 17. Signing of the Canada-United Stated States agreement on the   

            construction and maintenance of the Alaska Highway, 18 March 1942, photo,   
            Frank C. Tyrell, National Film Board of Canada/Library and Archives Canada,  
            PA-130488 
 

 
recognized the Americans’ involvement in the building of the highway and pipeline in the 

Canadian Northwest as part of the Allied war effort, the sudden influx of American 

military personnel and civilians in the region also raised concerns over Canada’s territorial 

sovereignty in the North. For the most part, historian Shelagh Grant has pointed out, the 

joint wartime projects that developed between Canada and the United States “were 

designed, financed, and built under American leadership, employing American military 
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and civilians with American technology and equipment.”240  In fact, by the summer of 

1943 it was estimated that there were as many as 40,000 American military personnel and 

contract workers employed in the Canadian Northwest, which, historians have pointed out, 

vastly outnumbered the resident Canadian and indigenous populations scattered throughout 

the area.241  To some officials in Canada, the increasing encroachment of Americans on 

Canadian territory and the extraterritorial rights and special privileges held by American 

authorities in the region were particularly worrisome. In particular, in early 1943, after 

touring the Canadian Northwest, Malcolm MacDonald, Britain’s wartime high 

commissioner to Canada, wrote to Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King 

expressing his concern about the growing number of American military personal and 

civilian workers in the Northwest and the “conspicuous absence” of “Canadian 

counterparts” in the area (figs. 18 – 20). As MacDonald explained, it was evident “that 

these vast undertakings were being planned and carried out with a view to the post-war 

situation,” which could have much more profound and far-reaching political implications 

on Canadian sovereignty in the North than had initially been realized.242 “Everywhere 

these Americans are talking eagerly about the development of the North-West,” noted 

MacDonald, 

                                                        
240 Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 70-71. 
241 Estimates vary according to official reports, however, Morris Zaslow describes that there were as many 
as 40,000 workmen and military personnel in the region “at the height of construction in the summer of 
1943,” and historian Curtis R. Nordman has indicated that Canadian officials believed that the number of 
Americans in the region would reach close to 46,000 by the end of the summer of 1943. See Morris 
Zaslow, The Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914 – 1967, 210, 224; Curtis R. Nordman, “The Army of 
Occupation: Malcolm MacDonald and U.S. Military Involvement in the Canadian Northwest,” in The 
Alaska Highway: Papers of the 40th Anniversary Symposium, ed. Kenneth Coates (Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia Press, 1985), 86. See also Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 85, 111, 125; 
Elizabeth Brebner, “Sovereignty and the North: Canadian-American Cooperation, 1939-45,” in Three 
Northern Wartime Projects, ed. Bob Hesketh (Edmonton: Canadian Circumpolar Institute, 1996), 55.  
242 LAC, Records of the Privy Council Office, Cabinet War Committee minutes, 1939-45, RG 2/7 vol. 12, 
31 March 1943. Also noted in Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 111, 112. 
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and their words are being translated into deeds. The American 
Army calls itself ‘the Army of Occupation.’ Much of this annoys 
the Canadian citizens of the territory, yet they cannot help realising 
that it is largely the Americans who are now opening up their 
country… The inhabitants of those regions are beginning to say 
that it seems that the Americans are more awake to the importance 
of the Canadian North-West than are the Canadian authorities.243 
 

       
      Figure 18. US Army, NAR Station, Dawson Creek, troops arriving,  
      1942, courtesy of the South Peace Historical Society, 2000.051.017 Series 04 
 
 

In an effort “to guard Canadian interests” in the Northwest, MacDonald suggested 

that the Canadian government take measures to increase Canadian participation in the 

region—measures that were implemented by King’s government almost immediately 

following the release of MacDonald’s memorandum to federal officials.244 In May 1943, 

the federal government appointed Canadian Brigadier-General W.W. Foster as the special 

commissioner for defence projects in northwestern Canada, who not only served as a 
                                                        
243 LAC, William Lyon Mackenzie King Papers, MG26-J4, vol. 309, file 3282, “Note on Developments in 
North-Western Canada,” memorandum prepared by Malcolm MacDonald for W.L. King, March/April 
1943. Also quoted in full in Nordman’s “The Army of Occupation: Malcolm MacDonald and U.S. Military 
Involvement in the Canadian Northwest,” 98, and, in part, in Grant’s Sovereignty or Security?, 112. 
244 Ibid. 
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       Figure 19. Alaska Highway bridge construction 1942-46, courtesy of the South 
       Peace Historical Society, 2001.036.016 Series 01 
 
 
liaison between Canadian and American military officials and personnel, but who 

functioned as “the eyes and ears of Canada in the region.”245  To further strengthen 

Canada’s position in the North, the Canadian government also agreed to reimburse the 

United States for any permanent facilities and installations that were built by the 

Americans on Canadian soil as a means to counter any potential American claims to the 

region after the war, effectively forcing the United States to relinquish its growing grip in 

the Canadian Northwest.246   

                                                        
245 Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William Morrison, and Greg Poelzer described Foster as being 
“the eyes and ears of Canada in the region.” See Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 60. For 
more details on Foster’s role see also Elizabeth Brebner, “Sovereignty and the North: Canadian-American 
Cooperation, 1939-45,” 55, 56.  
246 Historians Coates, Lackenbauer, Morrison, and Poelzer have noted that although the Americans 
relinquished their control over their installations “sometimes begrudgingly,” in the end the Americans had 
no intention of “governing Canada”; the Americans “simply wanted to build the highway and the pipeline, 
secure Alaska, and then go home, which they did soon after the war ended”; Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer, William Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 60. See 
also Brebner, 52-56, 60-61. 
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Figure 20. Private Elbert Pieper of the U.S. Army stands sentry duty beside a trapper’s 
cabin containing construction supplies for the Alaska Highway, photo, Nicholas Morant, 
National Film Board of Canada/Library and Archives Canada, PA-113220 
 
 

But attempts to convey Canada’s control over the Northwest remained somewhat of 

a challenge. The American tendency to dominate the content and release of information 

about the joint projects in the press, particularly in those reports that claimed that the 

Canadian Northwest was under American military control, only added to the public’s 

confusion and concern over Canada’s position in the region.247 To counter the public’s 

perception that the Americans had assumed total control over Canadian territory in the 

Northwest, the Canadian government, through its Wartime Information Board (WIB), a 

public information service formed in 1942 to oversee and facilitate the distribution of 

                                                        
247 Brebner, 58. For additional reference to the Americans and issues concerning the release of information 
see Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 120, 122-125. See also Library and Archives Canada, 
Wartime Information Board Record, RG 36/7, vol. 13, file 2-4, External Affairs teletype, Washington 
Embassy, 21 June 1943.  
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information on the war, undertook a vigorous publicity campaign by the summer of 1943 

to draw attention to some of the terms surrounding the bilateral agreements.248 Although 

details concerning the joint agreements remained largely classified and thus out of the 

public eye, press releases, photographs, and films served as an effective means to broadcast 

information about Canadian wartime contributions in the Northwest, and did much to help 

educate the public about the significance of the region and its postwar potential.249  

Art, too, played an important role in Canada’s campaign to inform the public of 

Canadian activities in the Northwest and of the region’s potential for future Canadian 

expansion and development. As shall be seen in this chapter, in the years during and 

following the war, Canadian artists were summoned to employ their talents in Canada’s 

“new frontier.”250 Commissioned by state and state-affiliated sponsors, works produced by 

artists A.Y. Jackson and Henry George (H.G.) Glyde served as some of the most 

                                                        
248 Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 120, 122, 123-125; Brebner, 59. See also Shelagh D. Grant ,“Northern 
Nationalists: Visions of ‘A New North,’ 1940–1950,” in For Purposes of Dominion: Essays in Honour of 
Morris Zaslow, eds. Kenneth S. Coates and William R. Morrison (North York, ON.: Captus Press Inc., 
1989), 53-54. Information on wartime publicity is available at the Library and Archives of Canada, see 
LAC, RG 85, vol. 956, file 13400 pt. 1, “Publicity File, Joint Defence Projects.” 
249 Documentary filmmaker and commissioner of the National Film Board, John Grierson, was a 
consultant to the Canadian government during the Second World War. In 1943 he was appointed general 
manager of the Wartime Information Board. It was during this time that the National Film Board, as part of 
their wartime efforts, produced the film “Look to the North” (1944), which had especially underscored 
Canada’s contribution to the construction of the Alaska Highway and Canol defence projects and had 
promoted the Northwest’s postwar potential. See Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 120, 122, 149. See also 
Grant, “Northern Nationalists: Visions of ‘A New North,’ 1940–1950,” 53-54. For an overview of John 
Grierson’s work at the National Film Board and his role in the Wartime Information Board see Gary Evans, 
John Grierson and the National Film Board: The Politics of Wartime Propaganda (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1984). For additional information on the development of documentary film at the National 
Film Board in relation to government policy see Zoë Druick, Projecting Canada: Government Policy and 
Documentary Film at the Nationals Film Board (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2007).   
250 Articles during this time regarded the region as “the new frontier” or “the new North” see Charles 
Camsell, “The New North,” Canadian Geographical Journal 33, no. 6 (December 1946): 265-77. 
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significant visual records that Canada had made of wartime activities and postwar 

development in the Canadian Northwest.251 

However, an examination of the contemporary framing of the artists’ northwestern 

works reveals that these artistic ventures were more than merely documentary efforts. 

Viewed within the political and institutional milieu in which the works were created, 

organized, and later presented to audiences—as this chapter suggests, against a backdrop 

of mounting geopolitical and economic interests in the Northwest—it becomes evident that 

these northwestern images, like the government-sponsored works of the Eastern Arctic, 

were also drawn into the nation’s more extensive undertaking of advancing the North as 

Canadian—an undertaking that ultimately arose out of Canadians’ desire to visibly define 

and assert Canada’s sovereign presence in its rapidly advancing northern frontier. 

 

Visualizing the Highway 

In September of 1943 H.O. McCurry, director of the National Gallery of Canada, contacted 

the director of Public Relations of the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF), G.M. Brown, 

about plans to send A.Y. Jackson and Calgary-based painter and art educator H.G. Glyde 

along the Alaska Highway.252 McCurry, who just received word from the RCAF’s director-

                                                        
251 Artist Edward John (E.J.) Hughes, who enlisted as a gunner with the Royal Canadian Artillery, also 
served as an official war artist during the Second World War (the Canadian War Records Program, which 
officially began in 1942, drew qualified candidates from within the serving ranks). Although Hughes was 
originally posted to Britain in 1942, he was made lieutenant and posted to Kiska, Alaska in 1943, where 
Canadian and American troops landed to retake Kiska Island from the Japanese (only to find the Island 
abandoned). Hughes managed to document Canadian troops at work in Kiska during this time; however, for 
the purpose of this study my focus is specifically on artists commissioned to document Canada’s 
participation and presence in Canadian northwestern territory (and not on the visualization of wartime 
activities in general). For more information on those who sketched activities in the area during the time, see 
Kenneth Coates, Andrew Hunter and Catherine Crowston, The Road: Constructing the Alaska Highway 
(Edmonton: Art Gallery of Alberta, 2007). 
252 A letter sent to McCurry in 1942 reveals that Glyde discussed McCurry’s involvement with the 
Canadian War Records Program and suggested that “excellent records” could be made of the Highway. In a 
follow-up letter, Walter J. Phillips, a colleague of Glyde’s at the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art 
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in-chief of publicity, Joseph W.G. Clark, “that there appears to be no objection” on the part 

of Americans to sending “one or two Canadian artists… to the Northwest to paint,” was 

particularly “anxious” to settle arrangements for the artists to make “a permanent record of 

the [Highway] and the work of the R.C.A.F. in that area.”253 To make such a project 

feasible, given constraints imposed by the war, McCurry explained that the National 

Gallery would “provide a modest sum to cover artists supplies and incidental expenses”; it 

was also “hoped that transportation from Edmonton [could] be provided by the R.C.A.F. 

and that the artists [could] be allowed stopovers at appropriate places to allow them to 

cover the most interesting aspects of the country,” whenever possible. “Both artists are 

thoroughly responsible men and the pictures they produce will be subject to censorship and 

placed at the disposal of the Government and will form an important addition to the 

Canadian War Records being developed by the Services,” McCurry pointed out, adding, “I 

                                                                                                                                                                     
in Calgary, also discussed sending artists Northwest, and noted that both he and Glyde would be interested 
in illustrating “the construction of the road to Alaska.” This idea ultimately prompted McCurry to consider 
sending Canadian artists to the region. It has been speculated, however, that the death of Phillips’ son, Ivan, 
in action, caused Phillips to drop out of the plan, so McCurry proposed the idea to Jackson instead. 
Ultimately, Phillips took Glyde’s place at the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art while Glyde 
worked on his northwestern assignment, enabling Glyde to travel Northwest. (The school was reluctant to 
release Glyde from his teaching obligation at the time, and would not have allowed Glyde to travel if it 
were not for the help of Phillips). For correspondence with regard to Phillips, Glyde and the Alaska 
Highway sketching project see NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 
166, file, 2, Glyde to McCurry, 28 December 1942; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian 
War Artists, box 166, file, 2, 28 January 1943; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War 
Artists, box 166, file, 2, James Fowler to McCurry, 2 October 1943; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 
5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 166, file, 2, McCurry to Phillips, 26 November 1943; NGC, Glyde, 
H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 166, file, 2, Fowler to McCurry, 6 October 
1943; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 166, file, 2, Fowler to 
McCurry, 7 October 1943; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 166, 
file, 2, McCurry to Fowler, 7 October 1943. For additional discussion concerning Walter Phillips and the 
Alaska Highway see Nancy Townshend, A History of Art in Alberta 1905-1970 (Calgary: Bayeux Arts Inc., 
2005), 68.  
253Access along the Highway was still exclusively for military use and required approval of both 
governments to travel along the road during this time. The Highway was officially opened to the public in 
1948. NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Joseph 
W.G. Clark to H.O. McCurry, 24 September 1943; H.O. McCurry to G.M. Brown, 30 September 1943. 
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know I need not stress the Canadian publicity angle of this scheme which is of the greatest 

importance.”254  

 Eager to find a means to strengthen Canada’s image and presence in the Northwest 

in light of the focus on American activities in the region by the media, Brown contacted 

the Wartime Information Board in early October, urging the WIB “to accelerate its 

application to Washington” regarding Canada’s proposed northwestern sketching venture: 

all that remained was the “formal approval of the U.S. War Department.”255 The board 

responded immediately. By the afternoon, the Washington office of the WIB informed 

Brown that Jackson and Glyde’s trip had been officially vetted by the U.S. Army Public 

Relations.256 Not only would officials in the region be able to provide airport 

transportation, lodging, and meals for the artists, as Brown relayed to McCurry, but 

“Jackson and Glyde may be given air transport by the Alaska Transport Command when 

available,” which, Brown explained, would enable the artists to document territory covered 

by the Staging Route, the Alaska Highway, and “the Canol Oil line.”257  This news greatly 

pleased McCurry. But as McCurry also stressed in a letter relaying the news to Jackson, 

there would certainly be no time to waste in sending the artists “North” if Canadians did 

not wish to be eclipsed by the Americans:  

I can ascertain little about the weather you are likely to run into 
except that the season closes early and work after October would 
not likely be possible… of course there has been a little delay in 
connection with permission from Washington and the 

                                                        
254 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, H.O. 
McCurry to G.M. Brown, 30 September 1943. 
255 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Brown to 
McCurry, 5 October 1943, part 1. 
256 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Brown to 
McCurry, 5 October 1943, part 2. 
257 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Brown to 
McCurry, 5 October 1943, part 1 & 2. 
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complication of Glyde’s difficulty in getting off [from his 
teaching post at the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art in 
Calgary]…. There is some urgency about the matter because the 
United States has already issued permission to American artists to 
go in and we do not want to be too far behind.258 
 

Armed with letters of introduction and permits, both Jackson and Glyde arrived in 

Edmonton, Alberta on 14 October to board a transport plane bound for Whitehorse, Yukon 

on what would be a three-week sketching stint along the length of the Alaska Highway and 

in military camps in the area—a “first” for Canadian artists.259 From Whitehorse, an 

                                                        
258 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, McCurry 
to Jackson, 7 October 1943. 
259 Jackson and Glyde were also considered the first Canadian artists to fly the Staging Route. It must also 
be noted, however, that Peace River artists Euphemia McNaught and Evelyn McBryan painted sections of 
the Highway around the Peace River Region—during and after its construction (in 1942 and 1943). 
Although artists received permission from the Canadian government to paint local scenery, the women 
never received any assistance from the government to document the region, and worked and travelled 
around the region at their own expense. Art historian Nancy Townshend, who interviewed McNaught in 
1986, points out that the women were under tight restrictions and were not permitted to freely travel along 
the Highway or “to go past 50 miles on the south side of Fort Nelson.” Other professional artists who 
sketched along parts of the Alaska Highway travelled much later. In early 1948, Canadian artists York 
Wilson and Don (Donald Kenneth) Anderson travelled and sketched around Whitehorse. Imperial Oil Ltd. 
(a subsidiary of Standard Oil Company of New Jersey), which purchased the Whitehorse refinery from the 
United States government for $1 million after it was shut down after the war, commissioned the artists to 
document the dismantling and move of equipment from the Whitehorse refinery to Leduc, Alberta during 
the winter of 1947/48, where equipment from the refinery was reassembled to service the new oil field 
there. While both artists recorded activities around Whitehorse for Imperial Oil’s records/art collection, 
York Wilson also provided illustrations for Imperial Oil’s souvenir booklet, Trail of ’48, as part of their 
publicity campaign promoting the official opening of the Leduc refinery on 17 July 1948. Other notable 
activities that Wilson participated in (and that is of related interest to my dissertation as a whole, but too 
vast a subject to cover in this paper) was the sketching of Exercise “Muskox” activities in Churchill, 
Manitoba in 1946—a military exercise that took place between February and May 1946 to study the 
movement and maintenance of troops as well as the suitability of various clothing and equipment under 
Arctic conditions. Wilson’s friends from Liberty magazine arranged to have him travel as “a press 
representative” for the magazine in January/February 1946. For reference to Jackson and Glyde’s 
northwestern flight as well as a brief discussion of their “three-week” (18 day) sketching journey in the 
Northwest, see Naomi Jackson Groves, A.Y.’s Canada: Drawings by A.Y. Jackson, 186-188. For reference 
to Euphemia  McNaught and Evelyn McBryan’s sketching trip see Nancy Townshend, A History of Art in 
Alberta 1905-1970, 66. For reference to York Wilson’s as well as Donald Kenneth Anderson’s sketching 
assignments see “Portraits of an Industry,” Imperial Oil Review (October-November 1948): 27; Imperial 
Oil Ltd., Trail of ’48 (Edmonton: Imperial Oil Ltd., 1948); “Oil Industry is Depicted in Paintings,” The 
Standard (Montreal), 12 June 1948; Eric Young, “Artist Finds Whitehorse Most Colorful in Canada,” 
Edmonton Journal, 21 February 1948. For references related to Exercise “Muskox” see Lieut.-Colonel 
Andrew Croft D.S.O., “Exercise “Musk-Ox, Royal United Services Institution 92, no. 568 (1947): 523-527; 
Valerie Conde, “Three Man Art Show,” The Windsor Daily Star, 11 May 1946. See also Lela Wilson, York 
Wilson: His Life and Work, 1907-1984, ed. Sandra Dyck (Ottawa: Carlton University Press, 1997), 31-33. 
Note: In her description of Wilson’s sketching activities, Lela Wilson explains that York travelled to 
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engineer, working for the United States Public Roads Administration, drove the artists 

along 240 kilometres of road to Kluane Lake, near the Yukon-Alaska Border, during which 

Jackson and Glyde made a number of sketches.260 “[E]verything possible has been done for 

us with no fuss or patronage,” Jackson reported to McCurry,  

and we started to work at once. It is hard to know where to start. 
There is so much of everything and the days are so short and it is 
getting cold. The lakes frozen over and the hills covered with 
snow… You could have spent two weeks in many of the places. 
You would stop somewhere and not know whether to sketch east 
west north or south… we waste very little time but most of our 
stuff is in the way of pencil notes. We hope to move down the 
road from here by motor to Fort St. John or Dawson Creek so we 
should get a very good idea of the whole highway and get 
material to paint up. This is not arranged yet but hopeful. Canol is 
out. It is too late to go further north and you might very well get 
stranded for a month. This is a six months job for ten artists at a 
good season.261 

 
Although documenting Canol activities was decidedly “out” because of climatic 

conditions, painting RCAF activities also posed a challenge for the artists. It was only 

later, during Jackson and Glyde’s overnight stop at Fort Nelson in British Columbia, 

during their 1368-kilometre trip southeast to Dawson Creek on the final leg of their 

northwestern trip, that the artists would find the opportunity to make any significant 

sketches of RCAF activities. “Here we found a number of the boys interested in art, some 

of them doing quite good sketches,” noted Jackson. “We made some drawings round the 

airport too.” But as Jackson and Glyde each discovered, in the end it was difficult to fully 

capture “air activities” in the region. The artists soon realized, after their arrival in 

Whitehorse, that “the highway alone… would require all the limited time at [their] 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Churchill in 1945 and Whitehorse in 1947; however, press articles and documents reveal that he travelled 
to Churchill and Whitehorse in 1946 and 1948, respectively. 
260 A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 142. 
261 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 20 October 1943. 
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disposal.”262 Moreover, as Jackson and Glyde also discovered, it was mainly American 

military and work camps that dotted the landscape for most of their journey along the 

Highway, confirming much of what Malcolm MacDonald had observed earlier that year: 

the scale and intensity of American governmental activity in the Northwest, and the 

conspicuous absence of Canadian counterparts in the region. “We have seen nothing of 

[the RCAF] so far,” Jackson pointed out to McCurry after their first week in the 

Northwest. “We intended to report to them when [the] chance came to get out on the 

road. They are not in town here [Whitehorse] but about three miles out so you can’t just 

pop in and say hello” (fig. 21).263 Ultimately, as Jackson conceded, there still existed the 

need to visibly define and underscore Canada’s presence in the Northwest: “We should 

follow up on our work by going north again in May. Doing the Canol job and stuff round 

the airports.”264   

The immediate concern after Jackson and Glyde’s return from the Northwest, 

however, was to find a way to advance Canada’s latest contribution to the war effort. For 

McCurry and the artists, one of the most obvious means was to circulate the many notes 

and sketches that had been gathered along the Alaska Highway in the hope that by having 

at least “something on the record by Canadians,” as McCurry put it, these images could 

                                                        
262 A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 142, 143; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian 
War Artists, box 166, file, 2, Glyde to McCurry, 20 November 1943; Glenbow Archives, H.G. Glyde 
Fonds, M-8900-291, Letters from George to Hilda, H.G. Glyde to Hilda Glyde, 21 October 1943. See also 
A.Y. Jackson, “Sketching on the Alaska Highway,” Canadian Art 1, no. 3 (February-March 1944): 89. 
263 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 13 October 1943; NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 
166, file 13, Jackson to McCurry, 20 October 1943. 
264 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 1 November 1943. 
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help to counter the visible dominance of Americans in the media, while strengthening 

Canada’s own presence and prominence in the Northwest.265 In keeping with interests in 

    

 
Figure 21.  Henry George Glyde, Whitehorse Airport / Building the New   
Airport / Oct/Nov. 1943, 1943, graphite and watercolour on paper, 28.2 x 38.2  
cm, University of Alberta Art Collection, University of Alberta Museums, gift of  
the artist, 1974.23.18.b 
 
 

disseminating knowledge about Canada’s active involvement in the Northwest from both 

an artistic and a political standpoint, plans were initiated in late 1943 and early 1944 to 

circulate and exhibit the artists’ northwestern works to the public. Jackson began the 

process by presenting some of his preliminary sketches to audiences on two occasions—

at the Art Gallery of Toronto in November, and in front of “a large gathering comprising 

                                                        
265 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, McCurry 
to Jackson, 4 November 1943; NGC, Glyde, H.G., 1942-1944; 1950, 5.42-G Canadian War Artists, box 
166, file, 2, Glyde to McCurry, 20 November 1943.  
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most[ly] of…Toronto artists” in December 1943.266 Glyde followed suit with his own 

presentation of several panels at the local Overseas Club in Calgary in February 1944. It 

was also around this time that Jackson made “a poster of the Alaska Highway for [the] 

National Film Board [in conjunction with the Wartime Information Board], and a silk 

screen design of the Peace River Bridge” from his notes and sketches from the 1943 trip 

(fig. 22).267 And an article written by Jackson of the artists’ experiences along the 

Highway, together with some of the artists’ sketches—three by Glyde and two by 

Jackson— also appeared in the February-March edition of Canadian Art, providing 

readers’ with greater insight not only into the strategic importance of the Highway and 

the Northwest, but also into the role in which artists played in maintaining Canada’s 

sovereign (and even watchful) presence in the region. “An officer would come along and 

say, ‘sorry but you will have to tear that up,’” Jackson explained to readers. “You would 

hand him your authority from Washington advising all units of the American army to 

give every assistance to Mr. X working for the National Gallery of Canada. Profuse 

apologies, best wishes—‘Anything we can do for you?’ You felt at last artists were 

coming into their own.”268 

Much of the publicity generated by the artistic venture came, however, from the 

various exhibitions of the artists’ works that were later mounted in venues across Canada.  

                                                        
266 The Canadian musician and composer, Louis Crerar, noted in a letter to Glyde—dated 12 December 
1943—that fellow musician, Murray Adaskin, “went to a party the other evening where a large gathering 
comprising most of the Toronto artists listened to A.Y. Jackson talk of the trip while he exhibited his 
sketches.” However, I have unfortunately been unable to find any other references to this event, and am 
therefore unable to determine who sponsored this gathering, or where exactly this event was held. See 
Glenbow Archives, H.G. Glyde Fonds, M-8900-48, Alaska Highway, 1943-1944, Louis Crerar to Glyde, 
12 December 1943. For reference to Jackson’s talk at the Art Gallery of Toronto, see Naomi Jackson 
Groves, A.Y.’s Canada: Drawings by A.Y. Jackson, 189. 
267 Glenbow Archives, H.G. Glyde Fonds, M-8900-223, Jackson, A.Y. 1944-1993, Jackson to Glyde, 9 
April 1944. 
268 A.Y. Jackson, “Sketching on the Alaska Highway,” 92. 
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                        Figure 22. A.Y. Jackson, This is Our Strength: The New North, 1945,  
                        broadside, 91.44 x 60.96 cm, Toronto Public Library, WIB-16E 
 

In May 1944, in what the Toronto Daily Star described as an exhibit promoting Canada’s 

official War Record assignments at the Eaton’s Fine Art Galleries in Toronto, twenty-five 

of Jackson’s “scenes of the Alaska Highway” were exhibited alongside a number of B. 

Cogill Haworth’s and Peter Haworth’s wartime paintings of military activities on the 

coast of British Columbia.269 Around the same time as Jackson’s May exhibit, a solo 

exhibition of Glyde’s Alaska Highway sketches were shown at the Coste House, an arts 

                                                        
269 “Wartime Paintings of the West Coast and the Alaska Highway,” Toronto Daily Star, 22 May 1944. 
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centre in Calgary, under the auspices of the Art Association of Calgary. This exhibit was 

followed by shows of Glyde’s work at the Edmonton Museum of Arts, and at the Calgary 

Stampede in June, all generating considerable enthusiasm in the press and the public for 

the shows’ impressions of the Highway, and of the Canadian Northwest (fig. 23).  

 
Figure 23. Henry George Glyde, “Camp Alaska Highway, Northwest of Whitehorse,” 
1943, oil on board, 25.4 x 35.56 cm, image courtesy of Masters Gallery Ltd., Calgary, 
2016 
 

As one reporter argued after viewing Glyde’s work in Calgary, the artist’s “scenes along 

the famous Alaska Highway,” recorded “for the Canadian government,” was “not only 

interesting from the standpoint of exceptionally fine technique, but from an historic and 

documentary point of view”—an exhibit that was ultimately a “MUST SEE” for 

Canadians. “It is so definitely part of the country. What a pity every historic effort in our 

country, like… the discovery of new mines and oil fields do not have their official 
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painters. If they had we would have more art in Canada along with our history,” mused 

the reporter. “Perhaps this is a good start.”270 

 

It was not until the end of the summer of 1944 that both Jackson and Glyde were finally 

able to coordinate their schedules to present a two-person show of their Alaska Highway 

works. Having written to Donald Cameron, the director of the Banff School of Fine Arts, 

over the summer, Jackson noted to Glyde that Cameron was eager to arrange a show of 

the artists’ northwestern works at the school for August: “I am beginning on sending 

twenty-one sketches to Banff, framed in simple wood frames, tinted grey, three inches 

wide. If you can find about that same number, it should make a very good show,” 

explained Jackson.271   

In the meantime, with Jackson back in Banff, McCurry was quite eager to take up 

on Jackson’s idea of sending the artists along the Alaska Highway for September that 

year, in the hope that this time Jackson and Glyde might be able to cover the Canol 

pipeline and RCAF activities, to further expand on their collection of scenes of the 

Northwest. “If you go again I think we should try to make a fairly substantial exhibition 

for next season and send it around especially to places where your present show is not 

going,” explained McCurry.272 

Like the 1943 trip, arrangements were made between Washington and RCAF 

authorities to grant permission to the artists “to go up the Alaska Highway for the 

                                                        
270 Geneva Lent, “Glyde’s Alaska Art Captures North Spirit, Calgary Albertan (6?) May 1944. Article 
found in Glenbow Archives, H.G. Glyde Fonds, M-8900-48, Alaska Highway, 1943-1944. 
271 Glenbow Archives, H.G. Glyde Fonds, M-8900-223, Jackson, A.Y. 1944-1993, Jackson to Glyde, 13 
July 1944. 
272 NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 2, McCurry to Jackson, 15 
August 1944. 
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purpose of making pictures for the Canadian government.”273 On 14 September, again, 

armed with letters of introduction, both Jackson and Glyde arrived in Edmonton, where 

they expected to board a plane headed to Whitehorse. However, the projected trip was “a 

complete flop,” much to Jackson’s and Glyde’s chagrin. As Jackson explained in a series 

of letters to McCurry, upon their arrival they were referred to a RCAF lieutenant, who 

“[knew] nothing about Canadian art or artists,” and, who, Jackson was quite certain, “had 

been instructed to give [them] the brush off.”274 The artists would be flown to Whitehorse 

according to instructions, Jackson and Glyde were informed, but after that there would be 

no guarantee of transportation or accommodation at the camps: “We would land in the 

north or be dumped down with nothing arranged,” as Jackson disappointingly noted to 

McCurry. “We would be nobody’s business.”275 

Unfortunately, the process of vetting Jackson and Glyde’s trip through 

bureaucratic channels was no simple task. Because of arrangements made between 

Canada and the United States, permission to travel along the Alaska Highway involved 

complex dealings with both the Canadian and American governments—efforts that were 

considered too cumbersome and time-consuming to the artists.276 Consequently, plans for 

this second trip fell through. Efforts were made, however, to continue to circulate the 

artists’ existing collection of works from the 1943 Alaska Highway venture in 1944 and 

1945 with the aim of strengthening Canada’s image in the region. In November, an 
                                                        
273 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, McCurry 
to Major H.C. Archer, 13 September 1944. 
274 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 14 September 1944; A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 144. See also NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 
1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to McCurry, 22 September 
1944.  
275 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 16 September 1944; A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 144. 
276 As Jackson noted to Glyde: “To hell with them, let’s go to Rosebud [Alberta].” Jackson, A Painter’s 
Country, 144. 
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“exhibit of 40 ‘sketch-size’ panels” of Jackson’s and Glyde’s Alaska Highway works 

were featured at the Edmonton Museum of Arts, and from 6 to 18 December the Art 

Association of Calgary hosted a solo exhibition of Jackson’s works (fig. 24).277 A two-

person Western tour of the artists’ Alaska Highway sketches was also organized for 1945 

with the help of Lawren Harris, who was at this time president of the British Columbian 

chapter of the Federation of Canadian Artists, and who believed that “B.C. [would be] 

very keen about the [H]ighway.”278 As Jackson enthusiastically noted to McCurry, this 

“seems to be just the publicity we want.”279  

Starting in late April 1945, a total of thirty-seven sketches—twenty-one by 

Jackson and sixteen by Glyde—were mounted at the Trail Gyro Salon, followed by a 

show at the Central School in May in the Kootenay region, before the exhibition of 

paintings wended its way to a Junior Red Cross charity event in Kamloops at the end of 

May. From here, the collection was shown at the Hotel Somass in Port Alberni from 31 

May to 5 June, which was followed by a show at Spencer’s Art Gallery in Victoria from 

11 to 16 June. Considered to be a significant “permanent historic record” of wartime 

activities in the Northwest, R.W. Mayhew, the parliamentary assistant to Canada’s 

Minister of Finance who opened Jackson and Glyde’s Victoria show, also stressed, 

however, the importance of such scenes to Canadian efforts in the North, and to efforts in 

maintaining Canadian interests in the region: “Canada has a new northland. It is a vast 

                                                        
277 During this time of increased publicity surrounding the artists’ works, the Highway and “the far north-
west” became a particularly favourite subject among youngsters at the Art Gallery of Toronto and the Art 
Association of Montreal. As Canadian Art reported, “paintings, murals and three dimensional models” of 
the Highway and of “the far north-west” were especially worked up “with great gusto by… youngsters” in 
their art programs. “The Alaska Highway,” Canadian Art 2, no. 2 (December 1944-January 1945): 80. 
278 NGC, Jackson, A.Y., 1918-1920, 1943-1944, 5.42-J Canadian War Artists, box 166, file 13, Jackson to 
McCurry, 8 May 1944. 
279 Ibid. 
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area rich in minerals, timber, oil, fish and game, but unknown to the world. The sketches 

you will have the pleasure of seeing today will tell in part the wonders and beauties of 

this land that in future times will provide so much romance and wealth to the world.”280  

        
         Figure 24. A.Y. Jackson, The Highway Near Kluane Lake, 1943, oil on wood,  
         26.7 x 34.3 cm, purchased 1944, National Gallery of Canada, no. 4618  
 
 
Despite the exhibitions’ usefulness in making Canada’s “new northland” better known to 

the public and the work of the Canadian government in the region more fully understood, 

the summer exhibition held in Victoria marked the end of the wider circulation of artists’ 

collection from the 1943 venture. With all twenty-one of Jackson’s sketches long spoken 

for, and with the gradual withdrawal of American troops and the closure of camps in the 

Northwest at the end of the war (months later), Jackson and Glyde no longer found it 

feasible to advance their collection or to sketch wartime activities along the Highway 
                                                        
280 “Alaska Paintings on Exhibition at Spencer’s,” Victoria Daily Times, 12 June 1945. 
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again, bringing both the tour of the artists’ sketches and the National Gallery’s 

northwestern project to a close.281  

 

Towards Visualizing Canada’s “New North” 

In late 1948 the Canadian government expressed interest in sending A.Y. Jackson to the 

Northwest again to paint. Hugh Keenleyside, Canada’s newly appointed Deputy Minister 

of the Department of Mines and Resources and Commissioner of the Northwest 

Territories (1947), who had helped organize Canada’s wartime campaign to publicize 

Canada’s participation in the Northwest during his tenure as Assistant Under Secretary of 

State for External Affairs between 1941 and 1944, saw an important need to strengthen 

Canada’s presence in the North after the war as well. This “awakening general interest” 

in the region on the part of the Canadian government, explained Keenleyside, was in part 

the result of American interests in continuing and extending northern defence structures 

in Canada’s Far North following the war, as well as Canada’s recognition “of the 

economic possibilities of that region.”282 As Keenleyside’s colleague, Escott Reid of the 

Department of External Affairs had pointed out to government officials as early as 1943, 

in order for Canada to maintain a viable presence in the North (and to continue to secure 

its sovereign control in the region), “some peacetime equivalents to the exciting national 

                                                        
281 Jackson already revealed to McCurry during the time of the Banff exhibition that only one of twenty-
one paintings remained to be sold. Jackson reasoned, however, that although, “I get nothing out of this 
show… they were made to publicize the Alaska Highway and should be used for that purpose before they 
are scattered.” See NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 2, Jackson 
to McCurry, 12 August 1944. 
282 In the years between 1947 and 1950, joint weather stations were built in Eureka, Resolute Bay, 
Isachsen, Mould Bay, and Alert, including an airfield at Resolute Bay. A chain of Arctic Loran stations was 
also approved by Cabinet in 1947, and Canadian and American officials had also started discussions about 
building a radar chain across the Arctic around this time. For Keenleyside’s comments about Canadian 
concerns and interests in the North see Hugh L. Keenleyside, Memoirs of Hugh L. Keenleyside, vol. 2, On 
the Bridge of Time (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1982), 308-309.  
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objectives to the war [would need to] be found.” One way in which Canadians could 

“realize [this] inspiring and somewhat romantic national objective,” it was suggested, 

would be for Canada to invest both its “national energy and capital” in its “new frontier 

in the Canadian North.”283  

 Confident that “Mr. Jackson’s visit might have a beneficial effect in attracting 

attention to an area of the country in which [the Northwest Territories] Council [was] 

particularly interested” in maintaining and expanding after the war, Keenleyside floated 

the idea of sending Jackson North into the Yellowknife area in the fall of 1949 to 

northern officials.284 Specifically, Keenleyside raised the question of the government 

paying all or part of Jackson’s expenses to the region in exchange for paintings. In the 

minutes for a meeting held on 23 December it was noted that Council believed this an 

excellent idea. “Council felt that this would be a satisfactory arrangement if Mr. Jackson 

planned to produce pictures which were of special interest to the Northwest Territories 

Administration.”285 

In August 1949, plans were finalized to send Jackson to “paint scenery in the 

Northwest, for promotional purposes.”286 Round trip transportation from Edmonton to 

Eldorado [Port Radium] and Yellowknife was arranged by W.J. Bennett of the Eldorado 

Company, the president of Eldorado Mining and Refining Limited (a Crown 

                                                        
283 Quoted in Richard Diubaldo, “The Alaska Highway in Canada-United States Relations,” in The Alaska 
Highway: Papers of the 40th Anniversary Symposium, ed. Kenneth Coates (Vancouver: University of 
British Columbia Press, 1985), 106.  
284 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, extract from the minutes of the 
one hundred and eight-sixth session of the Northwest Territories Council, 1 December 1948. See also LAC, 
Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, extracts from the minutes of special 
meeting of the Northwest territories Council, 23 December 1948; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, 
vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, R.A. Gibson to James G. Wright, 21 January 1949.  
285 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, extracts from the minutes of 
special meeting of the Northwest Territories Council, 23 December 1948. 
286 LAC RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, R.A. Gibson to Jackson, 16 August 1949. 
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corporation), while the Northwest Territories Administration provided for all of the 

artist’s necessary expenses, including “an accountable advance for $250.00.”287 All that 

was required was Jackson’s willingness to fulfill the commission. “It is our desire that 

you should go to the Yellowknife-Mackenzie district, stay as long as you consider it 

advisable, and sketch whatever appeals to you most,” Keenleyside wrote to Jackson. 

“Our only interest is that someone should catch the spirit of the country and reproduce it 

in the most effective manner.”288   

For Jackson, it was a request with which he was only too happy to comply. 

Having sketched around Fort Resolution and Yellowknife on the shores of Great Slave 

Lake in 1928, and around LaBine Point on Great Bear Lake at the Eldorado mine site 

(which was then a private enterprise headed by Gilbert LaBine) in 1938, the assignment 

was not only an opportunity to return to a part of the country “that had impressed him a 

great deal” years ago, but a chance to fully interpret some of the marked developments in 

the region since the war, in areas “where the mining [was] being carried on or projected” 

by Canadians.289  

Jackson’s first stop was at the Eldorado mine in Port Radium in late August of 

1949. It was during his two weeks sketching throughout the Great Bear Lake area that 

Jackson had a first glimpse at how much the region had changed, revealing much about 

                                                        
287 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Keenleyside, 6 
August 1949; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Keenleyside to 
Jackson, 8 August 1949; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, R.A. 
Gibson to Jackson, 16 August 1949; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. 
Jackson, R.A. Gibson to W.J. Bennett, 16 August 1949. 
288 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Keenleyside to Jackson, 8 
August 1949. 
289 Franz Johnston, a former member of the Group of Seven, sketched around Great Bear Lake in 1939. 
Both Jackson and Johnston were acquaintances of LaBine, and were each extended the invitation to visit 
and sketch around the region. Dennis Reid, Alberta Rhythm: The Later Work of A.Y. Jackson (Toronto: The 
Art Gallery of Ontario, 1982), 27; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, 
Jackson to Keenleyside, 6 August 1949. 
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the “national energy and capital” that had been invested in the Canadian North in the 

years during and immediately following the war. In a letter to his friend (and patron), 

Jack Young, describing one of his jaunts around the remote mining community with Dr. 

Maurice Haycock—a mineralogist and avid amateur painter who was working on 

uranium at the site—Jackson noted how “life up here” had become “much more 

comfortable than eleven years ago.”290 Ever since “[t]he mine had been shut down at the 

beginning of the war, and reopened as a uranium mine under the control of the 

[Canadian] Government…” as Jackson later elaborated, “[l]ittle of the old place was left, 

and I think only one of the employees of 1938, the date of my previous visit, remained. It 

was a happy little community now, of young engineers and their wives, a school with 

twenty children in attendance, a comfortable guest house, a modern hospital, and 

recreation rooms.”291 

Jackson’s four-week trip to Yellowknife was equally revelatory of Canada’s 

strengthened administrative and industrial presence in the region since the war. As 

Jackson wended his way around various mining sites in the area—at the Giant, Negus, 

Con, and North Inca gold mines—Jackson noted how the “mining men [were] very 

cheerful and very optimistic about Yellowknife” in general (fig. 25).292 This optimism 

that Jackson had observed among Yellowknife residents undoubtedly owed much to 

shifts in governance in the region, as well as the over $2.5 million in capital 

improvements that the federal government had invested in the development of the town 

                                                        
290 Jackson first met Dr. Maurice Haycock on the Beothic during his return from his sketching trip to the 
Eastern Arctic in 1927. For a description of Jackson’s observations of Great Bear Lake see NGC, N.D. 
Young Fonds, box 1, file 1, Jackson to Jack Young, 12 September 1949. See also A.Y. Jackson, A 
Painter’s Country, 151. 
291 A.Y. Jackson, A Painter’s Country, 151. 
292 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Jackson to Keenleyside, 30 
September 1949. 
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since 1945. Not only could the mining community now boast of having its own territorial 

council representative—local mine manager, J.G. McNiven—but Yellowknife had 

become a sizable town, with newly established roads and streets, a telephone system, and 

heated and chlorinated water and sewage systems.293 A modern, forty-bed hospital and  

   
        Figure 25.  A.Y. Jackson, Mining Plant and Mill Con Mine, Yellowknife, 1949, oil  
        on board, 34.2 x 26.4 cm, Eldorado Collection, Prince of Wales Northern Heritage 
        Centre, 988.63.2 
 
 
school (where Jackson exhibited some of his works to members of the community, fig. 

26) were also built to accommodate the rapidly growing resident population—all a 

                                                        
293 In 1945, plans were initiated to move Yellowknife’s townsite “one mile inland” to accommodate the 
rapidly expanding population. In 1947, Yellowknife resident J.G. McNiven was appointed as a 
representative to the Northwest Territories Council. For reference to expansion projects in Yellowknife 
during this time, see Morris Zaslow, The Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914 – 1967, 318. See also 
Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 196, 197. For reference to J.G. McNiven’s appointment to the 
Northwest Territories Council see Shelagh D Grant, Sovereignty or Security?, 189,195. See also Hugh L. 
Keenleyside, Memoirs of Hugh L. Keenleyside, vol. 2, On the Bridge of Time, 309; Morris Zaslow, The 
Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914 – 1967, 317. 
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reflection of the awakened attitude on the part of the Canadian government towards its 

North, and the nation’s increasing commitment to securing the North for Canadians.294 

 
                     Figure 26. A.Y. Jackson on a sketching trip to Yellowknife, 1949 
                     NWT Archives/Mildred Young Hubbert Fonds, N-2004-008-0443 
 
 

In keeping with his agreement of capturing this new “spirit of the country,” 

Jackson began the process of synthesizing his six-week northwestern experience for the 

government upon his return to his Toronto studio in early November (following a brief 

sketching trip to Pincher Creek, Alberta). It was during this time that arrangements were 

made with officials to examine a number of sketches that Jackson had worked up in oil. 

                                                        
294 In 1945, plans were initiated to move Yellowknife’s townsite “one mile inland” to accommodate the 
rapidly expanding population. For reference to expansion projects in Yellowknife during this time, see 
Morris Zaslow, The Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914 – 1967, 318. See also Shelagh D Grant, 
Sovereignty or Security?, 196; 197.  



 131 

W.J. Bennett, who expressed an interest in acquiring some of Jackson’s works from the 

sketching assignment for Eldorado’s collection, and who had earlier struck a deal 

between Keenleyside and Jackson to have the “first choice” of any scenes that might be 

of interest to the company, selected three panels featuring mining scenes around the Great 

Bear Lake region at Jackson’s studio (fig. 27). A number of other images were also 

selected and purchased by Bennett for his private collection, which Jackson agreed to 

later work up into paintings.295 Following Bennett’s visit, a private meeting was held in 

early December at the National Gallery, during which Keenleyside, along with the Chief 

of the Arctic Division of the Department of Mines and Resources, James G. Wright, 

viewed eighteen of Jackson’s sketches. In anticipation of using several of Jackson’s 

images to promote aspects of activities and development in region, the Director of the 

Lands and Development Service Branch and Deputy Minister of the Department of 

Mines and Resources, Roy Gibson, wrote to Wright after the officials’ viewing, that it 

was hoped that “some of these characteristic northland scenes” could be hung “in the 

office of the Minister and the Deputy Minister”; it was also suggested that one of the 

paintings could be presented to northern “centres like Yellowknife,” as a means to further 

“promote culture” in the North. “I told Dr. Keenleyside that we would make a note on the 

agenda for the next meeting of the Northwest Territories Council to enable a discussion 

                                                        
295 Bennett would also later provide Jackson flights to the Northwest (Great Bear Lake and the Barren 
Lands) in 1950 and 1951 in exchange for paintings. LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 
20, A.Y. Jackson, Keenleyside to Jackson, 20 September 1949; W.J. Bennett, The Eldorado Collection of 
A.Y. Jackson (Ottawa: Eldorado Nulcear Ltd., 1988), n.p; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence 
with/re: artists, A.Y. Jackson, box 262, file 4, Jackson to McCurry, 26 May 1950. See also LAC, Mingay 
Historical Project RG 134, vol. 145, file, The Artists Maurice Haycock and A.Y. Jackson, “Interview with 
Dr. Maurice Haycock, 16 August 1977, n.p. 
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of this subject so that it may be decided how many of the paintings we will need,” noted 

Gibson. “The outside figure that has been discussed tentatively is $3,000...”296 

 At a meeting held on 22 December, the Northwest Territories Council 

unanimously approved the expenditure of $3,000 for the purchase of canvases and 

sketches from the northwestern sketching venture (payable from their “liquor fund”).297 

All present agreed that an official view of “the Territories” by an artist of Jackson’s 

stature, hung in various government offices, would be particularly “advantageous” from 

the standpoint of advancing the North and “Canada generally.”298 Yet it was the 

suggestion of circulating outstanding examples of Canadian works to promote culture in 

northern schools—a practice already established in classrooms in the South—that 

particularly appealed to officials who were eager to extend aspects of the nation’s 

services and programs into northern communities and to better incorporate the northern 

population into the larger Canadian nation.299 “It occurs to me that one of the most 

practical ways for ensuring that all children in these schools have an equal opportunity to 

study these paintings would be to have smaller reproductions (silk screen process) made 

up in portfolio form and provided to every school,” Irene Baird of the Editorial and  

                                                        
296 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, R. A. Gibson to James Wright, 
7 December 1949.   
297 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, extracts from the minutes of 
special meeting of the Northwest Territories Council, 22 December 1949. 
298 Ibid. 
299 In 1947, Keenleyside created a Special Education Committee to investigate ways of improving 
education standards in northern communities. By this time, a number of schools had been established and 
operating in the Northwest Territories under Indian Affairs and the territorial government. Promoting 
culture in northern schools would have been seen as part of this process of improving these standards and 
providing an “equal opportunity” to northern students. The use of silk screen prints and information guides 
in southern schools had been established by the National Gallery of Canada in the 1920s. For reference to 
the expansion of education in the North see Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A 
History of Policy and Program Development, vi, 82; Grant, Sovereignty or Security?: 199-202. For 
reference to the silk screen program established in Canadian schools see Joyce Zemans, “Establishing the 
Canon: Nationhood, Identity, and the National Gallery’s First Reproduction Program of Canadian Art,” 
Journal of Canadian Art History 16, no. 2 (1995): 6-39. 
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        Figure 27. A.Y. Jackson, Headframe of Eldorado Mine, Port Radium, 1949, oil on   
        board, 34.4 x 26.9 cm, Eldorado Collection, Prince of Wales Northern Heritage   
        Centre, Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, 988.63. 1 
 
 
Information Section of the Department of Mines and Resources later remarked to Gibson. 

“An additional possibility would be to have the A.Y. Jackson paintings made into a series 

of film strips (colour) for circulation.”300 By using film strips and/or reproductions of 

Jackson’s works in schools, Baird argued, children in the North—including “Eskimo and 

Indian”—could “receive an authentic and vivid introduction to the art of their country 

and, particularly the region which they, themselves, live”—a project, according to Baird, 

that could only work towards expanding Canadians’ understanding of the North and its 

                                                        
300 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, memorandum, “school 
portfolios,” Irene Baird to R.A. Gibson, 28 December 1949. See also LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 
85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, extracts from the minutes of special meeting of the Northwest Territories 
Council, 22 December 1949.  
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significance. “One by-product of this idea might well be a later interest on the part of 

Provincial Departments of Education who, at present, have little teaching material on the 

north,” explained Baird. “They might well be glad to be able to buy both film strips or 

small reproductions of Jackson’s works in portfolio form for use in their own 

curricula.”301  

   At a meeting of the Sub-Committee on Education of the Northwest Territories 

Council held on 18 April 1950, it was decided that distributing coloured reproductions 

“would best suit the needs of the schools in the Territories” as well as government 

interests in advancing the region.302 A committee was thus appointed, headed by Baird, to 

make a selection from Jackson’s paintings for distribution; however, it was an initiative 

that would take nearly a year to launch.303 Much of the delay in implementing the project 

was due to structural changes within the Department that occurred when Northern affairs 

came under the jurisdiction of the newly created Department of Resources and 

Development in January that year, and a shift in priorities in Northern Administration as 

the Cold War intensified and northern defence plans became increasingly a concern. 

Nevertheless, the idea of disseminating Jackson’s visualizations of Canada’s “new north” 

                                                        
301 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, memorandum, “film strips,” 
Irene Baird to R.A. Gibson, 28 December 1949; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, 
A.Y. Jackson, Gibson to James Wright, 30 December 1949; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 
12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, Gibson to Keenleyside, 23 January 1950. 
302 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, minutes of a meeting of the 
Sub-Committee on Education of the Northwest Territories Council, 18 April 1950. See also memorandum 
to James Wright, from the same file, dated 4 December 1951. For a press report announcing the project, see 
“Eskimo, Indian Children to Study Canadian’s Art,” Ottawa Citizen, 28 April 1950. 
303 In the meantime, Jackson would discreetly exhibit his finished northern canvasses from the commission 
at the Eaton’s Fine Art Galleries in June in order to “give him a chance to see how they look and enable 
[him] to make any necessary changes.” The paintings were then stored at the National Gallery for 
government officials until they could make their final selection. NGC, National Gallery Fonds, 
correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 4, Jackson to McCurry, 26 May 1950; NGC, National Gallery 
Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 4, Jackson to McCurry, NGC, National Gallery Fonds, 
correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 4, McCurry to Jackson, 29 May 1950; NGC, National Gallery 
Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 4, Jackson to McCurry, 21 June 1950. 
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resurfaced over the winter of 1950/1951, when discussions took place about the fate of 

the Jackson painting purchase and the promotion of the northern silk screen project.  

  One particularly impassioned discussion came from William (W.T.) Larmour, an 

information officer in the Department of Resources and Development. In February 1951, 

following a council meeting during which Jackson’s works and the intended silk screen 

project were discussed, Larmour wrote to Wright expressing his frustration over the 

government’s lagging efforts to advance the initiative and Canada’s position in the North. 

“If a suitable publicity campaign is carried out from [Jackson’s paintings] they will more 

than pay their way and serve more purposes than one….” argued Larmour:  

The Northwest Territories, Arctic Canada, Keewatin are to 
Canadians somewhat as the Royal Family is to the English. Both 
are expensive but both supply colour and excitement to the 
populace. If there were no parades down the Mall in London the 
Royal Family would soon get short shrift.  

At the risk of seeming maudlin I should like to ask why we 
should wish to conceal the implications of this picture purchase, 
or this project? Is it not, that despite the war we are making some 
small effort to cultivate the hard growing eternal verities and need 
we be ashamed of this? Canadians always seem to be. Other 
countries are not. We might take one more hesitant step along the 
road to letting the world know that we are not alone producers of 
uranium. We have here now an interesting adventure in the arts so 
why not let’s talk about it. People are interested.304 

 
Whether Larmour’s petition for using Jackson’s images to bolster Canada’s 

prestige hastened the government’s final purchase of Jackson’s works and the 

implementation of the silk screen project is not entirely certain. However, records 

indicate that twelve days later, on February 28, the Deputy Minster and Commissioner of 

the Northwest Territories, the newly-appointed Major-General Hugh A. Young 

(November 1950), along with Louis Audette, an appointed member of the Northwest 
                                                        
304 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, W.T. Larmour to James Wright, 
16 February 1951. 
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Territories Council and legal advisor for External Affairs, met with H.O. McCurry at the 

National Gallery to finalize their selection from Jackson’s finished works. With the 

assistance of McCurry, a total of six paintings and four sketches were acquired by the 

Department of Resources and Development at a cost of $1,500 (figs. 28 and 29). By the 

end of March, the remaining $1,500 from the original allotment of $3,000 was paid to the 

National Gallery towards the production of 500 silk screen reproductions of Jackson’s 

paintings for territorial schools, while Northern Administration determined that “the 

remainder [could be] sold to the people by the National Gallery on behalf of the 

Territorial Government”: a proposition that would enable the government to bring views 

of “the Canadian Northwest” (and knowledge of Canadian northern initiatives) to the 

attention of the broader Canadian public as well.305  

In the minds of officials, these images of the varied aspects of activities and 

development in the Canadian Northwest may very well have more than paid their way 

and served its purpose, but as Larmour had implied, times were quickly changing and 

Canada need to keep pace with the rest of the world. While the years of increasing 

Canadian involvement in its Northwest and the government’s visualizations of the region 

during and following the war did much to underscore Canada’s presence in the area and 

to bring the North into the foreground of the nation’s consciousness, as the Cold War 

                                                        
305 Records show that two paintings were sent to Sampson-Matthews Limited in Toronto for silk screens in 
1950, however, colour plates, “nickeltypes”, were made of four of Jackson’s paintings by Brigden’s in 
Winnipeg in 1952 for the Department as well. The sets of prints made by Brigdens were Yellowknife Bay; 
Con Mine, Yellowknife; Jackfish Lake, Yellowknife; and Between Yellowknife & Great Bear. For select 
correspondence related to the printing project see LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, 
A.Y. Jackson, H.A.Young to H.O. McCurry, 1 March 1951; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 
12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, G.E.B. Sinclair to McCurry, 30 March 1951; LAC, Northern Affairs Program, 
RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, memorandum for G.E.B. Sinclair, 24 July 1951. LAC, Northern 
Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 12, file 20, A.Y. Jackson, G.E.B Sinclair to James Wright, 23 October 1951; 
NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 4, Jackson to McCurry, 6 
December 1950; NGC, National Gallery Fonds, correspondence with/re: artists, box 262, file 5, ‘paintings 
to be sent to ‘Brigden’s’-Winnipeg for sets of nickeltypes,” n.d. (circa 1952). 
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intensified, so too did concerns over Canada’s position in its Far North. With mounting 

tensions in world politics and the American perception of the Soviet threat, it was 

becoming more apparent that Canada would also need to seek new ways of articulating 

its northern sovereignty if the nation wished to maintain its northern presence and 

enhance Canada’s northern standing in a battle that was increasingly being played out on 

the world stage in the postwar era. For Canadian officials, the answer seemed to lie in 

Canada’s burgeoning Inuit art industry.  

 

 
          Figure 28. A.Y. Jackson, Negus Mine, NT, c. 1950, oil on canvas, 55.88 x 68.58  
          cm, The Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories, Yellowknife. 
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        Figure 29.  A.Y. Jackson, Yellowknife Bay, NT, c. 1950, oil on canvas, 55.88 x   
        68.58 cm, The Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories, Yellowknife. 
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Chapter 5 
	

 The Canadian State, the Inuit, and “The Art that Came in from the 
Cold”306 

	
	
During the 1950s the Canadian government’s interest in the Arctic and Inuit population 

heightened substantially. The deterioration of economic and social conditions in Inuit 

communities due to the collapse of the fur trade and other consequences of non-

indigenous expansion in the region, as well as criticism over the Canadian government’s 

perceived neglect of the Inuit during and after the Second World War, had finally spurred 

the Canadian government to begin to address deficiencies in services and federal 

governance in the North. Social programs that were initiated in the late 1940s thus began 

to be extended further into isolated northern communities, including initiatives relating to 

healthcare, education, northern economic development, housing, as well as settlement 

relocation.307 Other efforts, such as the government’s development of the Eskimo Affairs 

Committee in 1952, followed by the formation of the Department of Northern Affairs and 

National Resources in 1953, were also initiated to rectify, as Prime Minister Louis S. St. 

Laurent had described, the “almost continuing state of absence of mind” in which “these 

                                                        
306	The phrase and title used by the Assistant Deputy Minister of the Department of Energy, Mines and 
Resources, Jean-Paul Drolet, “The art that came in from the cold,” referred to Canada’s development of 
Inuit art during his address at the XII International Congress of the International Society of 
Photogrammetry held in Ottawa in 1972. Drolet claims that the title was unintentionally chosen—he later 
realized that there was a novel entitled, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (by the British author, John le 
Carré, published in 1963). However, I find the similarity between the two titles, whether intentionally 
phrased by Drolet or not, quite fitting as le Carré’s novel was set in the Cold War, when Inuit art was first 
developed and promoted by the Canadian government in earnest (and had indeed truly “come in from the 
cold,” in more ways than one). See Jean-Paul Drolet The Art that Came in from the Cold (Ottawa: XII 
International Congress of the International Society of Photogrammetry, 1972). 
307	Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A History of Policy and Program Development, 
vi-viii, 9-12.	
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vast territories of the north” and its northern population had previously been administered 

by the government.308  

Although the government’s administration of the Arctic reflected a dramatic shift 

in the way in which Canada governed its North and reflected the state’s increasing 

concern for the welfare of its Inuit citizens, Canadian officials’ new-found desire to assert 

a formal administrative presence in the Arctic was not entirely altruistic. As historian 

Richard Diubaldo has aptly pointed out, while “many bureaucrats and politicians paid 

more than lip service to protecting and improving the lot of the Inuit,” the North was 

viewed “as a geographical and strategic entity” in a situation that Canadian officials 

considered to be “the real crisis” of the time: “the Cold War and the perceived threat of 

the Soviet Union.”309 Deepening tensions between the United States and the Soviet 

Union, as well as the return of the American military to the Canadian North to build and 

fortify defence structures against a possible Soviet aerial attack, had once again placed 

pressure on the Canadian government to coordinate defence policies with the United 

States—policies that many officials believed could have serious implications on 

Canadian sovereignty in the North. In a memorandum addressed to the Cabinet on 21 

January 1953, a year before Canada and the United States reached a formal agreement to 

build the Distant Early Warning (DEW) radar line across the Arctic, Lester B. Pearson, 

Canada’s Secretary of State for External Affairs, expressed his concern over the 
                                                        
308 Sarah Bonesteel also discusses this quote, however, she connects it to Jean Lesage. It is St. Laurent who 
originally stated to the House of Commons how Canada had “administered these vast territories of the 
north in an almost continuing state of absence of mind.” See Canada, House of Commons Debates, First 
Session, Twenty-Second Parliament, vol. 1, 8 December 1953, 698. For Bonesteel’s reference see 
Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A History of Policy and Program Development, vi, 11.  
309 Hugh Keenleyside is considered one official who worked hard to introduce a number of reforms to 
assist northern, indigenous populations during his tenure as Deputy Minister of the Department of Mines 
and Resources and Commissioner of the Northwest Territories. Richard Diubaldo, The Government of 
Canada and the Inuit, 1900-1967 (Ottawa: Research Branch, Corporate Policy, Department of Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada, 1985), 107. 
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Americans’ increasing encroachment on Canadian Arctic territory since the construction 

of the joint weather stations in 1947. Not only did Pearson observe that “the display of 

interest, the expenditure of money and the exploitation of manpower in the Canadian 

Arctic Archipelago [was] at least as great by the United States as by Canada, and in some 

respects greater,” but he believed that the recently proposed list of defence projects by the 

American government was particularly worrisome and required immediate attention. “In 

the circumstances, it seems desirable to examine the extent of Canadian and US activity 

in the Arctic, with particular relationship to the maintenance of Canadian sovereignty, 

and to consider whether, and in what fields, further Canadian activity is justified to serve 

Canadian interests of a political, administrative, scientific or military nature,” stated 

Pearson to the Cabinet. “Since Arctic plans take long to execute, the consideration of 

future policy should be pursued aggressively. I suggest at the outset that to preserve the 

Canadian position the first approach is to consider means, not to restrict US activities, but 

to develop our own.”310 

The issue for officials, however, was how to tactfully assert Canada’s position in 

the Arctic in a situation made more complicated by both politics and geography. On 8 

December 1953, when the bill to create the Department of Northern Affairs and National 

Resources had passed a second reading in the House of Commons, Prime Minister St. 

Laurent admitted that Canada’s security was ultimately “made more difficult to provide 

for by the fact” that the North was situated between the U.S.S.R and United States. As St. 

Laurent explained, “There will, no doubt, have to be joint measures taken for the security 

                                                        
310 Donald Barry, ed., Documents on Canadian External Relations, Vol. 19, 1953 (Ottawa: Minister of 
Supply and Services Canada, Canada Communication Group, 1991), 1047. Parts of the discussion of 
Canada’s concerns over maintaining its control in the Arctic is also noted in Patrick Lennox’s paper, “Inuit 
Art and the Quest for Canada’s Arctic Sovereignty,” Calgary Papers in Military and Strategic Studies 5 
(2012): 6-7. 
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of the North American continent. It is a continental problem that presents itself for 

solution by that mere fact of geography.”311 However, the fact that there were “quite a 

number” of Americans in the North, did, in St. Laurent’s opinion, warrant enough 

concern that he and officials “felt that it was very important to have the situation such 

that whenever [the Americans] went [North] they realized they were in Canadian territory 

and in territory administered by Canadian authorities.”312 As a result, while the joint 

undertakings were currently being “implemented with full respect for the sovereignty of 

the country in which they are carried out,” St. Laurent noted, “[w]e must leave no doubt 

about our active occupation and exercise of our sovereignty in these northern lands right 

up to the pole… It was for these reasons that it was held it would be desirable to have on 

the statute books a department of northern affairs and to have representatives of the 

department in various parts of these territories and symbolic of the actuality of the 

exercise of Canadian sovereignty over them.”313  

According to St. Laurent, the new bill was specifically “designed to give more 

emphasis to the fact that the people of Canada [were] greatly interested in this northern 

territory and regard it as an important part of territory subject to the sovereignty of the 

Canadian nation.”314 Although he believed that in the interim, “ministerial responsibility” 

would need to be immediately allocated to an official in Ottawa to oversee initiatives so 

that the government would "not have to wait until there are representations from the 

sparse population in the area as to what is required” for the various localities’ 

development, St. Laurent also noted that he had “been quite impressed by what [he] had 
                                                        
311 Canada, House of Commons Debates, First Session, Twenty-Second Parliament, vol. 1, 8 December 
1953, 699. 
312 Ibid, 697. 
313 Ibid, 700. 
314 Ibid, 697. 
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read and seen in films about the Eskimos.”315 Describing the case of a promising “young 

Eskimo attending university in Calgary… who was taking technical and engineering 

training,” St. Laurent explained that the department would “have to give close attention 

to what can be done to integrate the native Eskimo population into the development, and 

probably the administration also, of parts of these northern areas. Having a demonstration 

of what they [the Inuit] can do,” St. Laurent surmised, “it is probably a responsibility that 

the Canadian people would want to have their government discharge to provide them 

with opportunities for developing their talents and making themselves real citizens of the 

nation.”316  

To federal officials eager to strengthen Canada’s presence in the Arctic, the 

advancement of federal services and programs devised to improve living standards and 

encourage Inuit to obtain employment in such industries like mining, handicraft 

production, as well as employment in the federal and territorial government civil 

service—all of which officials had also hoped would help to reduce Inuit dependency on 

government funded social assistance—appeared to be an excellent way in which the 

government could diplomatically underscore both “Canadians’” northern presence and 

active interest in developing and maintaining the region for Canada.317 In May of 1954, 

when the Public Information Sub-Committee of the Advisory Committee on Northern 

Development presented its policy with regard to the release of information on Canadian 

northern activities and projects to the public, its members advised that every effort be 

made “to emphasize that the northern regions are as much a part of Canada as any other 
                                                        
315 Ibid, 697, 700. 
316 Ibid, 700. 
317 Sarah Bonesteel, Canada’s Relationship with the Inuit: A History of Policy and Program Development, 
vi-viii, 11; Canada, House of Commons Debates, First Session, Twenty-Second Parliament, vol. 1, 8 
December 1953, 697. 
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area in the country” in order to ensure that the public were “aware of this fact.”318 But as 

committee members also determined, projecting Canada’s northern position also required 

careful consideration. As the committee noted that, while it was important that 

government views of the Arctic and its population were advanced to the wider public to 

better inform audiences of Canadian activities in the area, it was also explained that “no 

[direct] emphasis should be placed on Canadian claims in the north lest we seem to be on 

the defensive” to the Americans. Moreover, it was noted, “it [was] also important that the 

rest of the world should be aware that the Canadian Arctic is not an ‘Ultimate Thule’ but 

is being effectively occupied, administered and developed by the Canadian Government 

and people.”319 Thus, as the committee concluded, in order to convey Canada’s sovereign 

presence in the Arctic, “all public information on the north whether it relates to long-

range policy plans or to spot news” should, to varying extents, emphasize that the Arctic 

was effectively being supported and sustained through a variety of measures:  

It may be developed through reference whenever possible to the 
Canadian civil administration and activity in the north in order to 
draw to the attention of the general public, both at home and 
abroad, that the north, like any part of Canada, has its own civil 
government and a developing economy. There are, of course, 
wide areas where the civil administration is not represented on the 
ground, but where there are Canadian activities of military, 
scientific, or commercial nature. It is important that the public be 
aware of these activities and the contribution which they are 
making to northern and national development. As far as possible, 
however, they should be put in the same sort of perspective as 
similar activities elsewhere in Canada; that is, their importance 
should be given full weight without creating the impression that 
they are the only form of Canadian interest in the areas 
involved.320 
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Ultimately, the committee’s recommended use of such symbolic measures to 

advance Canadian claims to the North, circumspect though it might have been, was in the 

minds of officials a felicitous solution to a complex situation. To federal officials, 

projecting the nation’s northern stance required a delicate balance—a balance that had to 

be carefully weighed between the needs of the nation, the Inuit population, and the 

growing need for continental defence and international diplomacy. It is not without 

significance, then, that out of the intense discussions that were occurring at this time 

concerning Canada’s role in its Arctic, the nation’s burgeoning Inuit handicraft enterprise 

began to be recognized by Canadian officials as a potential means through which the 

government could symbolically mediate Canada’s position in the North. 

In fact, by the end of the summer of 1953, what had initially been seen as a 

secondary project of making carvings for southern markets to assist the Inuit 

economically, had rapidly gained traction with federal officials as a way to raise the 

nation’s profile and bring governmental views and knowledge of the Arctic and its 

peoples to audiences, both domestically and abroad. In particular, the highly acclaimed 

1953 British exhibition of “Eskimo” stone sculptures, organized by the French-born, 

British-based art dealer Charles Gimpel of the Gimpel Fils Gallery in London, England, 

had drawn officials’ attention to the power of Inuit works to generate broader public 

interest in what they described as “the Canadian Arctic” and “its peoples.”321 According 

                                                        
321 Virginia Watt, a former director and archivist of the Guild, had first pointed out that the Gimpel Fils 
Gallery exhibition in 1953 played “a large factor in future Canadian government decisions” with regard to 
further developing and promoting Inuit art works both at home and abroad. For reference to the Gimpel Fils 
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Retrospect,” Inuit Art Quarterly 4, no. 2 (Spring 1989): 42-44. See also Ken Mantel, “A Brief History of 
Contemporary Inuit Art in Britain,” European Review of Native American Studies 19, no. 1 (2005): 19-26. 
For additional insight into the Gimpel Fils exhibit, and for a more detailed discussion concerning events 
surrounding the 1953 show, see Norman Vorano’s dissertation, “Inuit Art in the Qallunaat World: 
Modernisms, Museums and the Popular Imaginary, 1949-1962,” PhD diss., University of Rochester, 2007, 



 147 

to art historian Norman Vorano, most federal departments up until this point were 

reluctant to directly administer and promote Inuit works as such efforts to organize and 

promote exhibitions were considered both cumbersome and costly ventures (not to 

mention seemingly inconsequential to what some federal bureaucrats considered to be 

more pressing matters in the grander scheme of government affairs).322 The success of the 

Gimpel Fils exhibition, however, featuring works loaned by the Canadian Handicrafts 

Guild (through the assistance of the Canadian Department of External Affairs’ 

Information Division, which paid the cost of shipping the sculptures to and from the 

exhibit), provided the impetus, in the eyes of many officials, to incorporate Inuit works 

into the government’s larger, more extensive effort of advancing the Arctic as Canadian 

through the use of art. 

In August of that year, shortly after the Gimpel Fils exhibition, H. A. Young, 

Commissioner of the Northwest Territories and Deputy Minister of the Department of 

Resources and Development, informed Colin “Jack” Molson, chair of the Canadian 

Handicrafts Guild, of the government’s intent to “increase the scope” of its involvement 

in the Inuit handicraft industry. As Young had pointed out, not only did the government 

have interest in assuming more “effective direction” over “projects aimed at improving 

the economy and well-being of the Eskimo population,” it was also interested in 

assuming direct administrative and financial responsibility over the Inuit handicrafts 

industry from the Guild “in every aspect… from production to marketing.”323 Although 
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Young did not provide any specific details as to what ventures the government had in 

mind for its projected  “integration” of “handicrafts with other projects being taken up by 

the department,” the state’s sudden interest in expanding and cultivating the Inuit 

handicraft industry was consistent with government interests in visibly establishing the 

idea of Canada’s sovereignty in the North in the public mind.324 Ultimately, officials 

believed that if northern works, such as Inuit carvings, could be more tightly managed 

and widely promoted through the direct support of the government—not, unlike, in 

concept, the state’s support and endorsement of southern Canadian artists’ northern 

ventures—these “official” representations of the Arctic and its peoples could provide an 

invaluable means to promote Canadian northern initiatives and visibly enhance Canada’s 

northern standing. As a representative of the Prime Minister had succinctly put it, if the 

government could “get these [arts and crafts] in visible places…and to important people,” 

Canada could “show the World, especially the United States and Russia, that we are 

indeed a true Northern Power.”325   

 For government officials eager to employ Inuit art forms as a means to advance 

Canada’s sovereign presence in the Arctic, the formation of the Department of Northern 

Affairs and National Resources in December 1953 brought fresh impetus to their efforts. 

The department’s Minister, Jean Lesage, and the newly appointed Deputy Minister, R. 

Gordon Robertson, were not only keen supporters of expanding programs related to Inuit 

handicrafts, but also sought to foster its development under the direction of the newly 
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reorganized department.326 Charged with the task of administering northern programs 

were R. A. J. Phillips, the department’s executive officer, and Bent Gestur Sivertz, chief 

of the Arctic Division, who were equally enthusiastic about extending and expanding 

existing northern initiatives. Also included in this medley was James Houston, formerly 

of the Guild, who was hired as the department’s “roving ‘crafts officer’” (and later, 

Northern Service Officer), and who not only became responsible for encouraging the 

production of Inuit handicrafts in (Eastern) Arctic communities, but also for promoting 

their sale in the South (fig. 30).327  

Not surprisingly, it was under this department’s new organizational structure that 

plans to circulate Inuit works were quickly formulated. Recognizing a window of 

opportunity in the public’s growing fascination with the Arctic and its Inuit inhabitants, a 

number of individuals—from both within the Canadian government and externally from 

various domestic and international institutional circles—discussed the possibility of the 

federal government organizing an international tour of “Eskimo art and handicrafts.” One 

proposal in particular that proved of great importance for the Canadian government and 

to future state efforts to use Inuit art to promote the nation’s northern profile to audiences 

both at home and abroad, came from the Dutch art historian, Dr. Louis Wijsenbeek, the 

director of the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague, who sometime after seeing the Gimpels 

Fils exhibition in London during the summer of 1953, made enquiries through Houston 
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(who at this time was still an employee of the Guild) “concerning the possibility of 

sending a similar exhibition of Eskimo art” to a number of institutions across the 

 
Figure 30.  Title Based on original NFB caption: In the Hudson’s Bay Store at 
Pangnirtung, J.A. Houston, of the Canadian Handicrafts Guild, shows Eskimos examples 
of the work of other Eskimos at Cape Dorset, 1951, photo by W. Doucette, National Film 
Board of Canada/Library and Archives Canada, e011175845 
 
 
 
Netherlands.328 Anxious to set the ball rolling, Wijsenbeek made similar enquiries 

through Canadian consular officials at the Canadian Embassy in The Hague.329 As Paul 

                                                        
328 Max Wershof, formerly of the High Commission in London, and who was head of the Defence (1) 
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Tremblay, the chargé d’affaires at the embassy, noted to Lester Pearson on 21 December, 

concerning the conversations he and other members of the embassy’s staff had with 

Wijsenbeek:  

He inquired whether there was any possibility that this exhibit or 
a similar one might at some time be sent to the Netherlands. He 
personally would be pleased to give it space at the Gemeente 
Museum and thought it would have a good reception elsewhere in 
this country. We suggested to Dr. Wijsenbeek that if such an 
exhibit were to be prepared, it might make it even more 
interesting to include both Indian and Eskimo art and handicrafts 
to give an even better picture of the aboriginal culture of Canada. 
With this idea he was in complete accord and asked if we might 
investigate the possibilities of such an exhibit coming to the 
Netherlands at a future date.330 
 

While officials were enthusiastic about the prospect of exhibiting indigenous 

works abroad, Tremblay’s suggestion of simultaneously holding an exhibition of both 

“Indian and Eskimo art and handicrafts” presented a problem to those within the Arctic 

Services Division of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources.331 

Much of their concern revolved around what some federal employees had recognized as 

an “incompatible” distinction between the various indigenous art forms and a conflict 

with the new department’s general aims and intentions of visually advancing Canada as 

“a true Northern Power.” In a series of interdepartmental memoranda exchanged between 

officials at the Information Division of External Affairs in early 1954, Paul Malone, a 
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bureaucrat at the division, explained after floating the idea to Irene Baird of the Northern 

Affairs Information Section, as well as to Houston—who, along with his wife, Alma, had 

recently been “retained by the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources… 

to organize a system of collecting and encouraging Eskimo art and handicrafts”—it was 

determined by members in the northern department that “two separate exhibits,” or 

preferably, “a separate Eskimo exhibit,” would be “more effective.”332  

To some federal officials, a separate exhibition of Inuit works provided a perfect 

opportunity to convey a “better picture of the aboriginal culture of Canada”—a picture 

that some hoped “would do much to eradicate popular misconceptions and stimulate 

interest in Canada.”333 In a letter to F. J. G. Cunningham, director of the Northern 

Administration and Lands Branch of the Department of Northern Affairs and National 

Resources, Malone stressed that, “in the event that an exhibition of Eskimo art and 

handicrafts is organized and shipped to Europe,” he hoped that the exhibition “would 

serve the purpose of weakening rather than substantiating the persistent impression 

abroad that Canada is eternally ice-bound.”334 Similar thoughts were reiterated to the 
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Canadian Embassy in The Hague, months later by Malone. After additional enquiries 

were made to consular offices concerning their views on the prospect of hosting a 

Canadian tour of Inuit art across Western Europe, Malone suggested:  

You will appreciate the importance of displaying the exhibit in 
such a way that it is abundantly clear that this is the cultural 
expression of a small and unique segment of the Canadian 
population. It might be possible to use photographic displays, 
films and literature concerning other aspects of Canadian life in 
order to avoid creating or substantiating the all too prevalent 
impression that much of Canada is an ice-cap inhabited by 
Eskimos. You may even be able to present the exhibit in a manner 
which would counteract such inaccurate impressions as exist 
concerning Canada’s terrain and population.335  

 
Ultimately, to Malone, and other Canadian bureaucrats, the idea of sublimating images of 

the “Canadian Arctic” and Inuit into one harmonious message to suit the promotional 

needs of the state presented an excellent opportunity to raise Canada’s northern profile, 

highlight development, and emphasize the nation’s presence in the North. By carefully 

managing and projecting Canada’s representations of the North—especially those that 

could potentially project an image of a North and its peoples under “Canada’s watchful 

care,” as Minister of the Interior, Charles Stewart put it in 1930—officials believed that 

the government could not only “make clear to visitors that Canada is a highly 

industrialized country” (and not a terra nullius), but that the Arctic was also firmly part 

of Canada “subject to the sovereignty of the Canadian nation.”336  
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In September of 1954, following the Treasury Board’s official approval of a 

Western European tour of Inuit art, Jules Léger, the newly appointed under-secretary of 

state for External Affairs, noted to Canada’s Secretary of the Treasury Board, John J. 

Deutsch, that much of the public’s “interest in Northern Canada during recent years” 

concerning “its resources, its inhabitants and plans for future development” had come 

from publicity surrounding activities in the Arctic.337 In the eyes of Léger, since it was 

the government’s “policy to encourage interest in this aspect of Canada’s growth,” 

instituting a means of exhibiting Inuit works alongside ancillary materials related to 

Canadian northern activities would help to formulate public discourse on the Arctic from 

a Canadian perspective.338 “In addition to Eskimo carvings and handicraft items owned 

by the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources,” Léger described the 

material he envisioned as being included in an exhibition, “carvings on loan from private 

collectors and background display material will be included: [a] large relief map, display 

panels, photographs and descriptive literature will be provided in order that, so far as 

possible, the exhibit may be ‘self-contained’ and that the precise place and part of the 

Eskimo in the development of Northern Canada may be clearly defined.”339 

Because officials determined that more careful planning was needed in selecting 

materials to make the greatest impact on the public, the exhibition of Inuit works slated to 

tour Europe in 1955 was postponed until 1956 to enable organizers to widen the 
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exhibition’s scope and increase its ability to convey information on the Arctic and its 

peoples.340 In the meantime, in keeping with government interests in disseminating 

knowledge about the Arctic, the Inuit, and Canadian northern initiatives, discussions in 

the government began to also revolve around the possibility of sending an exhibition of 

Inuit art to a number of cities in the United States where Canada had consular 

representation, and where interest in Inuit carvings had been mounting for some time.341  

In a letter to Eugene Power, the director of University Microfilms in Michigan 

and president of Eskimo Art Inc. who helped to organize the widely publicized American 

exhibition of Inuit carvings that had been touring the United States under the auspices of 

the Smithsonian Institution since 1953, D. B. Hicks of the Information Division, External 

Affairs, pointed out that both Canada’s Department of Northern Affairs and National 

Resources and the Department of External Affairs were “hopeful that a [Canadian-based] 

tour of Eskimo Art and Handicrafts [could also] be arranged to show in Chicago, New 

Orleans, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle during the months of January to May 

1955.” The purpose of the exhibition, Hicks noted, was “essentially two fold: to give as 

many Americans as possible an opportunity of viewing the type of artistic work our 

Eskimos are capable of producing and to spread knowledge of Canada’s vast Northland 
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in the United States.”342 However, circulating a Canadian exhibition of Inuit works was 

likely initiated to counter publicity surrounding the American-based tour of Canadian 

“Eskimo art.”343  In a letter sent from the office of the Under-Secretary of External 

Affairs to the Consulate General in Chicago concerning the idea of holding a Canadian 

tour of Inuit works in the United States, it was noted that 

[a] similar exhibition, which was held earlier in the year in the 
Phillips Gallery in Washington, was received with considerable 
interest. The attached booklets give an indication of the remarkably 
fine work which is being produced by Eskimo sculptors. Life 
Magazine also had an article on the Washington exhibition in its 
issue of May 24, 1954.344  
 

As a consequence, officials at External Affairs “agreed with the Department of Northern 

Affairs and National Resources that advantage should be taken of the opportunity to give 

to viewers of the exhibition up-to-date information about Northern Canada and the 

Eskimos”—information that essentially had as much to do with asserting Canada’s 

position in its North as it did with informing the public of “the type of artistic work our 

Eskimos are capable of producing.”345 

The Canadian government’s quest to bring Inuit art in from the cold and into the 

larger frame of reference of audiences’ understanding began to fall into place by 

December of 1954. With efforts to secure informational materials well underway, as well 

as with the majority of sculptures personally selected and secured for the prospective 
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touring exhibition by Houston—which R.G. Robertson numbered “in the neighbourhood 

of one hundred carvings”—Canadian officials decided to launch the exhibition of the 

government’s collection to the public at the National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa in 

January of 1955, before heading to the United States, and then on to Western Europe in 

1956.346  

On 19 January Governor General Vincent Massey and the Minister of Northern 

Affairs Jean Lesage officiated the opening of “Eskimo Sculpture” to an audience of 

approximately 250, during which each of the men espoused “the very tangible 

contribution which our most northern citizens were making to our national life” and to 

the realm of art.347 As Lesage emphasized to the audience: “If a people can master their 

environment as the Eskimos have done, if they can achieve happiness and tranquility and 

then produce masterpieces such as we see here today, I think we can be proud they are 

Canadians.”348  In addition to the 117 carvings made of bone, ivory, and stone that were 

exhibited, a series of National Film Board still photographs of Inuit engaged in various 

forms of activities in the Arctic, measuring 60.96 x 76.2 cm; a catalogue entitled, Eskimo 

Sculpture, organized by both the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources 

and the National Gallery of Canada; and a large map of Canada identifying Arctic 

communities (and northern mineral resources) also supplemented the exhibit, all 

effectively adding to southern audiences’ perceptions of the Arctic and Inuit population. 
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Following the exhibition at the National Gallery, the material was crated and 

shipped to the United States where it had a successful five-month run at four venues. The 

first stop was at the Isaac Delgado Museum of Art in New Orleans, before the exhibition 

wended its way to the Chicago Museum of Natural History; the Henry Gallery at the 

University of Washington in Seattle; and the Museum of Art in San Francisco (fig. 31).  

Aside from the Inuit carvings (which had been reduced to 60 pieces because of shipping 

issues), the American tour included the map of Canada and the Eskimo Sculpture 

catalogue, informational pamphlets, as well as films supplied by the National Film Board 

“depicting the life of Eskimos of the eastern Canadian Arctic” —Angotee: Story of an 

Eskimo Boy; Land of the Long Day; and Eskimo Arts and Craft. This material helped 

contextualize the art for audiences.349 According to Gerald A. Newman, the consul 

general of Canada in Louisiana, New Orleans, “two showings at the Museum of the 

National Film Board’s films… [were] attended by approximately 600 people. These films 

served as an excellent compliment to the exhibition and were much appreciated.”350 A.F. 

Broadbridge, the consul general of Canada in Chicago, reported that the exhibition in 

Chicago was of considerable interest to the public there. He further noted that 

“considerable publicity [had] been given and the results have been overwhelming. In fact 

they have received more requests for attendance to see the display and film than they are 

able to handle.”351 

                                                        
349 LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and Carvings in 
Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 8290, file 9703-4-40 pt. 2.2, Archibald Day for the Under-Secretary of 
State for External Affairs to Canadian Consulate General, San Francisco, 7 April 1955. 
350 LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and Carvings in 
Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 8290, file 9703-4-40 pt. 2.2, Gerald A. Newman to the Under-Secretary of 
State for External Affairs, 9 March 1955. 
351 LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and Carvings in 
Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 8290, file 9703-4-40 pt. 2.2, A.F. Broadbridge to the Under-Secretary of 
State for External Affairs, 11 March 1955. 
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Figure 31.  Exhibition of Canadian Eskimo Sculpture at the San Francisco Museum of 
Art, 18 May – 12 June 1955, installation photo, LAC RG25, vol. 8291, file 9703-4-40, pt. 
2.2 
 
 By mid-November 1955 an expanded and “refined” version of the “Canadian 

Eskimo Art” exhibit departed for Europe.352 As promised to Dr. Louis Wijsenbeek back 

in 1953, the exhibition finally opened at the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague in late 

January of 1956, for what would be a three-year tour to twenty-eight cities in fourteen 

countries across Western Europe, before closing at the Machado de Castro Museum in 

the city of Coimbra, Portugal in April of 1959.353 Thousands of copies of the Department 

                                                        
352 For one of the most detailed overviews of the tour to date, see Norman Vorano’s doctoral dissertation, 
“Inuit Art in the Qallunaat World: Modernisms, Museums and the Popular Imaginary, 1949-1962,” PhD 
diss., University of Rochester, 2007. 
353 As reported by External Affairs. The exhibition travelled to the Netherlands; Belgium; France; 
Switzerland; West Germany; Italy; Austria; Denmark; Norway; Sweden; England; Scotland; Ireland; Spain; 
and Portugal. LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and 
Carvings in Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 4271, file 9703-4-40 pt. 6.1, “Eskimo Art Travel’s Abroad,” 
n.d., 1. 
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of Northern Affairs and National Resources’ publication, Canadian Eskimo Art, were 

also printed to supplement the European tour of over 100 Inuit sculptures and ancillary 

displays, consisting of the map of Canada, still images, the three films by the National 

Film Board, as well as “fresh productions” that were “released after the carvings had 

commenced their journey,” such as “the National Film Board’s The Living Stone, and 

Legend of the Raven, produced by Crawley Films for the Imperial Oil Company.”354 A 

pamphlet produced by Ottawa officials, “Land of the Eskimos,” was also distributed to 

visitors as means to provide additional contextual information about the North and the 

Inuit. Expounding on the efforts to develop the North, thus fulfilling its mandate to make 

“available to the people of foreign countries adequate information concerning Canada,” 

as suggested by the Massey Commission, the pamphlet described to visitors how Canada 

was making great strides in maintaining its North, revealing much about how the 

Canadian Arctic and Inuit were imagined and manufactured within the larger framework 

of southern Canadian development and expansion in the northern region: “Canada has 

relied in the initiative of her people,” read the pamphlet. “No incentives other than the 

natural incentives of the northland itself are offered those who would develop the 

Canadian North into a productive part of the nation” (fig. 32).355 

Yet the state’s circulation of Inuit works across the various venues, ranging from 

ethnographic museums to fine art institutions to local town halls, did more than merely 

direct public attention to increasing efforts on the part of Canada’s growing involvement 

and development in its North or fulfill its mandate to promote Canadian art abroad. As 

                                                        
354 Ibid, 2. 
355 LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and Carvings in 
Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 4271, file 9703-4-40 pt. 3.1, “Land of the Eskimos,” n.d., 4. For reference 
to the Massey Commission’s mandate of promoting Canada Abroad see Canada, Report: Royal 
Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and Sciences, xxi; 253-268. 
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                     Figure 32. Exhibition of Canadian Eskimo Art at the Leonardo 
                     da Vinci Museum of  Science and Technology, Milan, 3 – 22  
                     November 1956, installation photo, LAC RG25, vol. 4271,  
                     file 9703-4-40 pt. 2.1. F.P.  
 
 
Vincent Massey himself noted of his 1956 visit to the Arctic, which coincided with the 

first leg of Canada’s Western European tour, governmental interests in the North at this 

time also reflected its need “to show the flag… to make it clear that this great region was 

the sovereign territory of Canada and not part of the land of those from south of the 

border who were engaged in projects from North American defence.”356 Tied to the 

government’s quest to formulate public discourse on “the Canadian Arctic” and its desire 

                                                        
356 Vincent Massey, What’s Past is Prologue: The Memories of Vincent Massey (Toronto: The Macmillan 
Company of Canada Ltd., 1963), 484-485. 
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to advance “Canadians’” sovereign presence in the region—through both the 

longstanding presence of the Inuit and through southern Canadian activities in the 

North—the state’s foray into the development and promotion of Inuit art can be seen as 

being bound up in its larger interests and concerns of conveying Canada’s position in the 

Arctic through the human dimension of Canadian northern endeavours.  

In the minds of federal bureaucrats, the Inuit art exhibition had proven itself 

effective in enhancing Canada’s northern profile and providing a better picture of the 

North for audiences. In summing up the overall impact of the touring exhibition during 

the final stage of its tour throughout Western Europe, External Affairs reported that, “In 

Europe as elsewhere, the travelling exhibition [had] achieved both popular success and 

recognition by art experts and critics. Approximately a quarter million people visited the 

exhibit in the United Kingdom and Western Europe [not to mention the tens of thousands 

who attended the American tour] and there was hardly a lull in the forty [plus] months of 

travel.”357 Moreover, it was reported, the tour attract members of the “general public,” 

and “leading statesmen, members of reigning families, and world-wide ethnologists and 

discoverers of the North,” who either “visited the exhibitions or officiated at openings,” 

thereby effectively drawing greater public attention to the Arctic and Canadians’ 

relationship to its North (figs. 33-35).358   

With the success of the government’s initial foray into promoting Inuit art, a new 

relationship between Inuit art and the state emerged that only strengthened in the ensuing 

years. After its return to Canada in 1959, another version of “Canadian Eskimo art, 

including a collection of Cape Dorset prints, was arranged and finalized between 
                                                        
357 LAC, Records of the Department of External Affairs, “Exhibitions of Eskimo Art and Carvings in 
Various Countries,” RG 25, vol. 4271, file 9703-4-40 pt. 6.1, “Eskimo Art Travel’s Abroad,” n.d., 2. 
358 Ibid. 
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members of the departments of Northern Affairs and National Resources and External 

Affairs to travel to select Eastern Bloc nations.359 Between 1960 and 1962, the exhibition 

traveled to Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union. Like the earlier 

American and Western European tours, the government utilized Inuit works as well as 

ancillary materials during this touring exhibition to Eastern Europe as a means to advance 

knowledge about the Canadian Arctic and its peoples, bringing with it a valuable 

opportunity for the Canadian state to solidify its position in its North, and to enhance the 

nation’s northern profile internationally during the Cold War—a practice that ultimately 

became part of a larger fight to project the idea of the Arctic as Canadian. 

 

                                                        
359 Again, for one of the most detailed overviews of the tour to date see Norman Vorano’s doctoral 
dissertation, “Inuit Art in the Qallunaat World: Modernisms, Museums and the Popular Imaginary, 1949-
1962,” PhD diss., University of Rochester, 2007. 
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Fig. 33. Exhibition of Canadian Eskimo Art at the Palazzo Venezia, Rome, 
29 November - 20 December 1956, installation photo, LAC, RG25, vol. 4271,  
file 9703-4-40 pt. 2.1. F.P. 
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 Figure 34. Exhibition of Canadian Eskimo Art, Museum Für Völkerkunde,  
 Vienna, 3-31 January 1957, installation photo, LAC RG25, vol. 4271, file  
 9703-4-40, v1. F.P. 
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Figure 35.  Exhibition of Canadian Eskimo Art, Kruezberg Townhall, Berlin, 
14 June – 13 July 1958, installation photo, LAC RG25, vol. 7211, file, 9703-4-40, pt.  
5.2 
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Epilogue 
	

  Arctic Sovereignty and the Imagining of the North as a Canadian 
Possession 

	
	
In May of 1986 Toni Onley set forth for the Arctic aboard the CCGS Des Groseilliers. 

Onley’s two-month Arctic sketching voyage aboard the coast guard vessel, like his 1974 

expedition aboard the CCGS Louis S. St. Laurent, was organized at the invitation of the 

Canadian government. The 1986 trip was a response to public outcry over the transit of 

an American vessel through Canadian inland waters of the Northwest Passage in August 

of 1985. For many Canadians, including Onley, the USCGC Polar Sea’s voyage through 

the Passage, “without specific, official Canadian consent,” had eerily echoed the 

controversial journey of the SS Manhattan through Arctic waters in 1969 and 1970. It 

was not only seen as an affront to Canadian northern sovereignty, but was also perceived 

as an explicit assertion of the United States’ refusal to recognize Canadian claims over 

the waters in the Arctic Archipelago, which did much to stir up national sentiment and 

stimulate Canadians’ interest in asserting Canada’s position in the Arctic once again.360 

Although many politicians and historians have argued that “the United States has 

never wished to assert formal sovereignty over Canada’s North; rather, from time to time 

it has had specific interests there, and has done what seemed necessary to further them,” 

incidents like the passage of the Polar Sea have also done much to expose the fact that 

Canada has not been entirely successful in gaining effective control over areas of its Far 

North.361 In fact, recent foreign activity in the Arctic further lays bare the stark reality 

                                                        
360	Nathaniel French Caldwell Jr., Arctic Leverage: Canadian Sovereignty and Security, 56-57, 92; Toni 
Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic, 13. 
361 William Morrison, “Eagle Over the Arctic: Americans in the Canadian North, 1867-1985,” 72. 
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that certain Canadian claims are still not secure to this day, with the United States, Russia 

and Denmark all eager to challenge Canadian Arctic claims, including its possession of 

northern navigation zones, ownership of Arctic land and the polar seabed, and rights to 

natural resources in disputed areas.362 Perhaps some of Canada’s difficulty in securing its 

position through the “concrete” or “developmental” means of sovereignty, as William 

Morrison, and others, have argued, lies in the “wide gap between the image and reality of 

Canadian development” in the North itself.363  After all, for most Canadians, explains 

Morrison, the North has largely been an abstraction more than a reality—a mythological 

entity that has been symbolically appropriated by the South as part of Canada’s identity, 

rather than a “practical proposition.”364 

Where Canada’s assertion of sovereignty through more concrete or developmental 

means has never matched the rhetoric that has surrounded the region, the symbolic form 

of sovereignty—“the showing of the flag”—has effectively drawn the public’s attention 

to the idea of the North as a Canadian possession. As the case studies in the preceding 

chapters to this dissertation reveal, it was through such symbolic means, such as the use 

of art during the interwar years and into the Cold War era, that Canada was able to 

promote its northern activities and establish its northern presence. In the eyes of many 

Canadian officials, and even in the eyes of some of the artists themselves—particularly, 

                                                        
362 For example, Russia planted a flag at the North Pole in 2007 as a move to lay claim to the polar seabed; 
the dispute between Canada and Denmark over the ownership of Hans Island has yet to be completely 
resolved; and the United States also continues to disagree with Canada that the Northwest Passage is 
Canadian internal waters. Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William R. Morrison, Greg Poelzer, 
Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 1-8. For reference to Canadian concerns after the 
passage of the Polar Sea see William R. Morrison, “Eagle Over the Arctic: Americans in the Canadian 
North, 1867-1985,” 71; Nathaniel French Caldwell Jr., Arctic Leverage: Canadian Sovereignty and 
Security, 92.  
363 William Morrison, “Eagle Over the Arctic: Americans in the Canadian North, 1867-1985,” 71-72. 
364 Ibid. See also Ken S. Coates, P. Whitney Lackenbauer, William R. Morrison, Greg Poelzer, Arctic 
Front: Defending Canada in the Far North, 6-7. 
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those from the South—political wrangling through traditional diplomatic channels was 

not sufficient as a means of establishing the idea of Canada as a “Northern Power.” In 

order to reach a broader audience and spark the imagination of audiences, both 

domestically and internationally, successive governments of the day also needed to find 

new ways to provide evidence of Canada’s broadening involvement in the North as well 

as raise its northern profile. Recognizing that art could be an effective means towards 

these ends, it is perhaps not surprising that, for those interested in further establishing and 

solidifying Canada’s northern stance, art was seen as an important addition to the list of 

tools for use by the government in advancing Canada’s northern position and in 

projecting the idea of the North as “Canadian.”  

What is evident in the case studies presented in this dissertation, however, is that 

governmental use of art for nationalist ends—ranging from the works by members of the 

Group of Seven to Inuit art—had extended beyond a search for symbols and strategic 

narratives. Standing apart from the nation’s quixotic notions of the “North” have also 

been thoughts about Canada’s contested claims to the Arctic, and the various economic 

and political interests surrounding the Arctic and Subarctic regions.365 As this dissertation 

has endeavoured to illuminate, art was seen not only as an effective “symbolic carrier” or 

“mediator” of the nation’s national and cultural “ideologies” (as Judith Huggins Balfe has 

argued in her oft-quoted discussion of nations’ use of art in cultural exchanges), but also 

as an important instrument in Canada’s fight for the North.366 The collaborative venture 

                                                        
365 W. L. Morton, “The ‘North’ in Canadian Historiography,” in Contexts of Canada’s Past: Selected 
Essays of W.L. Morton, ed. A. B. McKillop, 229-339. Ottawa: Carleton University Press, 1980; Rob 
Shields, “The True North Strong and Free,” in Places on the Margin: Alternative Geographies of 
Modernity, 162-206 (London: Routledge, 1991), 176. 
366 Judith Huggins Balfe, “Artworks as Symbols in International Politics,” The International Journal of 
Politics 1, no. 2 (Winter 1987): 5[195]. 
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established between A.Y. Jackson and the Canadian federal government in 1927 during 

Canada’s patrols to the Eastern Arctic, in particular, marked the first concerted step on 

the part of Canada towards using art for a greater field of service. It marked an important 

moment in efforts to stake claim to the North—in defining what Jackson and federal 

officials envisioned could help “put the Canadian Arctic on the map pretty definitely” in 

the attempt to “let the Americans know it is ours.”367 The artworks created on subsequent 

patrols to the Arctic, the initiatives organized to visualize the Canadian Northwest during 

and immediately following the Second World War, as well as the government’s extension 

into the development and promotion of Inuit art in the 1950s (and beyond)—all of which 

coincided with various government initiatives in the Arctic and Subarctic regions—were 

each enlisted as part of a larger process of advancing, in “an artistic way,” the fact that 

“the North” was “an important part of Canada subject to the sovereignty of the Canadian 

nation.”368 While the “True North” may be the “stock-in-trade” of Canadian culture, as 

geographer Rob Shields points out, the “‘northern rhetoric’ of successive governments 

and the media has echoed with nationalism if only because the North has posed a set of 

de facto nationalistic issues for Canadians.”369 As my research into the production, 

circulation and exhibition of Canadian northern works in the series of case studies that I 

have presented in this dissertation has indeed revealed, efforts towards imagining the 

North were not only based on interests in disseminating information about the region, but 

also on a mutual interest among artists, cultural organizations, and the state in advancing 

                                                        
367 University of Toronto Archives, Vincent Massey Papers, B1987-0082, box 6, A.Y. Jackson to Vincent 
Massey, 31 May 1930. 
368Ibid; Canada, House of Commons Debates, First Session, Twenty-Second Parliament, vol. 1, 8 
December 1953, 697. 
369 Shields, “The True North Strong and Free,” in Places on the Margin: Alternative Geographies of 
Modernity, 176; 193.  
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Canadian initiatives, both culturally and politically. In particular, the aesthetic value of 

art, and the stature of Canadian professional artists, lent a certain appeal to those—

particularly to those artists, officials, and cultural organizations of the South—who 

sought to draw attention to Canadian initiatives and assert Canadians’ active presence in 

the region. As southern audiences observed and appreciated these northern art works and 

reproductions in galleries, schools, and in the media, they were exposed not only to 

certain understandings of the region, Inuit inhabitants, and Canadian northern activities, 

but also to views advanced by the artists and northern administration: that the North was 

a Canadian possession. Thus, it can be understood, this “combination of nationalism and 

patriotism” advanced in Canada’s northern imagery was also very much a calculated 

assertion on the part of the nation, one that, ultimately, as Shields succinctly puts it, 

“weights the images and myths of the ‘North’ with an almost over-political 

importance.”370    

In examining the overarching theme of the various state-sponsored northern 

initiatives, however (what I have called the “visual culture of Arctic sovereignty”), I 

believe Onley best summed up the political underpinnings of the Canadian government’s 

ventures to visualize the North. Reflecting on the political and institutional milieu in 

which his works from the Arctic were organized a few years after his 1986 Arctic 

voyage—a little more than six decades after Jackson’s artistic venture to the Arctic 

aboard the Beothic—Onley acknowledged his awareness that the northern excursions 

shared by the government and Canada’s artists were as much about projecting Canada’s 

sovereignty in the North as they were artistic interpretations of the region or of the 

Canadian nation itself.  “It is my belief that the existence of Canadian art done in our 
                                                        
370 Ibid, 178. 
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Arctic from the 1920s to the present, along with the paintings of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century British explorer artists, and the art of the Canadian Inuit all establish a 

Canadian cultural presence which cannot be denied,” concluded Onley: “Thus our 

presence was a statement of Canada’s continuing cultural sovereignty in the Arctic.”371  

To those who were eager to visibly define and underscore Canada’s presence in 

the North, the task at hand was fairly simple: to envision fully Canada’s sovereignty in 

the Far North using art. Tied to government interest in public awareness of “the Canadian 

North” and in advancing an official view of “Canadians’” effective occupation in the 

region—through both the longstanding presence of the Inuit and recent southern 

Canadian activities in the North—the various artistic endeavours initiated to visualize the 

Canadian North were considered a felicitous means to engage the broader public in 

Canadian northern matters, and an opportunity to visibly make the North, its Inuit 

population, and Canada’s northern stance “better known and more fully understood.”372  

But despite the success the Canadian state had in bringing governmental views 

into the frame of reference of audiences’ understanding, such ideals created, framed, and 

projected by the state were also tempered by another reality: one that has also been 

complex, multifaceted, and oft-times contradictory in nature, as Heather Igloliorte, 

curator and art historian at Concordia University in Montreal has recently pointed out.373 

The Canadian state’s universal approach in defining the North and its Inuit inhabitants as 

“Canadian” through such means as the northern artistic ventures, and the context in 

                                                        
371 Toni Onley, Onley’s Arctic: Diaries and Paintings of the High Arctic (Vancouver and Toronto: 
Douglas & McIntyre Ltd., 1989), 13. 
372 LAC, Northern Affairs Program, RG 85, vol. 69, file 201-1, McCurry to Finnie, 4 June 1930. 
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which the artworks from the various ventures were created and then appropriated and 

inscribed into the broader discourse of the Canadian North and of Canadian sovereignty 

efforts in the region, reveal that Canada’s projections of its North have been very much 

an exercise in mapping the ideas and conclusions of southern Canadians, rather than an 

exercise of the ideas and responses of indigenous northerners themselves. This 

totalization of the North by the state through art not only prompts some wider 

conclusions and questions about the way in which the nation has advanced the North, but 

also highlights the continuing need on the part of the nation to find a more critical, 

engaged, and “emic approach” to Canada’s imagining of the region and its people—one 

that is equitable, effective, and that has the potential “to balance the great disparity” that 

still exists between northern and southern concepts of the North, as Igloliorte has 

suggested.374 It is perhaps in finding a more effective and equitable means of projecting 

an official narrative of “the Canadian North”—one that reflects both southern and 

northern visions for the region—that the nation’s potential in the North will be fully 

realized, and Canada’s sovereignty in the North will be resolved. After all, only a well-

developed, inclusive, and strongly supported vision of the North—built on mutual effort 

and understanding and fully cognizant of the region’s complex history and varied 

identities—has the potential to strengthen Canada’s claim to the North and move such 

concepts as northern sovereignty beyond the realm of symbolic gestures and into concrete 

forms. 

 

 

 
                                                        
374 Ibid, 150, 154.   
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