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The Ocean Endeavour could be seen as both 
a space ship and a time machine. This 200-passenger 
icebreaker operated by Adventure Canada for summer 
expeditions through Canada’s Arctic, transports its 
passengers to lands as foreign as the moon that in parts 
are unchanged for millennia. During our 12-day voyage 
dubbed ‘The Heart of the Arctic’, we will spot polar 
bears foraging on the shore, marvel at ice-filled seas, 
make landfall at a half-dozen remote communities and, 
most importantly, learn about the remarkable creations 
of the Arctic’s first inhabitants, the Inuit. Our guides 
on this journey are a group of experts assembled by 
Adventure Canada to interpret for us the art, landscape, 
history and fauna of the region. Among their ranks are 
an archaeologist, a naturalist, a marine biologist and a 
geologist, an Inuit sculptor, a documentary filmmaker 
an art historian and a novelist, all of whom have studied 
the north extensively, written about it, photographed 
it and spent time among its people. We will observe 
artisans at work, hear the Inuit’s stories, share their food 
and discover the incredible bonds of art, nature and 
survival that hold these people and their land together. 
   ‘The mind is so powerful that the body is like a feather 
blown through the tundra,’ says Ajju Peter, the ship’s 
resident culturalist, quoting an Inuit proverb. Peter, 
an Inuit activist and lawyer with intricate traditional 
tattoos adorning her face and hands, credits her people’s 
mental fortitude – as well as thousands of years of 
accumulated wisdom – for their survival. ‘The Inuit 
have this amazing strength,’ she says. ‘In order to survive 
in one of the harshest environments we had to be so 
powerful mentally. We are very much communal. One 
person could not have survived.’ 
   The community of Kangiqsujuaq, a town of some 600 
inhabitants, a place of dirt streets and low-slung houses 
clad in aluminium siding, is the first Inuit village we 
visit. Families on quad bikes buzz by and children on 
bicycles gather around our beached Zodiac boats to 
get a closer look at the southerners who have appeared 
in their midst. An estuary of western modernity and 
Inuit tradition, Kangiqsujuaq is one of the last places on 
earth where the Inuit hunt mussels beneath the frozen 
ice in winter. Our guide’s name is Yaaka Yaaka, a local 
welder, electrician, plumber and self-described ‘jack of 
all trades’. As he walks us through his village he points 
out a brightly coloured mural adorning the wall of a 

Dominant Caribou by Tim 
Pitsiulak using stonecut and 

stencil © Dorset Fine Arts; 

INUIT ARTA



6968   EXPEDITIONS

community centre. It depicts the first bowhead whale 
hunt in 20 years, a victorious occasion for the Inuit in 
their struggle to regain their traditional ways of life. 
Reminders of this struggle are everywhere in Inuit 
communities, the subtext to every facet of life here. It’s 
never expressed with sadness or anger, merely stated as 
fact, something that must be addressed that the Inuit 
may thrive for generations to come. 
   ‘Up to the 1950s we were a nomadic people,’ says 
Yaaka, who explains the destructive effect the Canadian 
government moving his people into centralised 
communities has had on the fabric of Inuit society. ‘Our 
young people now are caught between two cultures,’ he 
says. ‘They’d rather speak English or French than our 
native language.’ In addition to his day jobs, Yaaka leads 
a community youth group in his spare time, helping 
the next generation of young adults learn to hunt and 
fish and live from the land as their ancestors have for 
thousands of years. He is characteristically optimistic 
about his people’s future and ability to live in this new 
world. ‘The human animal is superbly adaptable to any 
condition. I can say I am fortunate to belong to a people 
who are the only people on the face of the earth who 
were able to adapt to life here.’
   Yaaka leads us to the local gymnasium where we are 
invited to sample raw beluga skin and fat, an Inuit staple 
called muktuk, alongside dried salmon and caribou. We 
taste a milky, creamy-sweet mixture of whale fat and 
berries and munch on delicate wild greens. The flavours 
are simple and direct, the whale tastes of the briny sea, 
the greens are tart and surprisingly citrusy. 
   ‘The Arctic only has limitations if you don’t know how 
to live here,’ the ship’s archaeologist had recently said. 
Indeed, the landscape may be harsh but life abounds 
for those who know where to look. Elsewhere tables 
are spread with animal hides, sealskin clothes and 
traditional tools, all made with a precision and skill 
learned from generations of accumulated practice. After 
living in the Arctic for some 4,500 years the Inuit are 
intimately familiar with the ways of this place, and have 
become experts in utilizing everything the land has to 
offer. Lacking trees, they framed their summer huts with 
whalebones. In winter they built houses from snow and 
heated them with soapstone lamps fuelled by seal oil. 
Before the arrival of southerners and metal tools, they 
perfected the art of carving razor-sharp harpoons and 
the other implements they needed from ivory, bone and 
antler. Their traditional parkas, mittens and boots, still 
the winter wardrobe of choice for many in the region, 
are sewn from sealskin and decorated with intricate 
patterns of thread and beadwork. To the Inuit, art and 
craft have been one and the same for millennia. 
   In one corner of the room an elder sits next to two 
polished pieces of soapstone, one carved to the likeness 
of a polar bear, another a stack of smooth, geometric 

blocks. His name is Mark Tertiluk and he speaks with 
the same quiet understatement as Yaaka Yaaka. 
   The polar bear, a formidable predator occupies a place 
of great prominence in Inuit lore and, along with seal, 
walrus and narwhal, is a common subject of their art. 
The second sculpture is an inukshuk, an Inuit creation 
indispensable to life here. ‘Inukshuk have specific 
meanings, like a road sign,’ Tertiluk says. Inuk means 
‘person’ in the Inuit language, and these monoliths, 
piled on hilltops and resembling signalmen with 
outstretched arms, served to direct the Inuit to fertile 
hunting grounds and places of safe passage. 
   John Houston stands in the ship’s lounge holding a 
carved caribou. It’s carved from soapstone, about the 
size of a mouse, with antlers delicate as twigs made 
from caribou horn. Houston, the Ocean Endeavour’s 
resident filmmaker, is briefing us on Cape Dorset, our 
next landfall and the modern centre of Inuit art – a 
job he’s uniquely qualified to do. ‘This was either the 
last piece of the historic period or the first piece of the 
contemporary period,’ he says. Houston grew up in 
Cape Dorset and has made a career out of bringing their 
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culture to the world through film. His 
father James is credited with introducing 
printmaking techniques to the Inuit in the 
late 1950s and assisting them in gaining 
worldwide recognition for their art.
  A natural storyteller, Houston describes 
his childhood among the Inuit, and the 
love of their singular art and culture this 
instilled in him. Most of his stories end, as 
this one does, with the display of a piece of 
artwork – a carving or print – bringing to 
life the artisan, the landscape and the lore. 
The caribou was given to his father soon 
after arriving in Cape Dorset in 1950, a gift 
which began a chain of events that led to 
the Inuit achieving global fame for their 
art. ‘In Cape Dorset,’ says Houston with 

a touch of pride, ‘a higher percentage of 
people live on their art than anywhere else 
in the world.’
   At the studio of the West Baffin 
Cooperative a printmaker stands over a 
sheet of Japanese rice paper, making slow 
concentric circles with the back of a spoon. 
His name is Quavavau Manumie and the 
print he’s working on, a large Rubenesque 
owl soaring below a full moon, is taking 
shape. Beneath the paper is a sheet of 
slate excised by Ningeokuluk Teevee, the 
carver who created the image. Manumie 
carefully layers ink onto the stone, then 
painstakingly transfers the ink to the paper 
using the spoon. It’s a process that takes 
many hours and requires patience and 

skill honed over a lifetime. With 25 years 
of experience as a printmaker, Manumie 
is but one of hundreds of skilled artisans 
who call Cape Dorset home. While the 
Inuit’s carving evolved as a way of creating 
the tools they needed to survive, they 
also created decorative pieces from bone, 
tusk and stone, totems small enough to 
fit in the palm of a hand, a necessity for a 
nomadic people constantly on the move. 
It was printmaking, however, that brought 
the art world to their doorstep, making 
celebrities of the Inuit’s most talented 
artists and a global export industry for 
their work. Stephen Borys, the Director 
and CEO of the Winnipeg Art Gallery is 
the ship’s resident expert in the subject. 
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‘Cape Dorset is known as the most artistic 
community in Canada, with some 22 
per cent of its labour force employed in 
the visual arts,’ says Borys, who regularly 
visits the region. ‘In the late 1950s the 
West Baffin Co-op laid a firm foundation 
for artistic success in the Arctic. Not only 
did they provide artists with art supplies 
and materials, they grew community 
investment in artists through membership 
co-ops. To this day, art supplies are 
available to any community member 
interested in experimenting with drawing 
and painting. Pair this with the spectacular 
Arctic environment, and you’ve got a 
recipe for outstanding art!’ 
   The co-operative is part workshop, part 
gallery, its walls lined with carving tools, 
interspersed by displays of carvings and 
prints for sale. The images reflect a keen 
awareness of the natural world – carvings 
of seals, polar bears, walrus and narwhal, 
prints of birds and caribou – an awareness 
vital to survive here, let alone thrive. The 
habits of every animal are known and 
understood, the movement of the tides, 
the drift of the clouds and the snow, the 
movement of the moon and stars and sun. 

It’s little wonder, then, that these masters of 
observing the world around them so easily 
became masters of visual art as well.
   Our pilot steers the small Zodiac landing 
craft towards two massive towers of hard-
packed snow adrift in the sea. Its surface 
is striated with rough lines here, soft and 
wind-smoothed as ivory there, defined 
by swooping curves and jagged crevasses. 
On our journey across the Arctic we have 
seen leviathans breaking the waves, black 
snow-capped peaks soaring on all sides, 
tundra bursting with flowers in brilliant 
pinks, yellows and purples, but it is the 
icebergs that truly instil awe. Their size, 
for one thing, is astounding: these chunks 
calved from the Greenlandic glacier can 
weigh ten million tonnes and tower several 
stories above the waves, with another 90 
per cent of their enormous bulk hidden 
below the surface. The ice inside can 
be 15,000 years old, dating back to the 
time when humans were hunting woolly 
mammoths and painting bison on the 
walls of European caves. All of this would 
be impressive enough, but these are just 
words and numbers and ideas, abstractions 
that can’t begin to compete with the 

experience of seeing one in the flesh. It is 
to a chunk of ice as a Rodin is to a piece of 
marble – base material made transcendent 
by line, form and texture. Nature, we are 
constantly reminded, is the greatest artist 
of them all. n
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MAKE A PLAN
GETTING THERE
Cruises depart from various destinations. 
Jeremy Freed flew to Ottawa, stayed 
overnight and boarded a private charter to 
the Arctic the following day. Return flights 
to Ottawa from London Heathrow cost 
around £900. Flights to Kangerlussuaq 
in western Greenland are available from a 
number of destinations with Air Greenland, 
www.airgreenland.com

CONTACTS:
Ocean Endeavour cruises are offered by 
Adventure Canada.  
Freephone 0808 189 0080,  
www.adventurecanada.com

Find out more about Cape Dorset Fine Arts 
at www.dorsetfinearts.com

Canada’s Arctic waters. 
Photograph by Jeremy Freed


