
I
n what is now the
Canadian Arctic, where
in winter the sea freezes
deep and the sun lights
the sky for as few as five

hours a day, native inhabi-
tants have made figurative
carvings for millennia. In
1948 James Houston, a young
Canadian art-school gradu-
ate, journeyed to the Arctic
to see whether Inuit carvings
—of animals and of them-
selves, made of stone, bone,
ivory, antler, and driftwood
—had economic potential.
He persuaded the govern-
ment that they did, and the
first exhibition of Inuit
sculpture, in Montreal,
proved a success.

In 1957 Osuitok Ipeelee of
Cape Dorset, on Hudson
Strait near Ba∞n Island in
the territory of Nunavut, as-
serted to Houston that the
Inuit could learn to make prints. Houston
went to Japan to study woodcut printing
and returned full of lessons. Soon the
West Ba∞n Eskimo Co-operative was
publishing an annual collection of prints,
which it does still. Sales boomed and the
Inuit began to achieve world fame as
artists. Many people, especially women,
took up drawing to supply the printmak-
ers (often di≠erent artists), which was
good for the soul as well as the purse. 

Kiakshuk, a hunter born in 1886, was in

his 70s when Houston urged him to give
drawing and printmaking a try. There-
after a major figure in the development of
the graphic arts in Cape Dorset, Kiakshuk
made 52 prints from 1960 until his death
in 1966. They were said to be “real Eskimo
drawings” because he was an old man and
grew up with the traditional ways. Sea
Monsters De vouring Whale, the stonecut
print shown here, appeared in 1961. 

The Peabody Museum of Archaeology
and Ethnology has 66 early Inuit prints

and numerous carvings, mostly from Cape
Dorset, given it in the 1960s by Chauncey
C. Nash ’07 (1884-1968). Examples are
on exhibit at the Peabody’s Tozzer Li-
brary through May. Nash inhabited the
world of Boston stockbrokers but es-
caped through collecting—early Colonial
tools and furniture, New England coin-
age, and finally, in his 70s, Inuit art, in-
cluding works by the old hunter turned
artist whose life spanned nearly the same
years as Nash’s.
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