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Remembering Elisapee Ishulutaq 
Darlene Coward Wight 

 
 

I first visited Elisapee in her home in Pangnirtung in 2013. I was travelling with a 
distinguished group: the Winnipeg Art Gallery director and CEO, Stephen Borys; 
the Los Angeles architect Michael Maltzan, designer of the WAG’s new Inuit centre, 
Qaumajuq; Michael’s wife, Amy, and their two children; the Winnipeg architect 
George Cibinel, whose firm collaborated on the design of Qaumajuq, and the 
architectural photographer Iwan Baan. None of the group had travelled to the Arctic 
previously, and I wanted them to meet Elisapee. I had met her a few years earlier in 
the South, and I was pleased that she remembered me and greeted me warmly. We 
sat on the floor in her living room, and her lively conversation, translated for us by her 
daughter Myna,1 charmed everyone. She was the first of several artists we met on this 
Baffin trip, and she left a lasting impression. This occasion was the impetus for my 
next visit to Elisapee a year later, in 2014.2 

I had been watching with interest the creation of large-scale drawings 
in Kinngait (Cape Dorset), a shift first noted by Bill Ritchie, director of Kinngait 
Studios, the well-known artists' cooperative, in 2002, when Arnaqu Ashevak and 
Shuvinai Ashoona created large drawings by joining small sheets of paper together. 
To encourage this innovation, Ritchie began ordering rolls of extra-wide paper, and 
large-scale drawing soon became popular with several artists. In 2007, Tim Pitsiulak 
created Sea Lift, measuring 56 by 196 centimetres, and I was delighted to acquire 
it for the WAG collection in 2019. In 2011 and 2017, we purchased two untitled 
Ningiukulu Teevee drawings from 2010 and 2015, which are 63 by 142 and 64 by 215 
centimetres, respectively. One is of the sea spirit Taleelayuk, the other evoking abuse. 

 
 

OPPOSITE 

Elisapee Ishulutaq and Darlene Coward Wight, 
Uqqurmiut Centre for Arts and Crafts, 
Pangnirtung, 2014 
Photo: David Kilabuk 
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In Pangnirtung, Elisapee, too, was embracing the idea of working at a large 
scale. I was intrigued when I learned about the 134.4 by 962.2 centimetre mural, 
Nunagah (My Home Place) (pp. 62–63), which she had created in 2009 during a 
Pangnirtung workshop in the use of oil sticks, led by Paul Machnik of Studio PM, 
Montreal.3 By that point, though, she already had a long history as an artist. Beginning 
in 1969, Elisapee made drawings that were re-created in the design of hand-woven 
tapestries for the Weave Shop in Pangnirtung, which later joined the Uqqurmiut 
Centre for Arts and Crafts when it opened there in 1991. In 2011, using a sugar-lift 
etching technique taught to her by Machnik, she worked on a large-scale triptych, 
Elisapee’s Family, which was editioned as a limited series in 2012.4 The three figures 
representing her father, Aavuniq, her mother, Arnaquk, and her sister, Malaiya, are 
almost life-size. 

In 2014, I became determined to acquire a large oil-stick mural by Elisapee 
for the WAG, and I contacted Bill Ritchie to explore possibilities. He made 
recommendations about paper and other art materials and encouraged me to go to 
Pangnirtung to commission a new mural from Elisapee. Not being an artist myself, 
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I was rather daunted by this idea, but with support from Marnie Schreiber, an avid 
collector of Elisapee’s work who knew her well, and Kyra Vladykov Fisher, formerly 
the general manager of the Uqqurmiut Centre, I decided to go. Kyra invited me to 
stay in her house, and I enjoyed her expert cooking during my week-long visit. 

Before my arrival, I had made telephone contact with Elisapee’s daughter Nina 
and grandson Andrew, who spoke with Elisapee about my proposed project. They 
reported that she was enthusiastic. I next contacted James Paris, general manager of 
the Uqqurmiut Centre, and asked him to supply Elisapee with paper in advance 
for her to work on some ideas she might have for a theme we later titled Yesterday 
and Today. He also agreed to let us work on the floor of the print shop in the 
Uqqurmiut Centre. 

After several weeks of sourcing art supplies, I left Winnipeg on October 6, 
2014, with a six-metre roll of 127-centimetre-wide Stonehenge paper, a selection of 

 
ABOVE 

Yesterday and Today, 2014 
127 × 600 cm 
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oil sticks, graphite pencils, nitrile gloves, rolls of FrogTape—and an attractive blue 
apron. The apron became Elisapee’s working garb, and she wore it every day that she 
drew the mural. 

By way of a routing through Rankin Inlet and Iqaluit, we flew to Pangnirtung. 
The next morning I went to the Uqqurmiut Centre with all my supplies, and to my 
surprise was met by David Kilabuk. I hadn’t seen David since 1984, when he acted as 
translator for the artist Lipa Pitsiulak on a trip we made to a San Francisco gallery. 
Word of the mural project had spread. David is a talented photographer and he 
wanted to document Elisapee’s progress.5 During five days of work on the mural, 
David took stills and shot video footage. Andrew Ishulutaq was there to greet us at 
the centre, and after I arrived he left to bring Elisapee in her wheelchair. A young 
woman introduced herself as Avery, an aspiring artist who wanted to watch and 
learn from Elisapee. She was also there every day, at times helping David with lights 
for his photography. 

We set to work. After pushing back presses in the print shop and laying 
protective sheets of brown packing paper on the floor, we unrolled the six-metre 
length of Stonehenge paper and secured it to the floor with green FrogTape. When 
Elisapee arrived, she was pleased to put on her new apron. She then examined the 
selection of oil sticks I had brought. I was very anxious that she would approve the 
colours I had chosen. All was well, and Andrew constructed a stand that could be 
placed on the floor near Elisapee to allow her to select her colours easily. 

With graphite pencil in hand, Elisapee was eager to start. Without any 
discussion, she fearlessly began drawing the outline of the mountainous skyline, 
sliding along the floor the full length of the paper. I sat and marvelled. She clearly 
had the design of the whole mural in her head. There was no mention of preparatory 
sketches. It was only before I said my final goodbyes days later that she produced 
nine coloured-pencil drawings that she had made previously. Some had elements 
of the finished mural, such as wooden buildings and qammait (sealskin dwellings). 
Others went where her interest of the day had taken her. All were delightful, and she 
insisted that I take them back to Winnipeg with me. 

Elisapee’s first day and the morning of the second were spent drawing details 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Elisapee Ishulutaq at work 
on Yesterday and Today, 

Uqqurmiut Centre for Arts and 
Crafts, Pangnirtung, 2014 

Photo: David Kilabuk 
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with graphite pencil. David worked to determine the best lighting effects for his 
photography. I brought in lunch from the hotel and we discussed next steps. Elisapee 
announced that she was ready to begin applying colour with her oil sticks. We were 
all excited and helped her set up her initial selection of colours on Andrew’s stand. 

Experiments began with ways to smooth and blend the oil colours. She had 
used paper tissues in her other projects, but soon realized that the nitrile gloves 
(which Bill Ritchie had suggested) worked well. However, I had to help her pull them 
on and off, a procedure that resulted in much hilarity. She began using only one finger 
of a glove to smudge the oils. It made changing colours much easier and cut down on 
the number of gloves needed. I had another idea and asked Andrew to purchase a box 
of Q-tips at the co-op store. Elisapee instantly realized their utility and used them to 
apply oils in small areas of the drawing. 

Vibrant colours appeared as she first worked on the buildings and hockey rink 
on the right side of the drawing. By the fifth day, all the main foreground elements 
were completed, except for the circle of blue water. I was fortunate to have Kyra 
Fisher to assist Elisapee and Andrew after I left on October 13. A snowstorm had 
moved in on October 12, delaying my departure by one day. Work on the mural 
continued on October 18 and October 25 as the background mountains, sky, and 
foreground water were filled in. 

On my last day with Elisapee, I asked David to record an interview on video. 
I asked her to discuss the subjects she had depicted in the mural, with Andrew 
translating.6 She began by describing the two qammait, and had brought two strips 
of seal intestine in her purse to show me how they were cut and sewn together to be 
used as a window on the top of a qammaq. 

 
The tupiq [tent made of seal or caribou skin] was used in spring and summer 
and [a] qammaq was used on into the winter.7 The only heat in winter was 
the qulliq [stone lamp] which was also used for boiling tea. Everyone lived 
in qammait. The windows were made of bearded seal intestine. You cut it all 
the way and then sewed the strips together. The grey part is sealskin with fur 
on and the yellow is sealskin with the fur scraped off. The thread was also 
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made of sealskin. We used the ulu [woman’s crescent-shaped knife] to cut it 
in strips to make the thread. The inside part of the door was made of wood 
but the outside was sealskin. 

 
Other subjects in the summer (“Yesterday”) half of the drawing, to the left, were 
explained: 

 
The qamutiik [sled] is what we used for hauling equipment and killed animals 
when we went hunting with a dog team. We didn’t have rifles, so hunters used 
harpoons to catch seals. They used the hook to catch the seal. When it came 
up, they just had to hook it fast. 

The children are playing outside like we used to. Here they are playing 
tug-of-war. 

The birds are ducks. The female is on her nest and the others are 
male birds. 

The couple is about to go in their boat. Those are paddles on the 
ground. In the water are a seal, walrus, and narwhal. 

The person in the other kayak is seal hunting. My father used to hunt 
seals in the fall, spring, and summer with that kind of boat. 

She then explained what she had drawn in the winter “Today” section, on the right: 

The men are hunting in a snowmobile. 
The yellow building with the red roof is the [Anglican] church. 

Everybody went to church; it was full. Some people had to run if they wanted 
to get a seat, others had to stand. If it was too full some people had to stay 
outside. The windows would be kept open so they could hear. The people 
shown here are the last ones and they will have to stand. 

People used to play with a ball made out of caribou skin. They didn’t 
play hockey back then. The hockey players here are the new generation. 

The blue building is the co-op store. Back then they didn’t have a 
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co-op. They only had the Hudson’s Bay Company, now Northern. There were 
no houses. There were only three buildings when my family moved here—the 
HBC, nursing station, and police station. 

There sometimes used to be a plane—a small plane that had one 
propeller. There was also a large plane that landed on the water. The 
first time I saw a plane was when we were in our outpost camp. When 
we heard it, we were so frightened that we started running. My father 
had gone out in a boat and when he was coming back the plane was 
just above him. They thought he would get blown away or a bomb 
would be dropped. It was a military plane trying to land but it couldn’t 
so it just went away. I like going in planes now. There was a ship that had 
a helicopter. We were picked up from the outpost camp by helicopter to come 
to Pangnirtung. We got picked up so we could get checked for TB. One man 
was sent to a hospital in the South but no one from my family was sick. 

My family was always at the same outpost camp—Iqalulik. When I was 
young we were there with just my family. When I got older, some other people 
joined us. 

It was a lot better back then. The past was better because they didn’t 
do bad things. Everybody was kind to each other. 

 
After my return to Winnipeg on October 14, we arranged for a roll of glassine paper 
to be sent to James Paris and Kyra. They had agreed to pack the mural using the 
glassine to protect its fragile surface. We were very relieved to receive it safely in 
mid-November. It was soon proudly featured in a WAG exhibition, Elisapee 
Ishulutaq, February 14 to May 31, 2015. Since then it has been included in INUA, the 
inaugural exhibition from March 2021 to February 2023 for Qaumajuq, and in the 
McMichael exhibition Elisapee Ishulutaq: My World. 

As a curator, I usually encounter completed artworks. In this case, though, it 
was an unforgettable privilege to witness creation from its inception. I saw Elisapee’s 
masterful composition emerge, organized around a bold central focal point—the blue 
water. She worked quickly and confidently in pencil, then unhesitatingly selected 
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colours that brought her details to vibrant life. In the finished drawing, the foreground 
elements are woven together against a rich ground of blended colours, while her 
brilliant blue sky and undulating mountains tie the expansive scene together into 
one unified vision of past and present—a continuum that reflects memories from the 
ninety-three years of her long and extraordinary life. 

 
 
 

Notes 
1 Myna Ishulutaq is a translator, culturalist, and filmmaker. She wrote, directed, and produced the thirty-six-minute 

documentary Qipisa (2016), a quest to remember her roots in Qipisa, the outpost camp from which family members 
were moved. 

2 Elisapee Ishulutaq was made a Member of the Order of Canada in May 2014. In September 2013, I had supported her 
nomination in a letter to Erin Joyce, Analyst, Order of Canada, The Chancellery of Honours. 

3 This work came to my attention when it was donated to the National Gallery of Canada in 2012. 

4 To create a sugar-lift print, artists pour or “paint” a viscous substance comprising several ingredients including India 
ink, liquid dish detergent, corn syrup, and sugar directly onto the etching plate. A white ground is then applied to 
create a painterly resist. This process allows each composition to be drawn directly on the plate and results in a 
looser, bolder, and more gestural image than those seen in the etchings, stonecuts, and lithographs more closely 
associated with Inuit art production. 

5 See “Nunavut Photographer David Kilabuk: Documenting His Community,” Above & Beyond: Canada's Arctic Journal, 
November/December 2014: 8–11. 

6 This interview footage was later edited for a video created by the Winnipeg videographer Ivan Hughes for an 
exhibition, Elisapee Ishulutaq, which opened at the WAG on February 14, 2015. 

7 Qammait (pl.) are the two grey-and-yellow structures shown on the left side of the water. 
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