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Abstract

This thesis interrogates historic representations of gender, race, and landscape in the
North through a case study of Canadian photojournalist Rosemary Gilliat’s 1960 trip to
the eastern Arctic. Considering photography as a social practice and material object, I
investigate Gilliat’s personal ritual of image-making, the encounter between
photographer and Inuit subject, and the constitutive power of the resulting images. As a
woman facing numerous gender biases, Gilliat empathized with her Indigenous subjects
and created photographs that often reflect a collaborative space of interaction. Yet, she
did not exist outside of colonialism’s oppressive structures; thus her published images
simultaneously supplement and support primitivizing views of the North and Inuit.
Gilliat’s photographs, therefore, are not unequivocal documents of history but
performative objects with complex and multivalent meaning. Consequently, I argue for
the archive as a productive site for the recuperation of women’s professional histories and

the excavation of narratives of intercultural encounter.
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Introduction
“A power of photographs is that, in their silence and stillness, they propose so much,
and reveal nothing.”—Hugh Brody, Imaging the Arctic.

As I sat in Library and Archives Canada (LAC) reading through one of the many
diary entries written by British born photographer Rosemary Gilliat, I stumbled across a
small newspaper clipping flattened between two thin paper pages. Carefully unfolding the
delicate newsprint, I discovered a short editorial about the photographer published in the
widely distributed Canadian newspaper supplement Weekend Magazine [Figure Intro.1].
The feature, entitled “Rosemary Travels,” includes a photograph of Gilliat pictured
behind a large rock with her camera perched atop the uneven surface. Her gaze and the
camera’s lens point outside of the frame to a subject she is presumably creeping up on,
most likely a small animal or a bird. The caption reads, “Rosemary Gilliat—she gets
around.” While directly referencing Gilliat’s world travels, the colloquial phrase also
alludes to a woman’s promiscuity, underscoring Gilliat’s gender and social status as a
single woman. The image itself lacks any signifiers of travel or place, yet the caption,
coupled with the representation of Gilliat working in nature, frames her as an exceptional
woman—an active and professional female photographer. The brief story accompanying
the photograph details Gilliat’s travels in South Africa and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and
her treks across Canada. It also emphasizes Gilliat’s alien status: “One thing we have
noticed about the newcomers to Canada who have had photos or articles published in
WEEKEND: they usually have travelled far more widely in this country than those of us
who have been here a great deal longer.” While suggesting that travel is necessary to get

to know Canada, the uncredited journalist uses the plural pronoun ‘us’ to identify with his



or her Canadian readers and to underscore the nationalistic overtones of Weekend
Magazine.

A number of other news articles similarly framed Gilliat as a successful female
British photographer. In another published by Weekend Magazine, Gilliat crouches
among tall grass and points her lens beyond the image’s frame [Figure Intro.2]. Here the
photograph is cropped to focus on Gilliat’s face only: her perfectly coiffed hair, her
squinted eyes, and her index finger poised to take a ‘snap.’ Yet, the focus is not on
Gilliat’s travels but her success as a woman. The article, entitled “Women at Work,”
pairs Gilliat’s portrait with another of golfer Sandra Post. The uncredited author asserts
that Gilliat is a “fine photographer, not just a good woman photographer,” implying that
professional women were usually seen as inferior and that gender is not correlated to
aesthetic merit or success. But, in trying to shift focus from Gilliat as woman to Gilliat as
photographer, the writer simultaneously draws attention to her femininity. The caption
under her portrait reads, “Successful, but feminine.” Although the article holds Gilliat up
as a “successful” professional she is still reduced to her gender; her modernity and
professionalism are rendered acceptable by conformity to recognizable codes of Western
femininity.

In introducing these published accounts of Gilliat, my point is not to argue for her
or any female photographer’s exceptionalism. It is well known that women have been
involved in photography in various capacities since the early days of its invention and
popularization.” What the Weekend Magazine articles do make clear, however, is that
Gilliat regularly confronted stereotypes based on her gender and immigrant status and, in

turn, used the camera to assert her identity as both a woman and newcomer to Canada. |



am informed here by scholars who conceive of photography as a social practice—that is
to say, that in this thesis I do not accept the photographic image as an unequivocal
historical record but instead consider how it mediates lived experience. Photo historian
Susan Close, for example, argues that women in the early twentieth century “used
photography to explore identity and personal narrative, to situate themselves or to

examine the relationship between self and other.”

Although arguably marginalized
within her professional milieu, I suggest that Gilliat, like the early photographers Close
discusses, used the camera to construct, reproduce, and define identity. She photographed
people and places in Canada as both a way of getting to know the country and staking
claim to it. In other words, visualizing Canada was, for Gilliat, a way of embodying a
new national identity. Thus, this thesis seeks to complicate such brief and reductive
historical representations of Gilliat by arguing instead for the complexity of her
photographic practice and her importance to Canadian visual histories

In her most active freelancing years (1952-64) Gilliat was a prolific photographer,
yet she has remained an obscure figure in the history of Canadian photography. While in
part an effect of the general curtailment of women’s professional histories, Gilliat’s
absence is also related to photojournalism’s subordinate position in the photographic
canon.* Ostensibly corrupt by its pairing with commercial advertisements and the
promotion of Western middle class values, photojournalism is generally considered
outside of the realms of both ‘art’ photography and the social documentary.’ In this
thesis, however, I consider photojournalism as a serious genre deserving of scholarly

attention and I examine the ways in which Gilliat negotiated between the demands and

ideologies of her clients and her personal experiences and desires.



More specifically, this thesis addresses Gilliat’s photography of the eastern
Canadian Arctic, where, in the summer of 1960, she shot thousands of images for
professional assignments and personal use. This body of work provides a rich case study
for interrogations of landscape, gender, and racial constructions in photographic
representations of the North. The term “North” is exceedingly complex and ambiguous,
referring to both geographical space and the projected image of southern imaginings.
Positing the North as a “discursive formation,” Sherrill Grace argues that ideas of North
are in flux and persist over time, making themselves apparent in a diverse set of
representational forms, including photography.® Gilliat, who was long fascinated by the
North, was undeniably influenced by stereotypical characterizations of its vast,
mysterious, and exhilarating character. Her landscape photographs, in turn, reflect a long
imaging tradition in the Arctic that attempted to capture the North’s otherworldly beauty
while simultaneously dispossessing Indigenous peoples of their land and territory and
rendering space available for exploration and resource extraction. But, while Gilliat loved
to photograph landscapes, the archive of this trip is primarily dedicated to the
documentation of Inuit. This is in large part because her clients, including the National
Film Board of Canada’s Still Photography Division (hereafter NFB), desired ‘human
interest’ stories. While Gilliat expressed trepidation about objectifying Indigenous
peoples—a point to which I will return in Chapters Two and Three—she also felt a
closeness to many of the people she met. Her photographs and personal writing at once
conform to conventional views of the Arctic and sub-Arctic and of Inuit as ‘primitive,’
childlike, and in need of paternal care, while simultaneously offering moments of

ambivalence, complexity, and resistance.’



While it is important to critically assess public narratives of the North that have
contributed to a national mythologizing, it is equally valuable to examine personal
narratives—those individual experiences that both conform to and trouble nationalistic
views. In this thesis I compare Gilliat’s archival material with images she published in
mass circulation journals, such as Weekend Magazine. Her published work often
reproduced an ethnographic gaze, infantilizing the Indigenous Other and reinforcing
settler power. Yet, Gilliat’s archival collections, which include personal writing and
unpublished (or what I will refer to as archival) images, often challenge those typical
narratives and tell us more about her practice, about the Inuit she photographed, and
about the sociopolitical context of the time. By turning to the archive, I found evidence of
an empathetic woman, who worked within the confines of colonial and gender politics,
yet was critical in her thinking and professional practice. Moreover, I observed signs of
Inuit subjects’ performative participation in their photographic representation, at times,
even resistance. As photo scholar Jane Lydon has argued, the “archive reveals substantial

evidence for a more contested, complex interaction.”

While photography has historically
been used by the colonizer to represent and control difference, if we insist on reading
such images only as unequivocal evidence of colonial power, we risk exploiting
Indigenous subjects once again.
Rosemary Gilliat: Biographical Notes

Rosemary Gilliat was born on August 20, 1919 in Hove, near Brighton on the
south coast of England. Gilliat, whose mother appears to have been absent from the

young girl’s life, spent much of her childhood in British Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) where

her father, Lionel Gilliat, owned a tea plantation. Growing up, she attended boarding



school in Switzerland where she was trained in English and French, later learning
German in Freiburg. In addition to her own family, most of Gilliat’s school friends had
British or European parents working abroad, thus her cosmopolitanism and love for travel
developed at a young age. It was also during her school days that Gilliat began taking
pictures. The Gilliat Eaton Fonds at Library and Archives Canada include multiple files
of photographs from her youth in England, Ceylon, and Switzerland as well as seven
handmade photo albums containing images and writing from as early as 1930.”

Upon returning to Britain after grade school, Gilliat received darkroom training
from a private instructor and apprenticed with a commercial photographer. In 1940
Gilliat worked for the Women’s Royal Naval Service, spending time in Dover, England
where, according to her own account, she used her German language skills to listen in on
communications between E-boats (enemy motor torpedo boats) in the English Channel."
During the war, Gilliat also supplemented her income with press photography. Once back
in London, Gilliat took a course in commercial photography and worked in the studio of
renowned British photojournalist Bill Brandt. Under Brandt’s guidance, she shot
photographs for such publications as the Sunday Observer, Strand Magazine, and Lilliput
as well as for history and architecture books. Between 1949 and 1951 Gilliat spent time
with her brother, Peter Gilliat, in Ceylon where she photographed for her own interest
and on assignment for The Times educational supplement. The photographs from this
period are incredibly rich. Taken during British colonial rule in Sri Lanka, most of
Gilliat’s images are of the country’s Indigenous peoples—an interest that continued

throughout her career in Canada.



In October 1952, Gilliat immigrated to Canada. In part compelled by a curiosity
about the North, Gilliat hoped that moving to Canada would allow her to travel and
photograph throughout the Arctic.'' She soon secured employment with Ottawa’s Capital
Press and within a year began publishing photographs (and some written texts) in a
number of mass circulation journals, including Weekend Magazine, its French language
counterpart Perspectives, Maclean’s, and the Hudson’s Bay Company’s magazine The
Beaver. Gilliat also worked on assignment for the NFB’s Still Photography Division,
Canadian Wildlife Service, and Canada’s Department of Northern Affairs and National
Resources (DNANR). Obsessed with seeing and photographing as much of the country as
possible, Gilliat travelled extensively on both professional assignment and personal
vacation. An early and particularly noteworthy trip began on July 31, 1954 when Gilliat
and three female friends drove across the Trans-Canada Highway.'? Along the way,
Gilliat took hundreds of photographs and kept a daily diary, which details her early
adventures through the country’s vast land—a trip very few Canadians would have taken
at that time.

Shortly after marrying in 1963, Gilliat and her husband, Arctic oceanographer
Michael Eaton, moved to Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia, where she lived until her passing in
2004." Poor health curtailed Gilliat’s ability to travel and, as a result, the rest of her
photographic output largely depicts her immediate surroundings on Canada’s east coast.
During the latter part of her life, Gilliat dedicated herself to environmental and cultural
activism. She worked tirelessly to protect the Cole Harbour Salt Marsh and was a

founding member of the Cole Harbour Heritage Farm Museum.'*



A close examination of the Gilliat archival collections reveals the photographer’s
growing fascination with the North American Arctic. In 1953, for example, Gilliat went
on a trip to Alaska, visiting Whitehorse and Dawson City and in 1957 she travelled to the
Western Arctic, spending time in Aklavik, Fort Simpson (Liidli Kue in the Dene language
of the Slavey First Nation), and Tuktoyaktuk. These trips were primarily completed under
various work assignments, including a story for The Beaver titled “Nurse in the Yukon,”
which followed Public Health Nurse Joyce Driver as she trekked around the Yukon
Territory administering health care.'> Additionally, in 1956 Gilliat accompanied British
writer Ritchie Calder to Buffalo Narrows in northern Saskatchewan where she
photographed members of the Denesuline First Nation.'

In addition to her travels, Gilliat collected textual material on the North in order to
broaden her knowledge and likely prepare for a future journey. One document Gilliat
kept in her collection—and a source for a visual tradition of imaging the North—is
People of the High Arctic, an NFB Still Photography Division publication comprised of
thirty-one captioned photographs of the Far North.'” This particular project, produced in
collaboration with the DNANR, contributed to the widespread dissemination of images of
the North as potent symbols of Canada.'® Another important document Gilliat kept, is the
transcript from a speech given by politician Jean Lesage (Minister for the DNANR from
1953 to 1957 and Premier of Quebec, 1960-66) to the Women’s Canadian Club of
Montreal on October 25, 1954 entitled “The Eskimo Family.” In the middle of the speech
Lesage pronounced, “We have new interests in the regions of the north and the people
who inhabit them because we are aware of ourselves as Canadians and of the fact that

they are Canadians too.”"” The longer speech from which this brief passage is extracted,



reveals the social and political context of the time, including a developing interest in
Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic, increased resource extraction, and a belief in the need
for the inclusion (read, assimilation) of Inuit into mainstream Canadian society. As a
newcomer to Canada, Gilliat was interested in the multiple and varied identities of
Canadians, including those of the country’s Indigenous peoples. Attending public events
and reading articles in publications such as The Beaver spurred Gilliat’s interest in the
North as both a place of notable national interest and a potential site for the making of
saleable images.”” Thus, it was in the summer of 1960 that Gilliat would finally take her
most ambitious trip to the North with her travelling companion Barbara Hinds. *'

Hinds (1925-2014), a British born journalist who lived in Halifax, Nova Scotia,
wrote columns for Halifax newspapers The Chronicle Herald and the Mail Star,
eventually joining Dalhousie University’s medical school as a public relations expert
until her retirement in 1988. According to an obituary written in The Chronicle Herald,
Hinds shared Gilliat’s passion for adventure; from spelunking in England to solo birding
expeditions in the backwoods of Nova Scotia, Hinds was well known as an engaged and
adventurous Halifax resident.”* Gilliat and Hinds met in Montreal in 1959 at the triennial
meeting of the Canadian Women’s Press Club where they realized they shared a common
interest in the Canadian Arctic. They quickly began planning a trip for the following
summer as a photographer-writer team. The women were denied any funding from the
Canada Council for the Arts and instead were supported primarily by the DNANR. On
the one hand, freelancing gave Gilliat and Hinds a certain amount of creative and
professional freedom but it also meant they had to work even harder to secure

assignments. In a letter addressed to Gilliat prior to their departure, Hinds (humorously)



expressed her insistence on journeying northward as well as her simultaneous feelings of
excitement and trepidation:

Be consoled. I realise you are neck-deep in horrid debt, but we ARE going...for

some odd reason, I feel we will win through. The trip will be a wonderful

experience...It was no surprise to me that Canada Council sent its regrets. But, I

had great hopes for you, because after all, you are an artist, obviously very

dedicated...Now that we know we are independent except for the Dept of

Northern Affairs which is some exception, I must say (!) we will just have to gird

our loincloths a bit higher or lower whichever way you wish to take the simile and

clutch on to every story, article and subject possible.”

Gilliat and Hinds’ trip was no easy undertaking. Hinds quit her job and sold her
beloved antique car to help fund the journey and Gilliat went into further debt.** The
itinerary, typically for those travelling in the North, was also not entirely in their own
hands: relying on government planes and ships to transport them from place to place
often meant that the women were last priority, having to wait considerably long periods
of time before securing transport or being crammed onto a boat intended for various other
purposes.”’ However, travel to the North would not have been possible without the
DNANR and HBC’s network of people and infrastructure. Gilliat and Hinds travelled
throughout the North West Territories (or what is now part of Nunavut) and northern
Quebec (now Nunavik) from June 17 to October 20, 1960. Their major destinations were
Frobisher Bay (now Iqaluit), Fort Chimo (now Kuujjuaq), and Cape Dorset (known as
Kinngait in Inuktitut). Along the way they also visited a number of smaller communities
more briefly, including Port Burwell (now Killiniq), George River (now
Kangiqsualujjuaq), Lake Harbour (now Kimmirut), and Pangnirtung.*®

Gilliat and Hinds’ goals were twofold: to take an extensive summer vacation in an

‘exotic’ locale and to use the tools of their trades to tell a ‘truthful” story about the North.
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Both women wrote about wanting to convey an alternative narrative, one that visualized
social injustices and gave more voice to Indigenous peoples. Reflecting on the poor
reputation of journalists and photographers in the Arctic, Gilliat outlined her own
aspirations while in Frobisher Bay:
Obviously reporters and journalists have a very bad name here. Some who come
are of course the drinking kind and collect all their material in the bars, and never
move from there. They also complained that too many people write favourable
propaganda-type reports—and others just write for southern readers the sort of
guff on the north that is expected. I hope that we will not incur their
condemnation.”’
Evidently, Gilliat was neither ignorant of her socioeconomic position nor of the
propagandist intentions of most photojournalism. She, therefore, made an honest and
informed effort to contest harmful stereotypes about the North and its peoples and
attempted to rectify the inequities in her position by photographing what she saw and
experienced rather than staging an imagined and pre-conceived construction. Yet, she
still worked within the structures of ‘mainstream’ Canadian culture and it is my intention
in this thesis to reveal the kinds of tensions that underscored Gilliat’s practice. By turning
to the archive, we can better understand Gilliat’s personal experiences in the North and
the relationships she built with Inuit.”® The unpublished images and writing, offer a
counter-narrative that does not necessarily subvert a dominant colonial narrative but
suggests a more complex encounter with the North and its peoples.
Before setting off, Gilliat secured assignments from The Beaver, Maclean’s, and
Weekend Magazine, as well as from Imperial Oil. She also shot hundreds of other images,

which are now in the Gilliat Eaton Fonds.?’ On this trip, as in most of her professional

practice, Gilliat worked with 35 mm and medium format film cameras, which allowed
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her to work quickly and in various, sometimes precarious, ‘on-site’ locations.*® Hinds
periodically wrote newspaper columns while in the Arctic and later produced a book-
length manuscript about the trip. Hinds’ book was never published but Gilliat kept a copy
of the manuscript edited with her handwritten comments.>' Gilliat was quite critical of
Hinds’ intention to write a book for she felt that temporary non-Inuit visitors rarely
produced accurate or respectful representations of the North and its peoples. She argued
that most anthropologists, ethnographers, and journalists spent so little time in the Arctic
that their narratives were inherently limited and often false. Perhaps this explains why
Gilliat dedicated herself to the medium of photography. Understanding the necessarily
limited amount of information a photograph could convey, Gilliat never intended to
produce a complete narrative but instead to offer fragments of Arctic life as she
experienced it.

The women also took the opportunity of travelling in the North to experiment
with sound and motion picture technologies. For Hinds, the use of audio recording
equipment allowed her to capture an audible trace of many of the Inuit she encountered.
In some cases, she transcribed people’s oral narratives to include in her manuscript. This
technique privileged the voice of the Indigenous Other while also demonstrating Hinds’
ostensibly ‘close’ relationship with the communities she encountered. Gilliat likely had
similar intentions in her use of a motion picture camera. She generally employed it to
record exciting moments such as seal hunting or char fishing, where movement and the
unfolding of events were integral to the liveliness of the occasion.*?

In her later years, Gilliat wrote a brief outline of her professional career, summing

up the eastern Arctic trip as follows: “I photographed Kenojuak [Ashevak] and others at
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work, and recorded many aspects of Innuit [sic] life at this turning point from precarious
self-reliance to interaction with mainstream Canadian life.”** Gilliat viewed her role as an
impartial documentarian, using photography to tell an ostensibly comprehensive and
inclusive account about Inuit life. The irony of such a position, however, is apparent to us
today, as writers have long disputed the ‘truth’ claims of documentary photography—
including photojournalism. As John Tagg writes, “like the state, the camera is never
neutral. The representations it produces are highly coded, and the power it wields is never
its own.”** Documentary photography, moreover, relies on the aesthetic of realism to
naturalize social knowledge, including concepts of gender, nation, and marginalized
peoples. In visual culture theorist Wendy Kozol’s words, “Photography’s ideological
power lies in the immediacy and accessibility of its visualization of the world.” Yet, she
argues, photographs are always polysemic texts that are open to varied interpretations and
can exceed accompanying information such as captions. Anthropologist Deborah Poole
has termed such slippages in representation as the photograph’s “excess of description.”
It is in excessive detail, such as facial expressions or gesture, that photography’s intention
of fixity is unsettled and negotiated. It is these very moments, which incite rich readings
of images that structure this thesis.
Literature Review

To date, there exists no secondary literature on Gilliat’s life or work except for a
few short online biographies. I draw, therefore, on various aspects of Photography
Studies, including work addressing Settler and Indigenous encounters, photojournalism,
and feminism. This thesis is also informed by scholars from literary and cultural theory

who theorize the ‘myth of the North’ and its relation to Canadian identity.
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A relatively recent feminist shift in photographic scholarship sets out to critique
patriarchal visual systems through the examination of women photographers. Moving
beyond the limited parameters of a feminist recovery project, these scholars have worked
to expose the structures that have, for much of history, buried women’s narratives. In
Women’s Camera Work, Judith Davidov critiques male-centred historiography by
“rehears[ing] the value of gender as an analytical category in photographic production.”*
Of particular importance to me, is Davidov’s exploration of how women photographers,
who have typically emerged from an art historical tradition that represented women as
Other, claimed agency for themselves by, in turn, representing otherness, whether along
racial or class lines.”” Within a Canadian context, Susan Close’s Framing Identity
examines the role of women practitioners at the turn-of-the-twentieth-century. Included
in her study are Mattie Gunterman (1872-1945), Ruby Gordon Peterkin (1887-1962), Etta
Sparks (1879-1917), and Geraldine Moodie (1854-1945), the latter of which produced
photographs in the eastern Arctic in 1904-05 and 1906-09. Close argues that photography
is a social practice used by women professionals and amateurs as a way to explore and
assert identity.

In addition to Close, a number of studies have looked specifically at the
intersection between Euro-American women photographers and North American
Indigenous peoples. The authors of Trading Gazes, for example, study women’s
photographic ‘counter-narratives’ as complex documents of cultural encounter. Susan
Bernardin, Melody Gaulich, Lisa MacFarlane, and Nicole Tonkovich argue that
photographers, including Mary Schiffer and Kate Cory, “fulfilled personal and

professional aspirations by working or living in Native communities.”® Yet, often the
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Western societal values these photographers sought to escape were the same ones being
imposed upon Indigenous populations in the West, where they “were being coerced into
accepting those values as a precondition for their survival.”*’ Thus, while women may
offer a counter hegemonic narrative through their photographs, we must always
understand images of Indigenous peoples as highly mediated documents constituted by
mainstream settler values.*’

The critical writing on photographic representations of Indigenous peoples is vast,
covering history since the mid-nineteenth century and encompassing a global scope. In
the context of settler-colonial societies such as Canada, scholars, including Carol
Williams and Brock Silversides, have written about how photography in various forms
(survey, promotional, studio, and ethnographic) constructed romanticized portraits of
Indigenous peoples and reinforced notions of settler ‘progress.”*' More specifically, this
thesis is informed by relatively recent scholarship that seeks to complicate the photograph
as an unequivocal document of colonial success, arguing instead for the fluidity of
photographic meaning in an effort to recognize Indigenous sitters’ participation, agency,
and/or resistance in the photographic encounter. Aaron Glass confronts traditional
scholarship on Edward Curtis’ early-twentieth-century photographs of North American
Indigenous peoples that have come to embody the ‘vanishing race’ paradigm. He argues
that, by turning to the archive and tracing paths of material circulation, it is possible to
uncover narratives of Indigenous agency that complicate original readings of Curtis’
images.*” Other scholars of visual Anthropology, including Elizabeth Edwards, Jane
Lydon, Deborah Poole, and Christopher Pinney, have likewise made valuable

contributions to the study of Indigenous photographic representation and I will return to
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them in my discussion of methodology. Additionally, there have been a number of
important and timely studies written by Indigenous authors who seek to (re)read
photographs of their ancestors and communities. Lucy Lippard’s well known book
Partial Recall is an edited collection of creative and intimate essays written by
Indigenous authors who (re)valuate photographs through processes of storytelling.** In
Canada, Jeff Thomas’ writing and curatorial work, in addition to his own art practice,
addresses historical representations of Indigenous peoples as a means of reclaiming
cultural identity.**

Despite the varied scholarship on Indigenous peoples and photography, there
remains far less critical writing on representations of the Arctic and Inuit. An early essay
by Richard Condon, surveys 120 years of photography in the North American Arctic.
Importantly, he includes the Inuit photographer Peter Pitseolak and discusses
contemporary uses of historical photography by researchers and Indigenous
communities.* A more expansive, but equally influential work is Imaging the Arctic, a
volume dedicated to still photography in Alaska, the Canadian Arctic, and Greenland. Its
contributors deal with a diverse set of topics ranging from nineteenth-century explorer
photographs to twentieth-century Inuit photographers. The volume’s editors, J.C.H. King
and Henrietta Lidchi, argue that photographs have a performative value that exists at the
intersection of public and private memories—histories and reminisces. The cover of the
book, for example, is a photograph of George Quluat’s grandmother Odelle Panimiraq,
identified by photographer Geraldine Moodie as Koo-tuck-tuck (1904).*® This image is at
once a document attesting to the presence of Moodie in Cape Fullerton (Qatiktalik in

Inuktitut, Nunavut) and a record of the style of beadwork work that adorned the inner
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parkas worn by Inuit women at the time. Yet, the photograph also has a social role
embedded in personal and familial history, exceeding both documentary functions.
Informed by King and Lidchi, my analyses will also examine photographs at the
intersection of their historical, memorial, and documentary functions.

Historian Alan Marcus’ contribution to /maging the Arctic compares photographs
of Ahiarmiut taken in 1955 by Life photographer Fritz Gioro with those taken by Dutch
anthropologist Geert van den Steenhoven.?” Marcus argues that the iconic images of
Gioro picture Ahiarmiut as an ideal primitive race, while van den Steenhoven’s
photographs more accurately capture the cultural hybridity that existed at the time.
Marcus’ comparative analysis is important for detailing the varying photographic
practices that existed simultaneously and reflected, in turn, differing attitudes towards
Inuit. In the essay “The Present as History,” anthropologist Nelson Graburn reflects on
his own photographs in the Arctic (from the late 1960s to the early 90s) and the ways in
which he negotiated between an excitement about changing ways of Inuit life and a desire
to capture tradition and custom. In many respects his experience reflects Gilliat’s own.
What is most important for Graburn, however, is how the photographs are seen and used
in the present and the future. Once personal knowledge fades, historically situated
photographs such as Graburn’s risk becoming reductive representations of stereotypes
from the past.*® Thus, it is integral that photographs move beyond the confines of
archives in the South to reach Inuit communities in the North, allowing them the
opportunity to see and (re)claim images of themselves, their ancestors, and their

territory—a point to which I will return in the concluding chapter.
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Little critical work has been done on Arctic and Inuit photography since the
publication of Imaging the Arctic. A notable exception is Martha Langford’s recent essay
about Richard Harrington’s photographs in Padlei, Nunavut (1949-50). Eschewing
conventional art historical analysis that focuses on the image-maker, Langford adopts
anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s methodology of “thick description” to trace the material
lives of image-objects and analyze the layers of meaning they accrue along the way.
From their exhibitionary display to their publication in books and popular magazines,
Langford argues that it is by viewing multiple image functions together that we can better
“grasp both local conditions of production and global dimensions of the product.”*

All of the aforementioned texts are valuable to my research; however, this thesis
will challenge their predominately male narratives. While photography in the North is
often associated with male (explorer) personalities, such as the whaler Captain George
Comer (1858-1937), there were a number of women practitioners in the Arctic who offer
a counter-narrative to male dominated representations.” Imaging the Arctic does include
contributions on photographers Geraldine Moodie and Gladys Knight Harris but these
relatively short essays do not allow for the deeper investigation needed to examine the
ways in which white women in the North negotiated a a set of contradictory subject
positions—simultaneously advantaged by race but disadvantaged by gender.’!

At odds with my own subject of analysis is the tendency for studies on
photography of Indigenous peoples and studies on Arctic photography to be written from
an anthropological/ethnographic point of view. Moreover, as Carol Payne and Andrea
Kunard point out, most discussions about post WWII Canadian photography occur within

a curatorial context, focusing on the expressiveness of ‘art photography’ and largely
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excluding the photojournalistic images of mass circulation publications. However, within
US historical scholarship, a number of studies have been devoted to the study of Life
magazine. One seminal text is Wendy Kozol’s Life’s America, in which the author
engages in a close reading of Life s photo-essays to argue that postwar ‘America’ relied
on domestic ideals of the nuclear family to “define political agendas about pressing social
problems.”* Kozol contends, “What is at stake in news photographs is the ability to
visualize social identities, to privilege some, to ridicule others, and to deny the existence
of yet others.” As I will demonstrate in my reading of Gilliat’s photographs, even those
that seemingly captured the complexity of Inuit identity were flattened and fixed once
they entered the published realm. In visualizing the Other, the popular press
simultaneously privileged the social identities of Euro-Canadian society.

The same breadth of analysis that authors afford Life is largely lacking in the
Canadian context where only a handful of scholars have devoted research to mass
circulators. Archivist and photo historian, Sarah Stacy, has written about the history of
Weekend Magazine and its production of a “proto-multicultural national message” in the
1960s and 70s.>* What is of particular interest to me is Stacy’s interrogation of the
‘resistances’ between photographs and text.”> Attentive to those moments when text does
not fully support the communicative meaning of photographs, Stacy compares the
differences between Weekend Magazine and its French language edition, Perspectives. In
doing so, she reveals the political and social realities that were silenced or misrepresented
by these two popular publications.

A few other scholars have similarly addressed the construction of ‘Canadianness’

in The Beaver, a popular magazine published by the Hudson’s Bay Company. Joan
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Sangster’s article “‘The Beaver’ as Ideology: Constructing Images of Inuit and Native
Life in Post-World War II Canada,” for example, focuses on The Beaver’s photo essays
about Inuit communities, examining how the popular magazine constructed an ideology
of Canadian Northerness while simultaneously reinforcing colonial attitudes towards the
nation’s Indigenous peoples.’® Sangster’s focus is on image and ideology rather than a
discussion of the experiences of Indigenous peoples. She critiques The Beaver for
positing Indigenous people as the objects of colonial scrutiny but she does not discuss the
photographers behind the camera or the moment of encounter that took place between the
maker and sitter(s). By focusing on one photographer and her social practice, this thesis
complicates readings of the popular press such as Sangster’s. As I will argue, Gilliat’s
photographs at once conform to stereotypical and ideologically informed representations
of Inuit as innocent and adaptive while also revealing the ways in which Inuit resisted
reductive representations and retained cultural integrity.

Also important to my understanding of Gilliat’s commercial career is Carol
Payne’s book, The Official Picture: The National Film Board of Canada’s Still
Photography Division and the Image of Canada, 1941-1971. Payne analyzes key themes
in the Still Photography Division’s history—including the depiction of landscape,
women, the nation’s Centennial, and Indigenous peoples—and argues that the NFB
images seen in magazines, newspapers, and exhibitions contributed to Canadian nation
building. Chapter Six is particularly important in detailing how Inuit have recently turned
to archival images as a form of resistance and a way of negotiating cultural memory that

counteracts the official views originally imposed by such images.”’
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In order to better understand Gilliat’s personal obsession with the North it is
necessary to situate her work within broader political and social contexts. Sherrill Grace,
who adopts a Foucauldian model in her book Canada and the Idea of North, argues that a
wide array of interdisciplinary forms, from theatre and prose to poetry and painting,
contribute to a “discursive formation” of the North.”® In Northern Experience and the
Myths of Canadian Culture, Renée Hulan reads historic literary sources that have
contributed to a socially (specifically Euro-Canadian) constructed myth of the North.
Hulan also importantly interrogates the gendered language that characterizes writing on
the North.”” Regarding political history in the Arctic, I refer to two important books by
Frank Tester and Peter Kulchyski, Tammarniit (mistakes): Inuit Relocation in the Eastern
Arctic, 1939-63 and Kiumajut (Talking Back): Game Management and Inuit Rights 1900-
70.%° While the atrocities of colonial policies such as forced relocation are largely absent
in Gilliat’s photographs, this history is important for understanding the context in which
she was working.

To date, there has been some limited but informative literature on Inuit
photographers who offer counterpoints to southern traditions of imaging the North and its
peoples. Of particular note is Peter Pitseolak (1902-1973), Inuit historian, camp leader,
photographer, and artist, who photographed the area in and around Cape Dorset from the
early 1940s until his death. In collaboration with historian and author Dorothy Harley
Eber, Pitseolak produced an oral history of his life. This book is important not only for
sharing the life and work of a fascinating Inuk man, but also for privileging his own
words and memory.®' A critical essay by David Winfield Norman discusses the work of

Pitseolak and Inuk filmmaker Zacharias Kunuk as examples of ‘visual sovereignty’ and
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‘decolonial media aesthetics.”®* Additionally, a wealth of literature has appeared on
Kunuk’s influential Igloolik-based film studio, including Michael Evans’ book Isuma:
Inuit Video Art.%® Pitseolak, Kunuk, and numerous other Inuit artists using film and
photography, make work that addresses personal and collective identity politics while
also reminding settler viewers that most historical representations of their people were
made by outsiders such as Gilliat.**
Methodology

This thesis combines extensive archival research with photographic and cultural
theory. The bulk of my primary investigation was conducted at Library and Archives
Canada where the Gilliat Eaton Fonds is housed. The graphic collection consists of
approximately 25 000 photographs (including negatives in black and white and colour
and gelatin silver prints). There are also extensive textual records that contain hand
written diaries; correspondences with friends, family, and publishers; typed essays Gilliat
wrote about various subject matter she photographed; technical pamphlets and instruction
manuals; as well as records of employment and income in her most active freelancing
years. Archival material dedicated to Gilliat’s Arctic trips includes a journal documenting
the 1960 trip that totals over 400 pages; a collection of published and unpublished
essays/articles about the North written by Gilliat and others; Barbara Hinds’ unpublished
book manuscript; and approximately 6 500 photographs.®’ I also conducted research at
the Cole Harbour Heritage Farm Museum (Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia), which Gilliat
helped found and which today houses the bulk of her collection post 1964. This archive
has, however, retained approximately four boxes of correspondence pertaining to Gilliat’s

time in Ottawa as well as hundreds of prints of her early work (of which LAC holds

22



original copies.)®® While visiting the museum, I interviewed Gilliat’s friend and
colleague, Elizabeth Corser, who also played a prominent role in the Museum’s founding
and whose memories of Gilliat helped confirm many of my own assumptions.®’ Finally, I
visited the Dalhousie University Archives, which holds the collection of Barbara Hinds.
This fonds has another copy of Hinds’ Arctic manuscript, a number of Gilliat’s prints, as
well as approximately 53 audio recordings of interviews Hinds conducted in the Arctic
with Qallunaat and Inuit.”® Unfortunately, this thesis does not have the space to devote
critical attention to Hinds’ Arctic journalism, but there is certainly rich source material
for future scholarly research.

Gilliat was an avid collector and kept detailed records of her life. Her thorough
diaries, for example, offer insight into her working methods and personal interests. They
also have in many ways guided my own inquiries. Gilliat’s obsession with the North, for
example, was difficult to ignore. I have, therefore, woven Gilliat’s own voice (off set in
italics) into my writing by quoting passages from her diaries at length. My hope is that
this editorial technique will allow readers the opportunity to get to know Gilliat without
my own mediation. This is not to say, that my reading of Gilliat is uncritical or that I wish
to privilege her intention as the only way to view the photographs. Her writing does,
however, add to the layered meanings of the photographs and becomes but one point-of-
view through which we can understand the images today. When read in conjunction with
her photographs, the diaries ‘perform’ an historical narrative, working to both ‘anchor’
and complicate her images.*

For this thesis, primary research is supplemented by a methodological approach

that draws on scholarly work in Visual Anthropology, Feminist Art History (including,
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conceptualizations of the gaze), and Photography Studies, including critiques of the
documentary mode. While some scholars have resisted the subordination of images to
language, Mieke Bal suggests that understanding images as texts is still a useful
metaphor: “Neither texts nor images yield their meanings immediately. They are not
transparent, so that images, like texts require the labour of reading.”’® Bal also argues for
the continued practice of close reading, a method that has, she suggests, fallen out of use
due to the awareness that no text speaks for itself but is informed by the social world and
the cultural makeup of the reader. A text, argues Bal, is always framed and meaning is
contingent on the concepts to which one applies to their reading. Yet, in the relationship
between student, frame, and object, the latter should still have the last word.”" “It is not
the artist or the author,” writes Bal, “but the objects they make and ‘give’ to the public
domain that are the ‘speakers’ in analytic discussion.”’ Thus, empowerment of the object
pleads for a return to close reading.

While Bal calls for a close reading of the image, Feminist scholars tend to shift
from a focused object study to look at art as a social practice. For Griselda Pollock,
considering art as a social practice allows one to analyze the totality of relations and
determinations, or pressures and limits that inform (women) artists.” This is particularly
important for feminist art historians like Pollock whose goal is not to simply insert
women into the canon but to decipher the patriarchal structures that have excluded them
historically. Feminist Art History has, moreover, tended to move away from the
biographical model, which works to individualize and mythologize the work of the male
‘genius’ while admitting women artists merely as figures of exception.”* This thesis is

about the life and work of one woman; however, I have resisted reproducing a
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straightforward biography. The lack of any serious scholarship on Gilliat and the breadth
of archival material available necessitated that I focus on her alone. This methodological
strategy, moreover, has allowed me to privilege Gilliat as a producer and to recognize her
lived experiences. However, I do not think of the photograph as a transparent screen
through which we can understand an artist. I aim rather, to fulfill Pollock’s definition of a
feminist cultural analyst as one “who decod[es] the dynamic process of how meaning is
produced and explor[es] what kinds of readings its signs make possible.””> What Bal and
Pollock do share is an insistence on reading as a method of deciphering meaning rather
than conceiving of it as given or unequivocal. Bal’s strategy of interdisciplinary cultural
analysis and Pollock’s Feminist Art History, predicated on a differencing of the canon,
both inform this thesis.

For a self-reflexive writing model, I look to Lucy Lippard’s introduction to the
collected volume Partial Recall. Here Lippard draws on anthropologist James Clifford’s
concept of “partial truths” to argue that photographs, like ethnographic texts, are
necessarily partial documents, whose ‘truths’ are always incomplete and subjective.’®
Lippard also reconfigures Panofskian iconology in her three step ‘recall’ process for
looking at photographs of Indigenous subjects. Her approach moves from an initial
fascination with a photograph, recalling Barthes’ concept of punctum, to a more nuanced
analysis attuned to the social and political specificities of an historical moment.”” In my
own research I have tried to follow a similar approach, using my initial interest or
attraction to an image as a point of departure for deep readings. Thus my thesis is
structured around a number of case studies rather than a comprehensive examination of

Gilliat’s entire photographic output.
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While Lippard theorizes her settler subject hood and resists “colonial
cannibalism” (or the act of speaking for and hence consuming the Other), her subjective
analysis risks repeating the colonial hegemony she attempts to deny.”® Thus, to
supplement Lippard, I look to scholars who critically theorize the gaze.” In their analysis
of photography in the popular journal National Geographic, Catherine Lutz and Jane
Collins argue for the importance of the gaze as a potentially destabilizing site of
encounter. Drawing on Lacan and feminist readings of his work, they identify seven
different gazes, which include, among others, those of the photographer, the subject, and
the magazine or institution.*® Lutz and Collins argue that a critical analysis of the
intersection of multiple gazes allows for more nuanced, if at times conflicting,
interpretations of photographic meaning. Reflecting the recent ‘affective turn’ in
humanities and social sciences scholarship, Ariella Azoulay examines photographs of
violence, trauma, and loss, theorizing the encounter between spectator and image.®' Her
work productively complicates conventional understandings of the photograph, since
Susan Sontag’s writing of the 1970s, as a binary with an active photographer and the
passive subject of the camera’s gaze; instead, Azoulay employs the political rhetoric of
citizenry to argue that the performative force of portrait photographs includes the agency
of the sitter and implicates the viewer in a space of encounter—thereby, enacting a sense
of civic duty.

Theorists who work at the intersection of photography and Anthropology are also
important to my study. Elizabeth Edwards, for example, argues that image analysis must
go beyond the purely visual to consider the cultural work that photographs do.* She

suggests that photographs are not just the “result of social relations but active within
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them, maintaining, reproducing and articulating shifting relations.” Thus, influenced by
Igor Kopytoff and Deborah Poole, Edwards espouses an ‘object biography’ model for
understanding how photographs accumulate meaning through the fluid relationships
between production, consumption, material forms, ownership, institutionalization,
exchange, possession, and social accumulation.® Drawing on Edwards, I approach
Gilliat’s Arctic photographs as active agents of social history, whose meaning(s) have
been generated through various interpretations over time—including my own.* Deborah
Poole considers the discursive and political landscapes of ethnographic photography. She
argues that the “excess of description,” or the descriptive visual plenitude of photographs,
can unsettle our accounts of the world and open images up to polysemous meaning.™
Employing a similar theoretical stance, Australian scholar Jane Lydon investigates
photographs for what they can tell us about Indigenous perspectives and the historical
encounter between the camera and the Indigenous subject.®” The works of Azoulay,
Lydon, Edwards, and Poole comprise the core methodological underpinnings of this
thesis. While situated within distinctive theoretical and geographical contexts, these four
authors expand the Ideological Critique of those scholars associated with what Robin
Kelsey and Blake Stimson term the “October Moment.”™ They each argue for the
photograph as a site of negotiation in which the photographer, sitter, consumer, and
viewer all negotiate and make meaning differently.
Chapter Summaries

This thesis is structured around a series of close image analyses that allow me to
investigate diverse but interrelated topics of landscape, gender, and race in photographic

representations of the North. While passages from Gilliat’s diary help to introduce and
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contextualize the photograph’s making, my readings go deeper to examine the multiple
meanings any single image can carry. Chapter One looks more closely at Gilliat’s
motivation to go to the North and the ways in which she constructed her own identity in
doing so. I argue that Gilliat saw the Arctic as both a central (and enigmatic) core of
Canadian national identity and a place to bolster her career as a photographer. In this
chapter I look at how Gilliat’s landscape images were informed by an imaging tradition
in the North while also functioning as intensely personal, perhaps even spiritual,
encounters. Finally, I examine how Gilliat and Hinds actively combatted negative
stereotypes of white women in the Arctic. I contend that Gilliat used the camera to
picture Hinds, and herself in turn, as professional women who could do ‘men’s work’
while maintaining their femininity and empathetic character.

Chapter Two draws on Mary Louise Pratt’s conceptualization of the “contact
zone” to analyze Gilliat’s photographs of Inuit. Centred around two case studies, I argue
that although Gilliat was aware of how photographs subjugate Indigenous peoples, her
published images often ended up reproducing the same stereotypes she actively resisted.
While it is important and necessary to critically examine mainstream media’s renderings
of Inuit and the ways in which journalism naturalized racist colonial politics, returning to
unpublished archival materials can offer a compelling challenge to such accounts. I do
not, however, suggest that Gilliat was an exceptional figure or that she pushed back
against those she worked for, but rather that her archival material allows us to better
understand the relationships she cultivated with her Indigenous photographic subjects and
the ways in which they might have actively participated in their own representation.

Extending from discussions of the “contact zone” in Chapter Two and the ways in which
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Gilliat used the camera to assert her identity in Chapter One, my final chapter looks
closely at photographs of Inuit women to argue that Gilliat represented the female Other
as both a way of constructing her own identity and as a counterpoint to narratives that
stressed Indigenous male experience, particularly that of the courageous ‘hunter’ type.

Collectively, these chapters explore one woman’s photographic career through a
close reading of her trip to the eastern Arctic. Arguing for photography as a social
practice, I explore how Gilliat used the camera as an assertion of her own identity as a
female newcomer to Canada. I also touch on the complexities of documentary and
photojournalism, as well as the inherently problematic nature of photographing
Indigenous peoples. These inquiries come together in the archive, which I argue is a
productive site for the recuperation of women’s histories and the excavation of complex
narratives of intercultural encounter. While my focus here is on the source material
having to do with the North, I have spent a great deal of time with the Gilliat collections
and encourage others interested in the social history of photography to utilize these rich
archives. Those wanting to know more about women’s artistic and photographic
histories, British colonialism (particularly British Ceylon), Canadian photojournalism,
photographic albums (particularly in the 1930s and 40s and/or those made by children),
and/or Settler-Indigenous relations as rendered photographically, will find rich source
material in the archives of Rosemary Gilliat.

What I saw, I photographed!—Cole Harbour, 1999.%
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Chapter One: Landscape, Gender, and an “Idea of North”
“Undoubtedly we’ll have our moments of awful gloom up North. One cannot
forever live in delight, but I’m certain the moments of splendour which must

happen, will be enough to last us till we die.”—Barbara Hinds to Rosemary Gilliat.”

“North is multiple, shifting, and elastic; it is a process, not an eternal fixed goal or
condition.”—Sherrill Grace, Canada and the Idea of North.”!

While in the eastern Arctic Gilliat was primarily assigned to shoot human interest
stories such as Inuit printmakers in Cape Dorset or Girl Guides in Frobisher Bay, yet she
invested much of her ‘free’ time wandering around and photographing landscapes. In the
small fishing village of George River (now Kangigsualujjuaq, Nunavik) in northern
Quebec, for example, she was particularly captivated by the beauty of the pristine Arctic
tundra. In a photograph entitled Camp at the freezer site in Kangigsualujjuaq, Quebec
[Figure 1.1] the rugged terrain of granite is dotted with tall white canvas tents staked into
pillowy blankets of low-lying moss and lichen. Small groups of unidentifiable people
occupy the middle ground while the faint outline of a canoe is barely perceptible in the
background where the dusty blues of the river and sky merge. A passage from Gilliat’s
diary recounts this very scene:

The sun was shining as the plane rocked in the swell and a canoe stood by to meet

us. From the rocky shore a kayak—the first [ have ever seen outside a museum—

slid out from the rocky shore. This gave me a strange feeling—to have read so
much about the arctic and the Eskimo—and I could hardly realize I was seeing
this with my own eyes. This feeling has occurred more than once on this
summer’s junket...The tents were pitched on springy tundra and small birds flew
about almost under your feet. I felt intensely happy, for this was the arctic as I had
hoped to find it.”*

As an Inuk man carried her luggage to shore, Gilliat had one opportunity to photograph

the kayak: “[I] only hope I got him—such a rare chance too—he shot off across the bay

like the proverbial arrow” [Figure 1.2].” It was also Gilliat’s ‘rare chance’ to visit
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George River, which was still relatively undeveloped at this time.”* Thus, Gilliat’s elation
upon seeing the view she had hoped to find reflects her pre-conceived and ‘primitivizing’
understanding of the North. Having already spent a period of time in Frobisher Bay (now
Iqaluit), Gilliat was no stranger to the transformations that southern intervention had
wrought on northern lands and peoples, particularly as a result of the establishment of
settled communities. Yet, she still associated the ‘True North’ with, to use Gilliat’s
words, “unspoiled tundra” and “relatively unsophisticated” ‘Eskimos.”®> Thus by
photographing and writing about these sights, Gilliat contributed to a ‘salvage paradigm’
rhetoric, in which settler Canadians believed it was necessary to document, collect, and
save, the cultural products of the country’s Indigenous peoples. It was here, after all, that
Gilliat finally saw a kayak, that seemingly foreign and ancient mode of transportation that
she had only ever encountered in museums or in paintings by non-Indigenous artists.
Beyond a betrayal of Gilliat’s primitivizing outlook, the photograph of George
River [Figure 1.1] also underscores her own presence in the North and proclivity for
travel in remote locations. Gilliat and Hinds had naively expected that while in the Arctic
they would camp most, if not all, of the time and so they packed a tent and all other
necessary supplies. But to their apparent dismay, they were usually put up in federally
owned housing and treated to the luxuries of heat, food, and alcohol. In George River,
however, the women were very excited to have the opportunity to camp and, by picturing
canvas tents, Gilliat emphasized the rustic condition of their travels. The photograph,
moreover, was deliberately framed to exclude the wood framed buildings and industrial
freezer that also occupied this site. On the far right, for example, is an ominous green

embankment that from a distance appears to be a moss covered hill but upon closer look
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reveals itself to be a forest green tarp covering. Another photograph, from the same site
[Figure 2.3], includes the tarped heap from a closer vantage point. While it is unclear
what lies underneath the tarpaulin, its close proximity to a large industrial freezer
indicates that it is likely important to the commercial fishing venture of this small Inuit
village. By cropping out such modern conveniences, Gilliat not only emphasized the
‘primitive’ character of George River but also her own aptitude for ‘roughing it.’

In this chapter I examine Gilliat’s experiences, focusing on her desire to travel
North and how she visualized herself and Hinds while in the Arctic. I contextualize
Gilliat’s travels by beginning with a brief analysis of Canadian mythologies of the North,
as argued particularly by the scholars Sherrill Grace and Rob Shields. Gilliat, who had
been fascinated by the North long before 1960, was both influenced by and contributed to
such mythologies. I argue that Gilliat’s Arctic landscape photographs, while informed by
predictable aesthetic and ideological conventions, were intensely personal and private
moments, functioning as both indexical traces of her presence in the North and as ways of
understanding—and ‘controlling’—the far reaches of Canada. Drawing on Renée Hulan’s
and Joan Sangster’s respective discussions about gender and and North, I then consider
how Gilliat offered a ‘feminist’ counter-narrative of northern travel—albeit one
constructed from a position of colonial privilege. As is evident by the two Weekend
Magazine stories that open the introductory chapter, Gilliat was often confronted by the
limitations of travelling and working as a single woman, yet I argue that she combatted

such limitations in her photographs and travel writing.
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Picturing the ‘Vast and Empty Country’

In October 1952 after a long and arduous boat journey Gilliat was elated to finally
see Canadian land and exclaimed in her journal, “But the space—already I begin to
understand the vast empty country—what an appeal it has after Europe which is so
tamed.”® Her use of the counterpoint “tamed,” immediately conjures its opposite: images
of a wild and uninhabited landscape. In the early days of her arrival to Ottawa, Gilliat
immersed herself in Canadian culture, which included visits to galleries in search of a
national aesthetic: “I love landscapes—but few were alive...The trouble, as one might
expect is that so many Canadian artists are so busy imitating their European
forerunners—there is so little of Canada’s life.””” Arriving in Canada with the
preconceived notion of a vast and unruly wilderness, Gilliat was disappointed to
encounter the restrained landscape traditions of her home country. Subsequently, it was
her love for the outdoors and desire to picture Canadian identity—both geographic and
social identities—that took Gilliat all over the country. From the St. Lawrence Seaway to
the interior of British Columbia, Gilliat used her camera to see and know the nation.

Round a bend we came within sight of the St. Lawrence—that marvelous great river that
makes me wish I had been born a Canadian... I never expected to get to Canada—and
certainly never to see the United States—they seemed for so long two fabulous far away
countries and I still find it hard to believe I am here, and to see the St. Lawrence that
Pete wrote and talked about, and the islands of the river—it gave me a strange
feeling...—Ottawa, May 23, 1953.

Joan Schwartz and James Ryan contend that photographs contribute to a

“geographical imagination.” A term coined by Edward Said, a “geographical

imagination” is the mechanism by which people domesticate difference or transform that

which is ‘exotic’ into something familiar and natural. In the context of Orientalism, Said
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argues that the West imagines and articulates the Orient, dictating its terms of existence
and shaping the encounter between East and West.”” For Schwartz and Ryan,
photography is but one practice that contributes to the construction of imaginative
geographies. In their words, “photographic practices—from tourist photography to
domestic photography—yplay a central role in constituting and sustaining both individual
and collective notions of landscape and identity.”'*° Gilliat herself felt most comfortable
photographing landscapes: In a passage from her diary addressing her anxieties about
portrait photography—a point to which I will return in Chapter Two—Gilliat wrote, “But
there is no doubt that I am happier on nature subjects...even after 10 years of
photography of imposing on other people’s privacy.”'®" While Gilliat’s abundance of
landscape photography may be, in part, an effect of her apprehensions towards
portraiture, it also illustrates her relationship to place. Gilliat therefore employed
photography to construct her own “geographical imagination,” picturing her environment
in an effort to situate herself in time and space.

Only two years after arriving in Canada, Gilliat had already seen and
photographed more of the nation than the average Canadian. In 1954, as noted in the
introduction, Gilliat and three friends, Anna Brown, Helen Salkeld, and Audrey James,
packed up a Volkswagen and travelled across the Trans-Canada Highway, camping along
the way until they reached Vancouver. The highway, a potent symbol of a united Canada,
framed Gilliat’s photographic views of the wilderness for which she was searching. Often
photographing her travel companions in remote locations surrounded by trees and
mountains, Gilliat pictured her friends—and herself in turn—as strong, adventurous, and

‘Canadian’ women. But in her search for distinctly Canadian sites, it was the North that
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most intrigued and attracted Gilliat. Within a few days of landing in Canada, Gilliat met a
nurse stationed in Fort Churchill, Manitoba who advised her on making arrangements to
go North. Shortly afterwards, Gilliat sent some of her Ceylon photographs to The Beaver
in hopes of securing an assignment. When the editor wrote back expressing an interest in
her work, Gilliat reflected in her journal, “How much I hope he means it—enough to do
something about it...That strange attraction of the North, that I felt so strongly in
Norway—what does it mean?”'"? Thus, even before arriving in Canada, Gilliat felt pulled
to the enigmatic North.

An “Idea of North”

The sparkling water and swish of the waves was enough to send anyone into a trance and
the warm sun was so caressing it was hard to imagine that we were sailing arctic seas.
Later that afternoon, however, we saw an iceberg glittering in the sun on the starboard
bow and Josepee steered fairly close so that we were able to get a good look. It was in
two domes rounded and shining and it looked eternal...I shot the last three exposures of

any kind that I had in my many cameras—that is unpleasant to be right out of film in this

country. Something startling is sure to turn up—Port Burwell, August 1, 1960.'"
The North has been a constant presence in Canadian art. In the early nineteenth
century, for example, British Naval officer George Back represented the Arctic in
drawings and watercolours as a place of trepidation and profound beauty. Within
relatively the same period, Swiss artist Peter Rindisbacher painted Inuit (and many North

American First Nations) as ‘primitive’ objects of curiosity. By the first few decades of

the twentieth century, Euro-Canadian painters associated with the Group of Seven,

including Lawren Harris and A.Y. Jackson, looked to expansive and empty Arctic
regions as a source of spirituality and the premise for a new national aesthetic. While

today, contemporary Winnipeg-based artist Sarah Anne Johnson uses mixed media to

express a personal relationship with the North while also commenting on the escalating
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threat of global warming. Such differing representations reflect an ongoing and shifting
sociopolitical relationship with the North.

Photography, in particular, has been used since the mid-nineteenth century to
visualize and document the Arctic as explorers, scientists, and artists alike have used the
camera to produce an image of the North that reflects their own time and culture.
According to Amy Adams, who has written a history of Arctic and Inuit photography, “it
remains largely through the descriptive power of photographs that the rest of the world is
acquainted with the Arctic and its people.”'* Photographs from the A.P Low Exhibition
at the turn-of-the-twentieth-century, for example, are recognized as important documents
in Canada’s declaration of sovereignty in the North. Such federally sponsored expeditions
were also a way of monitoring and visually documenting activ