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History of Employment Gabriel Gely 

Note: this history is drawn from several sources that are in the Gely fonds as well as  emails 

from Dorothy Myhal Gely (wife) in consultation with Gabe.   

 

    Artist/photographer and Inuit art consultant Gabriel Gely was born in Paris, France on May 

20, 1924.  At the age of 14, he was living in Nice where he studied typesetting at a trade school  

By 1940, following the breakout of World War II, Gely resided with his stepmother in Vichy. 

Here, he was able to find employment as a hotel bellboy. Two years later, an eighteen-year-old 

Gely was contracted for voluntary engagement by France. During this time, he earned a French 

military certificate that permitted him to drive motor vehicles for the army and navy.  At the 

age of nineteen, Gely joined the French Resistance in the anti-tank unit, and later, fought with 

Italian partisans in northern Italy. He was captured by the German army, but managed to 

escape.      

    Immediately following the war, Gely worked in a canteen at a French metallurgical plant 

operated by Aubert & Dural.  Here, he received some exposure to cooking as a sous-chef de 

cuisine.  By 1950, he found employment as a mill handler auxiliary machinist in a steel factory 

near the city of Clermont-Ferrand in central France where he also worked again in a canteen.  

    Sometime between 1946 and 1947, a chance viewing of a display that was mounted in the 

windows of the Libraire Sainte Beuve, a Parisian publication house, sparked Gely’s fascination 

with the Canadian Arctic.  A small exhibit of Inuit artefacts from the Coppermine River area, 

including an amautik (a woman’s hooded parka), was emplaced to advertise the republication 
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of the book Kabloona by Gontran de Poncins.  Inspired by the display, Gely decided to use his 

savings to travel to Canada in 1952 to find work. For a short period of time he worked on the 

assembly line for Moffatts Limited (specializing in foundry and machine work) in Ontario until 

he decided to respond to an advertisement for a position as a cook in the Arctic with the 

Department of Transport (DOT), Canada. Gely was successful in his application.  In 1953, he 

arrived at the weather station in Clyde River (Kanngiqtugaapik), Baffin Island.  This trip to the 

Arctic took him from Toronto to Churchill via Winnipeg, to connect with the C.D. Howe, an 

Arctic Patrol vessel.  Stops were made at coastal communities along the way.  

    While in Clyde River, Gely hired sixteen year old Ooksooksie Natani as kitchen help. 

Ooksookie and local seal hunters helped the young Frenchman to learn the rudiments of 

Inuktitut and important lessons of survival. It was Allaloo Inuti, Noah and Japoodie who first 

took the newcomer to accompany them along with their dog teams to hunt seals. In 

recognition of this newly-forged friendship, Allaloo Inuti invited Gely to visit his camp that was 

located some 97 kms from Clyde River. In 1954, the DOT buildings were destroyed by fire and 

Gely accepted a new position as a cook at the Ennadai Lake weather station. The Canadian 

Signal Corps operated the station from 1950 to 1954 which had come under the control of the 

DOT.   

    From 1954 to 1955, Gely lived on Ahiarmiut land in the Ennadai Lake area and witnessed the 

locals’ hardships firsthand. Between 1949 and 1959, Ahiarmiut families living inland in the 

Ennadai Lake area were relocated several times by the Canadian government — to Nueltin 

Lake, Henik Lake and Arviat (old Eskimo Point until 1989) located on the western shore of 

Hudson Bay.  They were subsequently removed from Arviat to Whale Cove and Rankin Inlet.       
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    In the process of forced removal, the Ahiarmiut had undergone tremendous suffering as a 

result of their being relocated away from their inland caribou-rich hunting grounds at Ennadai 

Lake, which was located along the annual seasonal migration routes of the Qamaniojuaq herd 

and at times, the Beverley herd. In 1949, the decision to remove families to Neultin Lake had 

been based upon observations that the people were suffering from famine and disease because 

the herds failed to appear in the fall. This new location proved to be so unsatisfactory that 

families, under much personal hardship, had made their way back to Ennadai Lake where they 

reportedly did have a subsequent successful fall hunt. In 1957, families had been airlifted from 

this location to Henik Lake which was some 72 kms from the Padlei trading post. Starvation, 

however, continued to plague them and as a result, a few were sent to Whale Cove 

(Tikiraqjuaq) where they were encouraged to take up stone-carving for an income. In 1958, 

when the Padlei post closed, Ahiarmiut families, whose socio-economic, political, and belief 

systems had been well-rooted in seasonal rounds of caribou-hunting and lake fishing, were 

once again relocated. This time, their new home, as noted above, was located along the coast 

at Eskimo Point, the most southern most community in the District of Keewatin, now part of 

mainland Nunavut.   

  However, the Ahiarmiut were still facing serious life-and-death issues. Within a two-week 

period, 13 families experienced three violent deaths, four deaths by starvation and exposure, 

and two hospitalizations. Both coastal and inland Inuit appeared to be suffering for the same 

reasons that were exacerbated by the lack (or unpredictability) of the caribou herds, the failing 

commercial fur trade, the drop in prices at the nickel mine in Rankin Inlet that had employed 

over 70 Eskimo Point Inuit, and the high rate of mortality due to epidemics.  
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    Ignoring official federal regulations, Gely attempted to alleviate the plight of starving families 

at Ennadai Lake) by passing food along to them from the storage area located in the downstairs 

area of his workplace at the DOT station. In recognition of his generosity, Gely was given the 

name Taraami, loosely translated as “Downstairs,” a reference to the location of the DOT 

supplies. 

    Gely’s final assignment as a cook with the DOT was to a new weather station at Sachs 

Harbour (Ikaahuk) on Banks Island, located in the northern Inuvik region of the Northwest 

Territories.  Here, the Inuvialuit hunted, trapped and fished. Gely worked at Sachs Harbour 

between 1955 to 1956. 

    From the fall of 1956 through to spring of 1960, Gely resided in the south and was employed 

by several photography companies including the Isis Camera Shop in Calgary (October 16, 1956 

to January 15, 1958); Stewart’s Photo Shop, Anchorage, Alaska (January 1958 to August 1958); 

the McCurry Companies Camera Stores in Sacramento, California (September 21, 1958 to 

March 31, 1960); and Foreman’s Cameras in San Mateo, California (April 1960 to February 7, 

1962).  

    In the early 1960s, Gely accepted a museologist position with the National Museum in 

Ottawa and provided advice regarding Arctic materials and displays. This brief contract was 

followed by a return to the Arctic. From April 1963 to February 1965, he was hired as a Craft 

Supervisor and Area Administrator by the Department of Northern Affairs and Natural 

Resources (Technical Officer 4 level).  During this time, he was located at Baker Lake 

(Qamani’tuaq), Nunavut where he promoted the production of contemporary artefact replicas, 
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soapstone carving, block printing and the production of handicrafts such wall hangings and 

jewelry fashioned from ivory, bone and caribou hooves.     

    At first working out of the “old” craft centre at Baker Lake, Gely soon relocated to a vacated 

RCMP building that had once served as the first school in the community. With the assistance of 

the Department of Northern Affairs and Natural Resources, a selection of carvings was sent 

south and displayed on the occasion of the opening of the new Winnipeg International Airport 

in 1964.  Gely attended the opening as a facilitator and interpreter for Baker Lake artists,  

including Kingalik and Anarshungnark.   

    From February 1965 through to January 1966, he was employed in Ottawa as the Acting Arts 

and Crafts Supervisor for the Arctic regions. His responsibilities involved assessing future 

programs, reporting to the Minister, planning and organizing programs, and serving as a 

technical advisor. The duties required that he undertake numerous trips throughout the Arctic 

to consult with communities. In addition, he served as advisor to the Canadian Arctic Producers 

Ltd.  (CAP) that was incorporated in 1965 by a dozen producer Co-operatives and the 

Government of Canada to market Inuit arts and crafts.  

    In 1966, the Canadian government provided funding for an arts and crafts centre at Arviat 

where Gely undertook the creation of the arts program (January 1966 to May 1966). He 

continued to promote Inuit carving in southern markets, sending a number of examples 

nationally and internationally to vendors such as larger retail outlets and the Canadian Arctic 

Producers Limited.  Working closely with local carvers, sufficient carvings were produced to 

warrant the appointment of a full-time craft officer.  At this stage, George Swinton, a renowned 
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authority on Inuit art pointed out that Gely was responsible for “encouraging and stimulating 

some of the finest and most eloquent artists from the Arctic” during the last half of the 1960s 

(George Swinton, May, 1989, Eskimo Carvers of Keewatin N.W.T., catalogue for an exhibit at the 

Winnipeg International Airport sponsored by the Winnipeg Art Gallery, the Federal Department 

of Transportation and the Department of Northern Affairs and Natural Resources).   

    While working as a “roving” arts and crafts specialist from May 1966 to November 1969, Gely 

continued to advise Arctic and even southern First Nations communities.    

    In November 1969, Gely resigned from his position with the federal government and went to 

work on short-term contracts as a Technical Officer/Arts&Crafts Advisor for the federal and 

Territorial governments. He continued to encourage the development of craft centres and 

assisted a number of Inuit communities to produce carvings, prints and handicrafts including 

clothing for a southern market. This craft-centre initiative laid the foundation for future co-

operatives (Co-ops). By September 1, 1970 and through to March 31, 1971, Gely returned to 

Arviat to re-activate the arts and crafts program and to lay the groundwork for a local co-

operative. Sensitive to the cultures of Inuit artisans, he always insisted that items be 

“authentic,” his goal being to facilitate the turnover of government-sponsored projects that 

functioned at a cottage- industry level to economically-viable co-operatives operated by the 

Inuit. 

    Gely’s good reputation for community work is evidenced by the fact that he received a 

contract (effective from July 1971) to work with the staff of the Shismaref Community 

Enterprise Development Corporation in Alaska promoting Inupiat carving, primarily in 
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whalebone. In the mid-1970s, some time was also spent at Akudlik (located between the 

airport and town of Churchill) where he worked out of a Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development office as an Arts and Crafts Officer, travelling to communities 

throughout the District of Keewatin.      

    For a brief time in the 1980s, Gely spent time managing the co-op at Hall Beach (Sanirajak) 

and Clyde River (Kanngiqtugaapik). By 1984, he had settled once again in Arviat and had 

refurbished a modest 4.8 m x 6 m house. The year 1985 was particularly significant for Gely and 

the local Ahiarmiut.  Gely devoted his efforts towards sourcing funds, including a grant from the 

Canada Council Exploration Program, to document and publish a record of the visit by Elders 

and family members from Arviat to their homeland at Ennadai Lake.  The trip was an emotional 

return and revived many memories.  The journey was documented by CBC’s Fifth Estate with 

journalist Hana Gartner. In addition, Gely received a grant from the Prince of Wales Northern 

Heritage Centre in Yellowknife in exchange for a number of oil paintings depicting the return to 

Ennadai. While living in Churchill (1987-1988), he set up a darkroom where he developed many 

of his Ennadai Lake photographs.  

    With the exception of two years spent at Goose Bay, Labrador, the Gelys resided in Nova 

Scotia and then relocated to Selkirk, Manitoba (1988 to present).      

    Gely had become interested in painting while he was still living in France and was self-taught. 

He continued to follow this passion and became widely known for his portrayals of northern 

peoples and their lifeways. During the 1960s, he became so preoccupied with his work 

promoting Inuit art that by 1969, he decided to dedicate more time to his own professional art 
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career. A number of media were used including charcoal (primarily field sketches), oil on 

canvas, oil pastels, soapstone and other graphic media. The subject matter of his photographs 

provided rich material for his art.  

    Gely’s artwork was widely purchased and today can be found in private collections and 

institutions/corporations such as the Glenbow Foundation, the Imperial Oil Collection, the 

governments of Canada and the Northwest Territories, the Mendel Gallery in Saskatoon, the 

Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre in Yellowknife and the Nunavut Legislative Building in 

Iqaluit.  Eighteen of twenty paintings from the Northern Heritage Centre have been relocated 

to the Canadian Museum of Nature and are now the property of the Nunavut Government. 

Gely’s artwork has also been shown in galleries in the North and across Canada.   

    Photography was a favourite past-time for Gely, and in fact he had purchased his first camera 

for ten cents while in his teens in France.  He would base his future drawings and oil paintings 

on images that he took of people, their activities and the land.  Dr. Michael Shouldice, past 

President of Nunavut Arctic College commented that his long-time friend “was always wearing 

a camera which he called his ‘petit jou-jou’ or little toy” (interview with Michael Shouldice, 

Rankin Inlet by Kathy Knowles, July 2017, University of Manitoba Archives & Special Collections 

or UMA). The first camera that he used in the Arctic was actually purchased in Winnipeg while 

he was en route to Churchill and then to Kangiqtugaapik (Clyde River). Equipped with a used 

Leica 3F with a 50 mm lens for 35 mm film (B&W and colour), and a daylight-loading developing 

tank for B&W film that he purchased in Toronto, Gely took his first three rolls of film in the 
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Clyde River area. The films were unfortunately lost when they were sent south for 

development.  

    During the 1960s and 1970s, Gely added a number of other cameras to his inventory, 

including a Polaroid 50 Series (B&W), a Polaroid SX-70 for colour (self-processing), and a 

Rollaflex 2 ¼ x 2 ¼ reflex camera. In the 1980s, he purchased a Pentax prior to undertaking the 

Ennadai Lake project. Given the Arctic environment and lack of appropriate facilities, Gely 

became adept at developing his own film under challenging conditions. He did not have his own 

darkroom facility until he relocated to Arviat in the mid-1980s. It was there that he processed 

his Ennadai Lake photographs. He worked with photography until he sold his darkroom 

equipment in 1996.  

    In most instances, his approach to photography was not from an “artistic” perspective or a 

studio-like approach to portraits of people. As he stated: “I like to see people in their 

environment . . . most of the people I photographed in the arctic, they saw the camera but they 

never knew when and if I took the picture . . . I wanted them to be themselves” (UMA, Gabriel 

Gely fonds, A2018-025, Box 1, File 19); transcription of video-recording by Kathryn Knowles and 

Susan Howe, September 25, 2017, p. 2). Valued for their subject-matter and artistic appeal, 

Gely sold some of his photographs to publications such as The Beaver magazine. In addition, he 

documented the “Return to Ennadai Lake Project” through his photography. 

    Gely’s large collection of images span the years 1954 to 1987 and consists primarily of 

photographs primarily of people and scenes in the following communities from various periods 

of time: Arctic Bay (Ikpiarjuk), Arviat, Baker Lake (Qamani), Clyde River (Kangiqtugaapik), 
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Ennadai Lake, Gjoa Haven (Uqsuqtuuq), Grise Ford (Ausuittuq), Hall Beach (Sanirajak), Lake 

Harbour (Kimmirut), Pangnirtung, Pond Inlet (Mittimatalik), Rankin Inlet (Kangiqliniq), Repulse 

Bay (Naujaat), Sachs Harbour (Ikaahuk) and Spence Bay (Talurjuaq). In total, there are 671 

slides, approximately 2125 negatives, 125 proofs and 597 photographs in black and white and 

colour.  

Documents associated with interview recordings with Gely are also available.  More 

information on this collection can be obtained by  downloading the Archives & Special 

Collections Department at the University of Manitoba’s website at 

https://umlarchives.lib.umanitoba.ca/gabriel-gely-fonds.  

 

    I would like to thank Gabriel Gely and his wife Dorothy Myhal Gely for sharing their 

knowledge and hospitality with me. It was a unique pleasure to review some of the images with 

the elderly Gabe and to see his face light up despite failing health as his heartfelt love for the 

North and the Inuit came to the fore. As he stated in 2014, "my dream from the 40's at the 

Librarie Ste. Beuve, in Paris, has indeed been fulfilled."   

    I am also grateful for the support of Dr. Shelley Sweeney, retired Head and staff members 

Archives & Special Collections Department  at the UMA for their assistance.  

Katherine Pettipas PhD, Curator Emeritus, the Manitoba Museum, and Independent 

Researcher/Volunteer, the University of Manitoba Archives. April 23, 2020.     

https://umlarchives.lib.umanitoba.ca/gabriel-gely-fonds

