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A good way to fight the cocooning temptation 
as winter descends is to look at how Inuit 
cultures deal with frigid weather, fewer 
daylight hours and a short menu of 
entertainment options. But you don't need to 
pack a snowsuit and head for Igloolik -- the 
geographic and cultural centre of Nunavut -- 
to get the idea. Three Videos from the 
Women's Video Workshop of Igloolik opens 
tomorrow at the Surrey Art Gallery, 
alongside a group show, Inuit Sculpture Now. 
 
The isolated tundra might seem like an 
unlikely filmmaking hotbed. But the Inuit of 
Igloolik have taken to this medium as an 
extension of their oral storytelling tradition. 
Igloolik Isuma Productions was formed in 
1990 to document Inuit culture, generate 
economic development for Igloolik's 1,000 or 
so residents and to connect the community 
with others around the globe. Its films have 
already garnered worldwide acclaim: 
Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner won the Caméra 
d'or for Best First Feature Film at Cannes in 
2001, and the company's latest release, The 
Journals of Knud Rasmussen, was a hit at 
the 2006 Toronto International Film Festival 
(and is playing at the Vancity Theatre 
starting Monday). 
 
The Women's Video Workshop was initiated 
by Marie-Hélène Cousineau, a Montreal-
based videographer who moved to Igloolik 
almost 15 years ago (while pregnant) with 
her then-partner Norman Cohn, an Isuma 
founder. "I wanted to work with Inuit women 
to look at the unique issues they face in the 
changing culture of Igloolik," she says, 
including feminism, consumerism and access 
to health care. She put out a call for members 
on a radio show. The community response 
was immediate. By the end of the year, the 
collective had produced Qulliq, a short 
documentary about the traditional igloo 
hearth made from seal blubber. Aqtuqsi, 
completed in 1996, weaves digital animation 
into the Inuit legend of a nightmare that 
causes paralysis; and Ningiura, their first 
fictional film, looks at the precarious balance 
between age-old traditions and mainstream 
culture. 
 
"There's a big pool of creative talent in 
Igloolik," says Cousineau, who is now co-
directing Arnait Video Productions' first 
feature, Before Tomorrow, with key members 
Susan Avingaq and Madeline Ivalu. "It's a  

 
rich storytelling culture, so it makes sense 
that the people have taken to filmmaking. 
Telling a lively story is a necessity up there, 
not only to pass on traditions, but also for 
entertainment. So the locals took to acting 
very easily." 
 
Besides impressive thespian talent, music 
and singing are integral to these films and to 
Inuit culture. "The other day, I realized we 
don't sing enough any more in our Montreal 
kitchen," admits Cousineau, who adopted an 
Inuit child while living in the North and now 
splits her time between the big smoke and 
Igloolik. "Everyone is always singing up 
there. It's one of many things that I miss 
about that beautiful place. Life is hard, but 
the people are so amazing and open. They 
work hard, but they also know how to play." 
 
Three Videos from the Women's Video 
Workshop of Igloolik opens with a reception 
tomorrow at 1:30 p.m. and runs until March 
4, 2007, at the Surrey Art Gallery. 
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