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Abstract
Canadians have been inundated with images and ideas about the 

northern landscape which has led to the development of  sets of  

collective settler Canadian images and ideas that we use to represent 

the northern landscape. These images and ideas shape and inform 

what we think the North is and should be before we ever have any 

actual experience with the northern landscape, which poses potential 

problems for settler Canadian landscape architects working in northern 

Canada. This practicum identifies the three most common images settler 

Canadian culture uses to portray the northern landscape – North as 

Myth, North as Resource, and North as Change. It then answers three 

questions for each of  the identified images – What are the characteristics 

of  the image? What are the ideologies associated with the image? What 

are the potential problems for landscape architects in perpetuating the 

image as identified? It concludes with a proposal of  ways for settler 

Canadian landscape architects to incorporate more diverse images into 

their understanding of  North.

i



Acknowledgements
	 Thank-you to the following people for their guidance and support 

throughout my Graduate degree and this practicum: my Advisor Richard 

Perron, my committee members Alyssa Schwann and Ryan Wakshinski, 

my partner Wes Copeland, my parents Doug and Tracey Zahariuk, Jan 

and Don Copeland, and the Graduate Student Advisor Yvonne Halden. 

ii



Table of Contents
List of  Figures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Why I am Interested in the North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
	 Why This Work is Important . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 A Practicum Synopsis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 The Research Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Caveats . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Where is North? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

North as Myth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Identify an Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Outline Characteristics of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Explore Ideologies of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Propose Potential Problems with the Image for Landscape 		
		  Architects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

North as Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Identify an Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Outline Characteristics of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Explore Ideologies of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Propose Potential Problems with the Image for Landscape 		
		  Architects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

iii

v

1
3
6
9

11
15
17
21

23
25
28
40

43
51

55
57
62
70

78
83



North as Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Identify an Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Outline Characteristics of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Explore Ideologies of  the Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
	 Propose Potential Problems with the Image for Landscape 		
		  Architects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Reflection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Figure Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

	

iv

Table of Contents

87
89
92

101

106
109

111
119

121

127



List of Figures
1.1 Introduction/Images of  North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.2 Previous Work on the North/Regional Studio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.3 Previous Work on the North/Churchill Travel Study Course . . . . . 
1.4 Why the North is Interesting to Me . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.5 Example of  Increased Interest in the North/Arctic Adaptations: 		
      Nunavut at 15 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.6 Why This Work is Important . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
1.7 Images of  the North that Inundate Canadians . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.8 Practicum Synopsis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.9 Research Process/Steps One Through Four . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.10 Research Process/ Steps Five Through Seven . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
1.11 No Clear Boundaries of  North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.12 Where is North? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1.13 The North Contained in This Document . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2.1 North as Myth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.2 Example of  Interchangeable ‘North’ and ‘Wilderness’ . . . . . . . . . . 
2.3 Description of  Empty, White, Frozen Landscape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
2.4 Depictions of  Empty, White, Frozen Landscape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.5 Description of  Forested Wilderness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
2.6 Depictions of  Forested Wilderness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.7 Description of  a River in the Forested Wilderness . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.8 Description of  Hostile North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.9 Deptions of  Hostile North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.10 Description of  Spiritual North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
2.11 Depiction of  Spiritual North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

v

2
4
4
5

6
7
8
9

13
14
16
18
19

24
26
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36



2.12 Description of  Men in the North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.13 Description of  North as Female . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.14 Description of  the ‘Irrational Savage’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.15 Description of  Animals in the North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.16 Tenets of  Man vs Nature Ideology in Hostile North . . . . . . . . . . .
2.17 Tenets of  Man vs Nature Ideology in Spiritual North . . . . . . . . . .
2.18 North as Myth/Potential Problem One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
2.19 North as Myth/Consequence of  Potential Problem One . . . . . . . 
2.20 North as Myth/Another Consequence of  Potential Problem
        One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2.21 North as Myth/Potential Problem Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

3.1 North as Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.2 Exploration Maps . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.3 Township Map . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.4 Oil and Natural Gas Maps . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.5 Diefenbaker Election Speech . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.6 North as Resource Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.7 North as Resource Image Characteristics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.8 Depictions of  North as Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.9 More Depictions of  North as Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.10 Description of  North as List Focusing on Resource Type and 		
        Location . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.11 Another Description of  North as List Focusing on Resource 
        Type and Location . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.12 Description of  North to Inform About Usability for Industry . . . 

vi

37
38
39
40
41
42
44
45

46
47

56
57
58
59
60
61
62
64
65

66

67
68

List of Figures



3.13 Description of  North Using Numbers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.14 Description of  Process Related to Use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.15 Why North as Resource Exists . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.16 First Component of  Ideology Associated with North as 
       Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.17 Second Component of  Ideology Associated with North as 
       Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.18 Third Component of  Ideology Associated with North as 
       Resource . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.19 North as Resource/Potential Problem One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3.20 North as Resource/Consequence of  Potential Problem One . . . . 
3.21 North as Resource/Potential Problem Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3.22 North as Resource/Consequence of  Potential Problem Two . . . . 

4.1 North as Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.2 Melting Arctic in Commentary on Anthropogenic Climate 
      Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.3 North as Change Image . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.4 North as Change Image Characteristics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.5 Description of  Northern Landscape As Transformation . . . . . . . .
4.6 Depictions of  Melting Snow and Ice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.7 Another Description of  Northern Landscape As
      Transformation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.8 Depiction of  Transformation in Glacial Ice Shelf  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.9 Depictions of  Northern Landscape as Interconnected Physcial
      Processes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

vii

69
70
71

72

75

76
78
79
79
80

88

90
91
91
92
93

94
94

96

List of Figures



viii

4.10 Description of  Northern Landscape as Interconnected
        Physical Processes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.11 Description of  Northern Landscape Incorporating Time . . . . . . 
4.12 Depictions of  Northern Landscape Incorporating Time . . . . . . .
4.13 Description of  Consequences to Transformation With a 
        Tone of  Doom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.14 Depictions of  Animals in North as Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.15 Depictions of  North Using Circumpolar Projection . . . . . . . . . . 
4.16 Depictions of  Scientists in North as Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.17 Ambiguity in the North as Change Ideology/Scientific 
        Knowledge vs. TK and IQ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.18 Ambiguity in the North as Change Ideology/
        Transformation is Normal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
4.19 Muted Subtext/A Call to Recognition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.20 North as Change/Potential Problem One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4.21 North as Change/Consequence of  Potential Problem One . . . . 
4.22 North as Change/Potential Problem Two and Consequence 
        to Potential Problem Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

5.1 Reflection/Images of  North . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

96
97
97

98
99

100
101

102

104
105
107
107

108

112

List of Figures



Introduction



dark

silent

lifeless

barren ground

snow
 covered

intense cold

everlasting w
inter

eternal ice

settlem
ent

developm
ent

potential

liveable

resource rich

friendly

hostile

m
alevolent

dangerous

m
ystic

sublim
e

m
ajestic

replenishing

spiritual

N
ational Ideal

aw
esom

e

rom
antic

transfiguring

opportunity

accessible

sovereignty
interconnected

quanuqtuurniq (adaptive)

com
plexdiverse

lived

colonized

intim
ate

sila (environm
ent or w

isdom
)

disappearing

clim
ate change

endangered

protect

Figure 1.1: Introduction/Images of  North



Introduction  Why I am Interested in the North
	 I, like most settler Canadians who live along the southern border 

of  our country, have spent the majority of  my life indifferent to the 

people, places and landscapes that make up what we call the Canadian 

North. The Yukon and Northwest Territories were on the maps I 

studied in grade school but English place names and geographical 

locations were the limit of  my knowledge about them. The North 

existed for me as lines on a map that I knew little to nothing about 

and felt generally comfortable disregarding. That all changed when I 

read the book Canada and the Idea of  North by Sherrill E. Grace where 

she asserts that Canadians “see nordicity as our uniquely defining 

quality”1 and explores the relationship between the idea of  North and 

the construction of  the Canadian identity. Grace’s book fascinated me, 

and her insistence that Canadians have a collective identity shaped by a 

northern geography and northern environment2 intrigued and challenged 

me, because I had always identified myself  as a prairie kid and had never 

particularly thought of  myself  as northern, or Canadian for that matter. 

My identity has been shaped more by long, hot summers spent outdoors, 
3



Introduction  Interest in North

grain trucks and combines, field parties, 4-H, and the local rodeo than 

anything “northern” like cabins in the forest and wilderness adventure. 

The notion that I was missing some quality of   ‘Canadianess’ due to 

my lack of  experience with the northern landscape that supposedly so 

strongly shapes the Canadian identity just made it more interesting to me. 

In an effort to satisfy my curiosity about this elusive North Grace spoke 

of  I centered my regional studio in graduate school on complexity and 

change in the northern landscape and I took a study/travel course to 

Churchill, Manitoba. But, rather than satisfying my curiosity these forays 

into the north (both figurative and literal) have only made me want to 

know more, hence the impetus for this practicum, which seeks to delve 

further into the northern Canadian landscape in the only way I am 

currently able to – through books. 

	 In books on the North, both fiction and non-fiction, the concept 

of  the northern landscape being formative of  the Canadian identity 

became a repeated refrain.3 It is argued that generations of  Canadians 

had a constant, physical engagement with the landscape and this meant 

Picea mariana (black spruce)

Saxifraga oppositifolia (purple mountain saxifrage)

Phippsia (icegrass)

Deschampsia brevifolia (Bering hairgrass)

Salix Polaris (polar willow)

Rubus chamaemorus (cloudberry)

Figure 1.2: Previous Work on the North/
Regional Studio

Figure 1.3: Previous Work on the North/
Churchill Travel Study Course
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Introduction  Interest in North

geography and landscape played an integral role in who they were.4 

However, as we progressed through the 20th century with immigration 

making Canada a more pluralistic society with varied backgrounds and 

identities, and living in cities became the norm rather than the exception, 

the northern landscape became less formative of  Canadian identity than 

it perhaps once was.5 Yet, even though we have moved away from a 

monistic idea of  who we are as Canadians and what has shaped us, we 

cannot seem to shake monistic images of  what the northern landscape is. 

One thing my research made apparent is that there are sets of  collective 

settler Canadian images and ideas that we use to represent the northern 

landscape and these representations continue to inform, not so much 

who we think we are, but what we think the North is and should be. 

These collective images and their associated ideologies have taken shape 

over long periods of  time through the arts, science, politics, history and 

many forms of  representation and, for many of  us, these representations 

of  North are our only experience of  a landscape from which we are 

quite far removed. 

“There are sets of  collective 
settler Canadian images and 
ideas that we use to represent 
the northern landscape and these 
representations continue to inform, 
not so much who we think we are, 
but what we think the North is 
and should be.”
Figure 1.4: Why the North is Interesting 
to Me

5



Introduction  Why This Work is Important
	 In the six years that I have been a graduate student in the 

Landscape Architecture department at the University of  Manitoba I 

have seen a marked increase in interest in northern Canada both within 

the faculty and within the larger context of  design in Canada as a whole. 

Within the faculty, multiple recently published master’s practicum 

projects in both the Department of  Architecture and Department of  

Landscape Architecture have focused on locations and issues in northern 

Canada,5 individual studio projects in the Landscape Architecture 

department have also focused on northern contexts and issues, including 

my own work, in 2014 studios in the Department of  Architecture 

participated in the Arctic Adaptations: Nunavut at 15 exhibit for the 2014 

Vennice Biennale, and in the winter term of  2017 a graduate level 

regional studio in the Landscape Architecture department was centered 

on the town of  Churchill and surrounding area in northern Manitoba. 

Within the larger design community in Canada I have found two notable 

examples of  increased interest in northern Canada. The first is the entry 

for the Canadian pavilion for the Venice Biennale 2014 International 

Figure 1.5: Example of  Increased Interest 
in the North/Arctic Adaptations: Nunavut at 
15

6



Introduction  Importance of Work

Architecture Exhibition – Arctic Adaptations: Nunavut at 15. The exhibit, 

composed of  models, photographs, and soapstone carvings, was created 

by the design-research studio Lateral Office and the project attempts to 

bring awareness to an unseen modern North for a southern audience 

while exploring issues of  housing, health, education, arts, and recreation 

through architecture.6 The second is a newly created Northern Research 

Bursary Fund administered by the Landscape Architecture Canada 

Foundation (or LACF). The stated purpose of  the fund is to “promote 

interest in and advancement of  research in northern Canada, defined 

as all regions of  Canada north of  the 55th parallel” where projects must 

“increase the body of  knowledge of  landscape architecture and related 

professions as it pertains to the north; increase the visibility of  landscape 

architects in the north; and make positive changes for people of  the 

north.”7

	 When taken together, I believe these examples show a 

considerable increase in interest in the North by design professionals, 

and more importantly by landscape architects. If  landscape architects 

“If  landscape architects are 
embarking on a concerted effort 
to increase the amount of  work 
we do in the North, ... we have a 
very serious responsibility to assess 
our ideas and biases about this 
environment before we begin that 
work.”
Figure 1.6: Why This Work is Important

7



Introduction  Importance of Work

are embarking on a concerted effort to increase the amount of  work we 

do in the North, and thereby the amount of  influence we have on the 

environment and people of  the North, I believe we have a very serious 

responsibility to assess our preconceived ideas and biases about this 

environment before we begin that work. Whether we are aware of  it or 

not, as Canadians we have been inundated with images and ideas about 

the northern landscape which, without ever having any actual experience 

with that landscape, shape both our understanding of  it and the people 

who live there. When we design we may perpetuate certain images 

or ideas about the North without even realizing it. If, as landscape 

architects, we are going to be working on projects in the northern parts 

of  Canada, we need to become aware of  when and how these images 

and ideas influence the design decisions we are making as well as the 

ways they shape our perception of  reality in order to assess whether they 

are helpful or harmful to our design work.
Figure 1.7: Images of  the North that 
Inundate Canadians

8



Introduction  A Practicum Synopsis
	 What follows in this practicum is an identification of  the most 

common images settler Canadian culture uses to portray the northern 

landscape – North as Myth, North as Resource, and North as Change. I 

then answer three questions for each of  the identified images – What are 

the characteristics of  the image? What are the ideologies associated with 

the image? and What are the potential problems for landscape architects 

in perpetuating the image as identified?

	 In Chapter One I explore the North as Myth image; the dominant 

image of  the northern landscape found in literature and the arts. In this 

image North is either a hostile or spiritual wilderness that is portrayed 

as white and empty or forested and never-ending. Within this image 

men, indigenous people, the landscape, and animals become symbols 

portrayed in specific ways to discuss either human superiority to the 

natural world or our destruction of  it. 

	 In Chapter Two I discuss the image of  North as Resource, which 

is found most often within the political sphere and in history books. In 

this image the North is thought of  as a source of  economic wealth in 

1. Identify an image of  the 
northern landscape:
	 - North as Myth
	 - North as Resource
	 - North as Change

2. Outline characteristics of  the 
image. 

3. Explore ideologies associated 
with the image

4. Propose potential problems 
for landscape architects in 
perpetuating the image as 
identified.
Figure 1.8: Practicum Synopsis

9



Introduction  Practicum Synopsis

the form of  natural resources and envisioned as maps constructed with 

points and lines on a plane. The intent of  this image is to define and 

describe physical features of  the North in order to bring them into the 

realm of  human use. Western notions of  land possession and progress 

underpin this image and the development of  natural resources can be 

linked to a desire for respect and prestige both within and outside of  

Canada. 

	 In Chapter Three I explore the image of  North as Change; an 

emerging image developing within the last fifteen years. In this image 

the North is thought of  as a frozen landscape undergoing catastrophic 

melting due to anthropogenic climate change and is envisioned, 

understood, and described as interacting physical processes. Northern 

animals, especially polar bears, figure predominantly in this image as their 

survival is being challenged by these devastating changes to the landscape 

and the landscape itself  is seen both as a victim of  climate change and 

a harbinger of  the potentially devastating consequences to unmitigated 

climate change for those of  us who live in southern latitudes. Within 
10



Introduction  The Research Process

the image there is a strong tone of  impending doom and a call for 

recognition that climate change is not only having devastating ecological 

consequences but, for the inhabitants of  the North, devastating cultural 

consequences as well.

Introduction  Practicum Synopsis

	 To begin my practicum I combed through Grace’s Canada and 

the Idea of  North looking for descriptive sentences of  the North. When 

this was complete I grouped the descriptions into themes or narratives 

based on commonalities of  the descriptions and added a narrative I felt 

was missing due to the date of  publication of  her book. The narratives 

I developed at that time were Mystical North – a forbidding, frozen 

wasteland of  ice and snow out to starve, freeze, drive mad, or kill men 

who had gone North to explore and conquer the landscape; Spiritual 

North – a deeply spiritual place of  majestic beauty where men go to be 

restored or find peace, truth and salvation; Friendly North – a livable 
11
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and abundant place of  natural resources where men go to make their 

fortunes and which Canada uses to become a great and prosperous 

country; Norths – a diverse and complex place composed of  a multitude 

of  voices, distinct experiences, and various locales; Magnetic North – 

the North as understood, imaged, and created by Indigenous people 

who lived there prior to settler colonial invasion and who continue to 

live there; and the Vanishing North – a frozen, cold, and ice covered 

landscape that is quickly disappearing due to climate change and must be 

saved.

	 In conjunction with defining and categorizing possible narratives 

I also identified books that Grace used as examples in relation to the 

descriptive sentences. In this way I created a reading list for each of  the 

narratives. Once I began reading the books on my list it became clear 

that within each narrative there was a very specific image of  the northern 

landscape created by the text and artwork contained within them and I 

shifted the focus of  my work from a discussion of  the narratives to a 

discussion of  the ways the northern landscape is imaged and how these 
12
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images are used to put forth and perpetuate specific ideologies about the 

northern landscape and the human relationship to the landscape. Because 

of  the shift in focus, the labels of  previously identified narratives were 

adjusted to reflect the way the landscape is being imaged in each. At this 

time it also became apparent that I would need to narrow the scope of  

my work in order to complete it in a timely manner. Due to this, some of  

the narratives were set aside in order to concentrate on the three images I 

feel are the most common within contemporary settler Canadian culture. 

Norths and Magnetic North were dropped while Malevolent North and 

Mystical North were collapsed into North as Myth (northern landscape 

as mythical wilderness), Friendly North became North as Resource 

(northern landscape as resource), and Vanishing North became North as 

Change (northern landscape as altered landscape from climate change). 

	 The reading lists were also adjusted to reflect my new focus with 

some books being aligned under one of  the three new headings and 

others being set aside. Assessment of  the reading material was similar 

to my assessment of  Grace’s Canada and the Idea of  North. For each 

Figure 1.9: Research Process/Steps One 
Through Four

1. Developed narratives from 
Grace’s Canada and the Idea 
of  North
	 - Mystical North
	 - Spiritual North
	 - Friendly North
	 - Norths
	 - Magnetic North
	 - Vanishing North

2. Created reading lists for each 
narrative 

3. Shifted focus from narratives 
to how the northern landscape is 
imagined within the narratives

4. Streamlined scope of  work

13
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book I noted places where the landscape was described or discussed. 

I then pulled these quotes out of  the books and arranged them into 

groups based on commonalities of  their descriptive characteristics and 

assessed any visual depictions produced within the books for common 

characteristics in order to identify the general characteristics of  each 

of  the three images. Finally, I arranged any quotes that were espousing 

a specific belief  about the landscape or the human relationship to 

landscape into groups based on commonalities in order to identify 

ideologies associated with the image. The final section in each chapter – 

potential problems for landscape architects in perpetuating the image as 

identified – is my personal assessment of  how these images may affect 

the decisions or perceptions of  a settler Canadian landscape architect 

who is undertaking work in northern Canada. 

	 I would like to note that the assessment for the North as Myth 

chapter is slightly different than the other two chapters as some of  the 

books I read for this chapter are secondary sources written by literary, 

art, and cultural critics whereas the books assessed for the other two 

Figure 1.10: Research Process/Steps Five 
Through Seven

5. Assessed books on reading lists 
noting where the landscape was 
described or discussed

6. Arranged quotes into groups 
based on commonalities to identify 
characteristics and ideologies of  
each image

7. Identified ways the images may 
affect the perceptions and decisions 
of  landscape architects
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images are all primary sources. Hence, the characteristics identified in the 

North as Myth chapter are developed from the ideas of  others whereas 

the characteristics identified in the North as Resource and North as 

Change chapters are developed from my own assessment of  the books.

Introduction  Research Process

	 Before I jump in to the discussion of  the identified images there 

are a couple of  important points that need to be made. First, the images 

and associated ideologies in this practicum are my interpretation of  

how the North is portrayed in a very specific set of  books. It is likely 

that the identified images would be different if  alternative books on the 

North were included in my reading lists or if  I had also assessed movies, 

television shows, music etc. in conjunction with books.

	 Second, I recognize that the process of  identifying standardized 

images and the short length of  this work means that the discussion of  

images and their characteristics are often over simplified. Because I was 
15
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assessing such a large body of  work I strove for breadth rather than 

depth and chose to stress similarities rather than differences between 

works. However, as with anything that stresses similarity I have stripped 

reality of  complexity and nuance and many deviations from the standard 

can be found. I do not see this as a failing but rather as a recognized 

limitation which offers opportunity and potential work for both myself  

in the future or for anyone else who wishes to produce work in the same 

area. This practicum is just a beginning and I welcome people to dive 

more deeply into any one of  the images I have identified and suss out 

the nuances of  each image and its associated ideologies. Perhaps that is 

what I will do next. 

	 Finally, Grace stresses within her book that themes rarely, if  ever, 

exist as distinct narratives in one work; there are no clear boundaries.8 

In any book about the North, multiple ways of  imagining the northern 

landscape can be present. A book that emphasises climate change will 

also, necessarily, discuss issues of  resource extraction and a history book 

that emphasises resources and development may also contain ideas and 

Figure 1.11: No Clear Boundaries of  North
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“North is multiple, shifting and 
elastic; it is a process, not an 
eternal fixed goal or condition.”
– Sherrill E. Grace



Introduction  Where is North?

images more commonly found in the North as Myth image. I also do not 

believe the chapters compiled here to be a comprehensive accounting of  

all possible images and ideologies relating to the Canadian North; I left 

two images I previously identified out, and there are likely more I have 

not identified. The three images discussed here are the ones I found to 

be the most common ways of  thinking about the North within settler 

Canadian culture and therefore the most important to begin with.

Introduction  Caveats

	 One final bit of  housekeeping. Most books on the North, 

published after 1960, provide a definition of  where the author locates 

the North.  This is because the location of  North has shifted spatially 

throughout the centuries. I believe I must do the same to avoid 

confusion. North (lowercase n) is a direction. For a landscape architect 

the direction because it guides our relationship with and visualization of  

site. As direction, north is relative to a person’s location on the planet 
17
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and is a tool for locating oneself. The North (Uppercase N) on the other 

hand, is an idea or imagined place with shifting boundaries of  space 

dependent on by whom it is being used and at what point in history it is 

being used.9

Where Canadians locate the North has steadily shifted ever further west 

and north along with the boundaries of  European settlement.10 For 

early French settlers the pays d’en haut or Le Grand Nord was a relatively 

small stretch of  land running west and north from the inhabited area 

of  settlement along the eastern seaboard and St. Lawrence River.11 Its 

boundaries were the extent of  land that had been explored and they 

could scarcely imagine how much further north they had to go. For pre- 

and post-confederation politicians and businessmen of  British North 

America, the North was the land of  the Hudson’s Bay Company – the 

North West Territories and Rupert’s Land – that eventually became the 

prairie provinces.12 Their interest in the North was purely commercial 

and as such it was often only thought of  as the lower half  of  the prairie 

provinces where good arable farmland was located.13 In fact, at the time 

“The North (Uppercase N), 
... is an idea or imagined place 
with shifting boundaries or space 
depending on whom it is being 
used by and at what point in 
history it is being used.”
Figure 1.12: Where Is North?
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of  confederation neither the British nor Canadian governments even 

knew the full extent of  this northern region (the map of  the northern 

part of  Canada was not even completed until the 1920s). To the poets, 

writers and painters of  the 1920s – particularly the Group of  Seven – 

the North was firmly ensconced in the Precambrian Shield.14 And for 

contemporary Canadians, the North is located in the Yukon, Northwest 

Territories and Nunavut15 or in what is now termed the Arctic, but 

it can at times also include northern parts of  the lower provinces.16 

Interestingly, almost all of  Canada was at one point thought of  as the 

North and we often still think of  ourselves as a northern nation. 

I, like my contemporaries, tend to think of  the North as the Arctic and 

northern portions of  the lower provinces. However, I recognize that 

while the geographic location of  what we consider to be the North has 

shifted over time, images of  and ideas about the northern landscape 

have stayed fairly consistent.  It is this imagined northern landscape of  

image and idea which persists through time and place that is of  concern 

in this practicum. The imagined North found in settler Canadian culture 

“while the geographic location of  
what we consider to be the North 
has shifted over time, images of  
and ideas about the northern 
landscape have stayed fairly 
consistent. It is this imaginged 
northern landscape of  image and 
idea ... that is of  concern here.”
Figure 1.13: The North Contained in This 
Document
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is located nowhere, yet everywhere, in Canada all at once. It is located in 

our culture, our minds, our collective imaginings of  place.

Introduction  Where is North?
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North as Myth



Figure 2.1: North as Myth



We have all heard a version of  the following story – and how it ends. A 

white man travelling alone journeys North. He is seeking escape, solitude 

or adventure; he canoes, hunts, prospects, or explores. The North tests 

him with extreme cold, dangerous rivers, storms, fire, starvation and 

treacherous terrain. If  he survives these tests he will demonstrate his 

superiority over the North and his superior masculinity in general or 

alternatively, his oneness with the North. If  he returns to the South he 

will be ready to take his place in a position of  power. If  he never returns 

South but rather dies or disappears in the North, his story becomes part 

of  the ongoing myth of  the North. This is the dominant settler narrative 

on North within Canadian culture.1

	 This dominant narrative of  the North has a set of  well-known 

true stories underlying the myth: the one about Sir John Franklin and 

the crews of  the Terror and Erebus who disappeared in the northern 

mist in 1843 while searching for the Northwest Passage;  the one about 

John Hornby and his two companions who set out to live a self-sufficient 

existence on the Thelon River, but journeyed into the wilderness ill 

North as Myth  Identify an Image
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prepared and died of  starvation, leaving behind only their corpses and 

a diary detailing unimaginable suffering; the one about Tom Tomson, 

a little known Ontario painter just breaking onto the scene who 

mysteriously drowned in Algonquin Park while out canoeing on a lake 

he knew well; or the one about The Mad Trapper of  Rat River who’s 

true identity is still unknown and who, after murdering another man, led 

RCMP officers on a 45 day man hunt through the northern wilderness 

culminating in a shoot-out that left him and two officers dead. These 

stories helped shape, and are shaped by, the ongoing myth which now 

lives predominantly in literature, narrative non-fiction, and the visual 

arts. Yet, even though it lives in the world of  the imagination, of  story, it 

has far reaching effects on how we think about the North and the actual 

northern landscape. 

	 Within the writing that comprises the dominant myth, ‘the 

North’ is synonymous with ‘wilderness’ and the two words are used 

interchangeably. In a purely literary sense ‘the North’ is generally 

employed as a metonymy for wilderness – it is used in place of  

“A sense of  adventure intensified 
on the ship, I felt it among the 
passengers, many of  whom were 
much older than I was. We’d come 
to see the last great wilderness 
before it melted and before humans 
sprinted to the finish line in our 
collective race to homogenize the 
planet. Everyone on board wanted 
an adventure and now inhaled the 
palpable thrill the Far North 
blows into anyone who has longed 
for it,”
– Kathleen Winter
Figure 2.2: Example of  Interchangeable 
‘North’ and ‘Wilderness’
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wilderness, a substitute for it, as if  they are one and the same thing. The 

North is wilderness. But, a very specific idealized wilderness with a very 

specific imagery and associated meaning. The northern landscape in 

this dominant narrative is portrayed as a mythological wilderness that 

is either a white, empty space or an undisturbed boreal forest of  rock, 

pine, lake and river. These two standardized images are used to create 

two types of  environment – either a hostile North that will drive you 

mad or kill you or a pure, spiritual North that provides regeneration. In 

this chapter I will explore the characteristics of  and ideologies associated 

with the image of  a northern wilderness created by the dominant myth 

of  the North and conclude with a discussion of  problems that may arise 

for landscape architects in thinking of  the northern landscape as solely 

this image.
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	 In Canadian mythology there are two kinds of  Northern 

wilderness landscape. The first is an empty, white, frozen landscape of  

snow and ice generally associated with the high arctic. In fiction and non-

fiction books, words commonly used to describe the northern landscape 

are vast, flat, barren, empty, cold, frozen, dark, silent, overwhelming, and 

wasteland. Visual depictions of  the northern landscape reinforce these 

descriptions with common elements recurring over and over such as 

treeless, flat expanses with a distant horizon, stretches of  snow and ice 

seeming to go on forever, predominantly white and blue colour palettes, 

dark skies, often appearing stormy and frequently featuring northern 

lights, and the ice filled sea punctuated by looming distant cliffs and 

mountains.

	 The second kind of  mythological wilderness is a boreal forest 

landscape. The image of  a forested wilderness is not usually portrayed 

in descriptive words but rather as a set of  elements – trees, rocks, lakes 

and rivers – and it is assumed we already have a general idea of  their 

appearance. The trees in both text and image are usually evergreens 

North as Myth  Outline Characteristics of the Image

“But on its northern side Canada 
is set fast against the frozen 
seas of  the Pole and the 
desolate region of  barren 
rock and ice-bound island 
that is joined to the polar ocean by 
a common mantle of  snow. For 
hundreds and hundreds 
of  miles the vast fortress 
of  ice rears its battlements of  
shining glaciers. The unending 
sunshine of  the Arctic summer 
falls upon untrodden snow. 
The cold light of  the aurora 
illumines in winter an endless 
desolation.”
– Stephen Leacock
Figure 2.3: Description of  Empty, White, 
Frozen Landscape
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Figure 2.4: Depictions of  Empty, White, Frozen Landscape
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“The northern stretch in 	
    which I wander is nameless.
Between me and the North Pole 	
   there may be a few dozen people.
But I meet them rarely.
Mostly I wanter alone,
   occasionally talking to myself, 	
   making my
peace with the northern lights and 	
   the deities.
My landscape is not a peoplescape.
   I am afraid of  people.
My head is a thousand acres 	
   of  wilderness.
Behind my squinting eyes are 	
   tangled trees and rocks 	
   and streams,
and at night my imagination 	
   howls with the wolves.
To onlookers I remain impassive.”
– R. Murray Schafer

and often portrayed as being under some kind of  stress. The rocks are 

massive formations of  outcrops, cliffs, and canyons sitting on the edge 

of  a lake or river while the stately or wind-blown trees cling for life. The 

lakes on which they sit are described as expansive stretches of  open 

water, possibly dotted with rocks just breaking the surface, white capped 

and choppy, or frozen stiff.

	 The final element - wide, slow rivers - flow throughout images 

and text of  the Northern wilderness. Rivers played a huge part in the 

exploration and colonization of  North America as well as a central role 

in the early economy of  the fur trade.2 They were essentially the only way 

to travel through what was considered untouched or virgin wilderness 

and because of  this, the image of  a man, or group of  men, travelling by 

canoe down the river became a central part of  the Canadian wilderness 

myth.3 Narratives of  more recent journeys by canoe have added more 

substance to the myth with early twentieth century adventurers and 

geographers such as Robert W. Service, Ernest Thompson Seton, and the 

Tyrell Brothers using this method of  travel and writing about it. 
Figure 2.5: Description of  Forested 
Wilderness
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Figure 2.6: Depictions of  Forested Wilderness
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“A deep slow-flowing river; silent, smooth as molten 
glass; on either bank a forest, dark, shadowy and 
mysterious.
	 The face of  Nature as it was since the 
Beginning; all creation down the eons of  unmeasured 
time, brooding in ineffable calm, infinite majesty, and a 
breathless and unutterable silence.
	 So it has lain for countless ages, dreaming, 
dwelling on the memories of  untold tales no longer 
remembered, wise with the wisdom of  uncounted years 
of  waiting.
	 Overhead an eagle manoeuvres in the eye of  the 
sun, and in the shadows on the shore an otter lies asleep.
	 Far-off  in midstream appears a tiny dot, 
growing larger and larger as it approaches, and presently 
a bark canoe, yellow as an autumn leaf, and floating 
as lightly, speeds by. The sun glints sharply at regular 
intervals on paddles swung with swift and tireless 
strokes, by six brown, high-featured savages. Eagle 
feathers bob in unison, copper-hued backs bend and 
sway, driving forward the fragile craft, high of  prow and 
stern, with a leaping undulation that is the poetry of  
motion.

Figure 2.7: Description of  a River in the Forested Wilderness

	 In the centre stands a white man, bedizened with 
the remnants of  the lace and ruffles of  the courts of  
Europe. His cheeks are hollow and his frame gaunt. 
His skin is streaked with blood from the bites of  
myriad flies, but he recks not of  it; his burning gaze 
is fixed ahead: Westward, Westward, from whence the 
river flows.
	 A few minutes and the bump and swish of  
paddles become inaudible. The canoe diminishes again to 
a speck and disappears into the unknown. And the tiny 
waves of  its passing find their way to shore, and so die. 
The two wild creatures stare in idle curiosity, and return 
each to his occupation: the eagle to his undisturbed 
soaring, the otter to his interrupted sleeping: and little 
know that, for a moment, they have gazed on History.
	 And so, unostentatiously, without pomp or 
ceremony, all unknown to the teeming millions of  the 
Eastern Hemisphere, the long closed portals of  the 
Western World swing open.”
– Grey Owl
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“One by one I weeded them out,
  for all that I sought was – Men.
One by one I dismayed them,
  frighting them sore with my glooms;
One by one I betrayed them
  unto my manifold dooms.
Drowned them like rats in my rivers,
  starved them like curs on my plains,
Rotted the flesh that was left them,
  poisoned the blood in their veins;
Burst with my winter upon them,
  searing forever their sight,
Lashed them with fungus-white faces, 
  whimpering wild in the night;
Staggering blind through the storm-	
  whirl,
  stumbling mad through the snow,
Frozen stiff  in the ice pack,
  brittle and bent like a bow;
Featureless, formless, forsaken,
  scented by wolves in their flight,
Left for the wind to make music 
  through ribs that are glittering     	
  white;”

– Robert W. Service

	 In addition to the two images, two types of  wilderness 

environment have been identified – the hostile North and the spiritual 

North.  Ross King writes that “The Canadian landscape was, in history 

and legend, where people froze to death, drowned, starved, or went mad 

from isolation”4 and Canadian artists and authors have not been shy to 

pull from, use and propagate this message. In the hostile North man 

is pitted against an openly aggressive landscape described as “massive 

and unresponsive, dominating the individual,”5 a “faceless, mindless, 

unconsciousness,”6 and an “overwhelming presence”7 out to destroy 

them. The theme of  a hostile wilderness that isolates man leading to 

excessive suffering and finally death recurs over and over again8 against 

the backdrop of  a white or forested North in settler Canadian cultural 

products. 

	 In the second type of  wilderness environment – the spiritual 

North – the northern landscape is no longer a place where man 

goes to suffer and die but is instead a pure Northern wilderness man 

journeys through to find and nurture a deep connection between 
33



Figure 2.8 (opposite page): Description of  
Hostile North
Figure 2.9: Depictions of  Hostile North

34



North as Myth  Outline Characteristics

himself  and nature.9 Through this journey wilderness provides man 

freedom, regeneration, self-knowledge and salvation.10 Frye refers to 

this connection as a spiritual unity and both he and Mitcham link the 

narrative to the pastoral myth where it is believed that “returning to 

a simpler way of  life” will bring you closer to nature and open up a 

space for the spiritual connection to occur.11 In Canadian novels this 

return to a simpler way of  life often takes the form of  retreating from 

civilization to a cabin in the woods.12 However, an additional pattern can 

be identified in which the further north man goes, the more remote the 

area he retreats to, the more likely he is to attain a spiritual message or 

connection between himself  and nature.13

	 The two kinds of  wilderness image in conjunction with the two 

types of  wilderness environment are used as a way to discuss man’s 

relationship to nature and depending on what message is being delivered, 

men, the landscape, indigenous people, and animals are portrayed in 

differing but specific ways. 

	 The men of  the hostile North must be variously noble, virile, 

Figure 2.10: Description of  Spiritual North
Figure 2.11 (opposite page): Depiction of  
Spiritual North
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“My work was founded on 
a long and growing love and 
understanding of  the North, of  
being permeated with its spirit. 
I felt the strange brooding lonely 
presence of  nature fostering a new 
race, a new age, and as part of  
it, a new expression in art. It was 
an unfolding of  the heart itself  
through the effect of  environment, 
of  people, place, and time. No man 
is profound enough to explain fully 
the nature of  his own inspiration 
– he generally attributes is to a 
thousand and one extraneous 
things. To the artist, his art is 
adventure in which he seeks to 
regain unity with nature and the 
knowledge of  his own immortal 
being.”
– Lawren Harris
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strong, courageous, determined, self-reliant, competent, and usually, 

white. They are often depicted as physically healthy and superior to those 

who surround them and are usually found outdoors confronting the 

land.14 The hostile North becomes a testing ground for “real men” who, 

in order to survive, need to know how to chop wood, make a fire, paddle 

a canoe, build shelter, and hunt and kill their own food. The purpose of  

this man of  the hostile North is to conquer and control nature to prove 

their superiority over it.15 The man of  the spiritual North retains many 

of  the same qualities of  the man of  the hostile North; he must still be 

healthy, strong, and courageous and know how to “hack it in the bush.” 

The place they really differ is in their purpose for going north; the man 

of  the hostile North goes to conquer and claim; the man of  the spiritual 

North goes to seek harmony with nature and find himself.16 This 

difference in purpose means the men of  the spiritual north have some 

additional qualities such as integrity, generosity, and loyalty.17 He must 

also be willing to learn from the animals and the Indigenous people he 

encounters.	

“Down from his eyrie in the 
mountains to control the feverish 
throng on the lakes came Samuel 
Benfield Steele, the Mounted 
Police superintendent who was 
slowly gaining his reputation as 
“the Lion of  the Yukon.” 
... He was a big man of  
magnificent physique, tall, 
powerful, deep-chested, 
and massive-shouldered, 
“erect as a pine tree and 
limber as a cat,” as a 
colleague once described him.” 
– Pierre Berton
Figure 2.12: Description of  Men in the 
North
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“Nothing then but to sit out the  	
	 darkness,
The second sterile year, and wait 	
	 for spring
And pray the straits would crack
Open, and the dash begin again;
Pray you could drive the ships
Through the yielding, melting 
	 floes, drive and press on 	
	 down
Into the giant virginal strait of  	
	 Victoria.
But perhaps she might not yield,
She might not let you enter, but 	
	 might grip
And hold you crushed forever in 	
	 her stubborn loins, 
	 her horrible house,
Her white asylum in an ugly 	
	 marriage.”
– Gwendolyn MacEwen

	 While the northern landscape of  myth is made for men, it is 

portrayed as female. The landscape in the hostile North is described 

as “a cold and savage female”18 “of  dangerous allure, and staggering 

beauty, and maddening deceit.”19 Her goal is to freeze, starve, drown, 

or drive men crazy.20 Of  course, the idea of  the land as female is not 

an exclusively Canadian one, but, the image of  it as a hostile female out 

to kill you is a particularly Canadian idea.21 In the spiritual North the 

landscape is also portrayed as female but this time as mother earth – 

protective and nurturing, but firm.22 Although, as Atwood points out, the 

landscape as mother earth portrayal is very rare when compared to the 

hostile female portrayal.23 	

	 In the settler Canadian image of  North as Myth, the North 

is usually a lonely place where others are rarely encountered,24 but 

occasionally Indigenous people do appear. However, because they are 

used to help express the main characters relationship to the natural 

world, they do not appear as fully fleshed out, complex characters 

but instead as symbolic projections of  the settler Canadian psyche.25 
Figure 2.13: Description of  North as 
Female
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Indigenous people in the hostile North are represented as the human 

manifestation of  the hostility already present in nature and serve as a 

warning to settler men that this is what the hostile wilderness could 

turn them into, it is what they need to fight against and conquer.26 This 

symbolic type can be termed the “irrational savage.” In the spiritual 

North, Indigenous people are seen as the conduit through which the 

settler man will achieve the spiritual enlightenment he has journeyed 

North to attain.27 They are portrayed as living in a close, harmonious 

relationship with the natural environment which provides them with 

the deeper spiritual connection the southerner is going North to find.28 

However, they are also portrayed as simple, childlike, and primitive.29 

This symbolic type is referred to as the ‘happy savage’ or the ‘noble 

savage.’30

	 Animals in the North of  myth, like Indigenous people, are also 

symbolic projections.31 In the hostile North they are a symbol of  man 

himself  and illustrate Darwinistic beliefs about a Nature “red in tooth 

and claw” where you must kill or be killed.32 Animals in the spiritual 
Figure 2.14: Description of  the ‘Irrational 
Savage’
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“The old soldier to whom 
this order was addressed now 
prepared, with the assistance of  
his comrades, to turn the body 
upon its back when suddenly the 
air was rent with terrific yells that 
seemed to be uttered in their very 
ears, and in the next instant more 
than a hundred dark and hideous 
savages sprang simultaneously to 
their feet within the bomb-proof, 
while every tree along the skirt of  
the forest gave back the towering 
form of  a warrier. Each of  
these, in addition to his rifle, was 
armed with all those destructive 
implements of  warfare which 
render the Indians of  America 
so formidable and so terrible an 
enemy.”
– Major John Richardson
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North as Myth  Outline Characteristics

North version however, are given a place of  prominence as kin and 

teachers of  man.33

	 As I mentioned previously, the myth of  an idealized northern 

wilderness, its associated images, and their identified characteristics are 

used to discuss and convey multiple, sometimes conflicting, messages 

about the human relationship to the natural world. The two types of  

wilderness environment, the hostile North and the spiritual North, 

developed in conjunction with exploration and settlement of  the North 

American continent and are connected with different time periods within 

Canadian history and therefore differing experiences of  the natural 

world.

	 Among literary and cultural critics the expression of  a hostile 

North is attributed to early colonizers and late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century immigrants whose experience of  the Canadian 

“The dead beast, turned up
(brown fur on back and white
on the belly), lay on the roadway,
its paws extended in the air –
worn-out attitude of  prayer.

It was beautiful on the well-
travelled roadway
with its dead black lips: 
God help me,
I did not even know what it was.
I had been walking into the city 
then, early, 
with my own name in mind.”
– John Newlove
Figure 2.15: Description of  Animals in the 
North
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landscape was remarkably different from the one we have today.34 The 

reality of  most early Canadians was one of  being surrounded by a vast 

continent that was very sparsely settled, had few modern means of  

communication or transportation and one where isolation, loneliness and 

suffering were part of  the everyday experience.35 This everyday reality 

led to a collective understanding of  our geography as hostile and cultural 

products reflected this understanding.36 The image of  a hostile North 

was used to portray man’s endeavor into the North as heroic, brave, and 

noble42 and to discuss the man versus nature dichotomy. The image of  

defeat, which happens more often than not, is meant to be a symbolic 

reminder to continue to fight.37

	 Some tenets of  the man versus nature ideology in a hostile North 

are that humans are seen as separate from nature, not part of  it. This 

allows for the belief  that man is superior to nature and thereby superior 

to anything it considers a part of  nature such as animals and indigenous 

people. The belief  in human superiority to nature can also lead to the 

belief  in an inalienable right to dominate nature and take from it without 

1. Humans are seen as separate 
from nature, not a part of  it.

2. Man is superior to nature and 
thereby superior to anything it 
considers a part of  nature such as 
animals and indigenous people. 

3. Man has an inalienable right 
to dominate nature and take from 
it without consequence.
Figure 2.16: Tenets of  Man vs Nature 
Ideology in Hostile North
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consequence.38

	 The development of  a spiritual North is attributed to a shift in 

the landscape experience of  Canadians in the early twentieth century.39 

During this time, development and industrialization progressed at an 

accelerated pace and people began to realize they were destroying nature 

at a fantastic rate.40 Margaret Atwood writes “Sympathy begins to shift 

from the victorious hero to the defeated giantess, and the problem is 

no longer how to avoid being swallowed up by a cannibalistic Nature 

but how to avoid destroying her. … It [becomes] increasingly obvious 

to some writers that man is now more destructive towards Nature than 

Nature can be towards man; and, furthermore, that the destruction of  

Nature is equivalent to self-destruction on the part of  man.”41 

	 Some tenets of  the man versus nature dichotomy in a spiritual 

north are that man is connected to Nature – not necessarily a part of  it 

but rather a recognition that humanity’s existence depends on a thriving 

natural environment. Within the narrative, existence is not just about 

physical sustenance, which nature provides in the literal sense of  food 

1. Man is connected to Nature, 
but still separate from it, and 
humanity needs a thriving natural 
environment to support its 
existence.

2. Man requires both physical 
sustenance and spiritual 
sustenance from the natural world. 

3. The northern wilderness 
is a strong source of  artistic 
inspiration and journeys North a 
necessary part of  artistic genius.

4. Man has a moral obligation to 
the environment and we must be 
Natures hero or savior.
Figure 2.17: Tenets of  Man vs Nature 
Ideology in Spiritual North
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and resources, but also about the spiritual sustenance it provides. This is 

perhaps why, throughout the last century, there is a very clear emphasis 

on the northern wilderness being a strong source of  artistic inspiration 

and journeys North a necessary part of  artistic genius. The revelation 

about having a connection to nature also leads to a belief  in a moral 

obligation for man to protect what little nature is left.42 This new found 

connection and moral obligation does not mean the hero complex is 

left behind; now, rather than glory being achieved through conquering 

nature, glory is achieved through saving nature.

	 The North as Myth image of  a vast, untouched wilderness is 

pervasive throughout Canadian culture and while the image has generally 

been created by, and exists in, our art and literature, I do believe it is 

the first image that pops into our minds when we think of  the North. 

North as Myth  Propose Potential Problems with the 	  	
		          Image for Landscape Architects
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This poses many potential problems for landscape architects who have 

no prior experience of  northern Canadian landscapes or communities, 

yet are proposing to do design work in those very communities. It is 

very difficult to keep your preconceived ideas of  a place from colouring 

your experience of  it without actively trying to do so. In this section I 

will discuss how the image may affect out experiences of  the northern 

landscape, so that when landscape architects are working in the north, 

we can be actively aware of  potential issues caused by these preconceived 

images. We must learn to be appropriately critical of  our understanding 

of  our own experiences and biases, as well as how we are imaging and 

imagining the landscape throughout the design process.

	 The largest potential issue for landscape architects with the North 

as Myth image is that it presents itself  as a replica of  reality. However, it 

is important to recognize that it, like the other images I will outline, is an 

abstraction of  the actual landscape. That should be an obvious statement 

but for the North as Myth image it is not. This is because the North 

as Myth image reproduces objects or elements which occur in the real 

“the North as Myth image 
... presents itself  as a replica 
of  reality. However, it is 
important to recognize that it ... 
is an abstraction of  the actual 
landscape.”
Figure 2.18: North as Myth/Potential 
Problem One
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world and we often forget that they have been reimagined as symbols 

with an artistic purpose. This is true of  literature, painting, and even 

photography. Representations of  North that fall into the North as Myth 

category use the landscape to make a statement, to say something about 

the human condition, and they are not intended to be realistic.

	 This poses two problems for landscape architects. First, if  you 

are unable to understand the image as an abstraction you will have an 

expectation about what the northern landscape should look and be like. 

If  you are trying to make sense of  a landscape you are encountering for 

the first time, this may mean you will look for what you expect to see 

instead of  what is actually there. For example, if  you go to an Arctic site 

for the first time in winter will you be able to see anything beyond an 

empty, flat terrain shrouded in darkness? Going a step further, instead 

of  just looking for preconceived images of  North, you may try to turn 

the landscape into this preconceived image of  what it should be instead 

of  working with those you are designing for to create a more meaningful 

landscape. If  you are remediating a northern mine, will you be able to 

“if  you are unable to understand 
the [North as Myth] image as 
an abstraction you will have 
an expectation about what the 
northern landsape should look 
and be like. If  you are trying to 
make sense of  a landscape you are 
encountering for the fist time, this 
may mean you will look for what 
you expect to see instead of  what 
is actually there.”
Figure 2.19: North as Myth/Consequence 
of  Potential Problem One
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prevent yourself  from recreating your idea of  a forested wilderness?

	 Second, if  we are able to see these images as an abstraction, we 

tend to believe that what these acts of  art and literature are doing is 

bringing out some hidden, deeper meaning in the landscape. I believe 

what they are really doing is engendering the landscape with personal or 

collective meaning that people with differing cultures or backgrounds 

may, or may not, recognize or relate to. If  we are perpetuating these 

images of  landscape in our own designs, the problem then lies in the 

inability for our designs to be universally accessible. And in the case of  

the North, our settler understanding of  landscape may not particularly 

jive with the understanding of  landscape by Indigenous people who live 

in northern Canada. 

	 A final potential problem for landscape architects in utilizing the 

North as Myth image is the trap of  thinking of  the northern landscape 

as a homogenous, unending, empty wilderness – a trap that is easy to 

fall into whether your image of  the wilderness is a flat terrain of  ice and 

snow or a boreal forest. The problem arises from the general lack of  

North as Myth  Propose Potential Problems

“if  we are able to see these images 
as an abstraction, we tend to 
believe that what [they do] is bring 
out some hidden, deeper meaning 
in the landscape but ... what they 
are really doing is engendering 
the landscape with personal or 
collective meaning that people with 
differing cultures or backgrounds 
may, or may not, recognize or 
relate to.”
Figure 2.20: North as Myth/Another 
Consequence of  Potential Problem One
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humans and animals in this image of  the landscape as well as a general 

lack of  diversity in plant material and landscapes described or shown. 

There is a difference between sparsely inhabited versus empty as well 

as a difference between uncomprehendingly large versus unending, and 

within the northern landscape there are multiple eco-zones, each with 

a plethora of  varying plants and animals. In thinking of  the northern 

landscape as a homogenous, unending, empty, mythical wilderness we are 

failing to see it as a vital, active, ecosystem – one that humans are part 

of; we are failing to see it in all of  its detail and nuance; we are failing 

to see existing and potential interactions between landscape elements 

as well as how it changes through space and time. These failures will 

lead to an excess of  lost opportunity in the design work of  landscape 

architects because we cannot make use of  what we are unable to see 

and understand. It will lead to the continued capitalization on large scale 

landscape phenomena such as the northern lights or naturally occurring 

terrain changes such as rock cliff  overhangs, while ignoring small scale 

landscape phenomena such as the patterns of  lichen and moss on the 

North as Myth  Propose Potential Problems

“In thinking of  the northern 
landscape as a homogenous, 
unending, empty, mythical 
wilderness we are failing to see it 
as a vital, active, ecosystem – one 
that humans are part of; we are 
failing to see it in all of  its detail 
and nuance; we are failing to see 
existing and potential interactions 
between landscape elements as well 
as how it changes through space 
and time.”
Figure 2.21: North as Myth/Potential 
Problem Two
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tundra or the way fallen plant matter creates a spongy floor in the boreal 

forest. It also could lead to our design interventions being ornamental 

rather than functional because we are too scared to alter the ‘mythical 

wilderness’ in any way.

	 All of  this becomes more problematic in the age of  

anthropogenic climate change. Failing to see humans as part of  the 

landscape, failing to see the North as a vital, active, ecosystem, and failing 

to see the detail of  the northern landscape may mean we fail to see the 

ways that northern landscape is being drastically altered by things like 

permafrost melt and insect infestations as well as the potential impacts 

these changes will have on the inhabitants of  northern Canada. In 

addition, the idea of  the North being a vast, unending place may cause 

us to underestimate how devastating these problems really are – there is 

so much of  it, does it really matter if  we lose a little here and there?  As 

landscape architects we need to be able to put these changes into proper 

perspective and the North as Myth image hampers our ability to do so. 

The North is a very large area of  land but it is finite. Settlement is sparse 

North as Myth  Propose Potential Problems
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when compared to the southern parts of  Canada but people do live and 

thrive there. There is a lot of  snow cover in the winter hiding them but a 

diversity of  plants and animals do exist, and landscape architects do have 

a responsibility to try to understand the northern landscape as it is, not as 

we imagine it to be. 

North as Myth  Propose Potential Problems
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North as Resource  Identify an Image
	 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European powers 

were trying to amass wealth and build ever larger empires and believed 

the resources of  the New World could help them accomplish this.1 

During this time British and French explorers were sent to North 

America to exploit the fish off  its coasts and search for potential mineral 

wealth on land.2 However, when they arrived, they discovered potential 

wealth in an unexpected natural resource and ended up staying for the 

furs.3 The exploitation of  furs began in trade along the St. Lawrence 

River and the coast of  Hudson Bay but, over time, fur trading companies 

and voyageurs pushed deeper and deeper into the interior of  the 

continent, into the North, in their quest for new trading partners and 

greater profits. Animal furs were the first natural resource to be extracted 

from the North and played a dominant role in the North American 

economy for centuries.

	 During the time the fur trade dominated the economy, settlement 

and development of  other forms of  resource extraction proceeded 

slowly, if  at all, but at the turn of  the twentieth century this changed 

Figure 3.2: Exploration Maps
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when the land of  what is now the prairie provinces began to be coveted 

by those in the South. In the mid-1800’s most of  the good agricultural 

land in the province of  Canada was settled or occupied and businessmen 

viewed the prairies as space to expand settlement and a way to create 

new sources of  wealth.4 The drive for possession of  the land eventually 

led to Confederation and the creation of  the Dominion of  Canada 

in 1867. With the signing of  treaties and completion of  the Canadian 

Pacific Railway in 1885 the Northwest was opened for a massive influx 

of  immigrant settlers.5 This expansion in the North fed wealth and 

growth in the South6 and land became the resource of  the North in the 

same way furs had been in previous centuries.

	 Following the First World War precious and base metals were 

in high demand in the world economy.7 Gold had always been an 

important resource for Canada and remained so, but markets in the 

twenties expanded to include metals such as copper, lead, zinc, nickel, 

and others.8 These metals are generally located in the Canadian Shield, 

which occupies the northern latitudes of  Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Figure 3.3: Township Map
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Saskatchewan and British Columbia as well as large portions of  the 

Yukon and Northwest Territories. Exploration and development of  

Canada’s North shifted into high gear as mines, both small and large, 

went into development in places such as Sudbury, Rouyn, and Flin Flon,9 

and large scale hydro-electric power generation was undertaken in order 

to provide power to the new mines and accompanying settlements10 – a 

trend that only intensified throughout the 40’s and 50’s and 60’s.11 In 

this way, metals became the resource of  the North as furs and land were 

previously. 

	 More recently, arctic oil and natural gas discoveries in the 1940’s 

and 1960’s sparked a push for oil and gas exploration and extraction12 

as well as the construction of  transportation methods such as pipelines, 

railroads, and roads.13 Realities of  resource extraction in the North (such 

as a lack of  transportation networks) has limited how much development 

of  these original discoveries has actually happened14 yet development of  

oil and gas has been a constant discussion in the economics and politics 

of  Canada – just look at the ongoing debate around pipelines. Now, with 

North as Resource  Identify an Image

https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Canada_crude_oil_natural_gas_resources_map.jpg?x62767 https://qph.
fs.quoracdn.net/main-qimg-ee4df200ef33b25ea6916381397b17bd

Figure 3.4: Oil and Natural Gas Maps
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climate change leaving ever larger swaths of  Arctic Ocean ice free in the 

summer months, pressure to extract oil and gas resources in the arctic, 

not just from the land, but from the seabed as well, has been increasing15 

and oil and natural gas have become just the latest resource of  the 

North. 

	 In the late 1950’s John Diefenbaker ran an election campaign 

based on the idea that development of  the resources of  the North was 

the key to the prosperity of  both the region and the entire country;16 “In 

his view the vast undeveloped North held the key to Canada’s future.”17 

His campaign espoused a new ‘Northern Vision’ which saw “a new 

Canada – a Canada of  the North”18 and hinged on “Roads to Resources” 

infrastructure that would open the North to development in the same 

way Sir John A. Macdonald’s railway infrastructure opened up the North-

West.19 Diefenbaker’s message clearly resonated with Canadians as his 

party won the election with a landslide majority vote which shows just 

how deeply the idea that it is necessary to develop northern resources 

for economic prosperity is entrenched in settler Canadian culture. 

North as Resource  Identify an Image

“This national Development 
policy will create a new sense of  
National Purpose and National 
Destiny. One Canada! One 
Canada, wherein Canadians 
will have preserved to them the 
control of  their own economic 
and political destiny. Sir John A. 
Macdonald gave his life to this 
Party. He opened the West. He 
saw Canada from East to West. I 
see a new Canada – a Canada of  
the North.”
– John Diefenbaker
Figure 3.5: Diefenbaker Election Speech

60



Diefenbaker’s campaign not only capitalized on the resources of  the 

North but also saw the North, in its entirety, as an idea, as a resource to 

be exploited for political gain.

	 We have gone from 1497 to 2019 and from resources of  the 

North – fur, land, minerals, oil and gas – to North as a resource in order 

to demonstrate the extent to which the historical settler narrative of  

Canada focuses on economics and politics and is the story of  discovery, 

possession, and development of  natural resources for economic or 

political gain over and over again. This is partly due to the economic 

reality that from earliest European contact with North America to the 

present, extraction, development, and exploitation of  natural resources 

has been the primary driver of  growth, wealth, and prosperity in Canada. 

The fact that settlement has progressed in a south-east to north-west 

pattern, meaning the bulk of  available natural resources have always 

been located in the North. Within this historical narrative, the North is 

predominantly envisioned as a repository of  natural resources, which are 

a source of  great personal and national wealth.20 The North as Resource 

North as Resource  Identify an Image

“Within [Canada’s] historical 
narrative envisioning of  the 
North is predominantly as a 
repository of  natural resources 
which are a source of  great 
personal and national wealth.”

Figure 3.6: North as Resource Image
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North as Resource  Outline Characteristics of the Image

image is one of  maps, charts, lists and numbers and imaging of  the 

North is more about documenting the physical structure, extents, and 

location of  landscape components, rather than understanding how it 

feels or what it looks like. In this chapter I will discuss the characteristics 

of, ideologies associated with, and potential problems for landscape 

architects that may arise from the image of  the North that lives in our 

historical narrative – the North as a stockpile of  natural resources.

North as Resource  Identify an Image

	 The North as Resource image is not colourful or poetic, it is not 

concerned with appearance or experience of  the landscape, and it is 

rarely interested in how a landscape functions. Rather, the purpose of  

depictions and descriptions of  the landscape in the North as Resource 

image are to translate the physical landscape into facts and data with 

the intent to convey information in a simple and straightforward way. 

The goal of  the image is to turn latent landscape features such as rivers, 

“The North as Resource image 
is one of  maps, charts, lists, 
and numbers and imaging of  
the North is about documenting 
the physical structure, extents, 
and location of  landscape 
components.”
Figure 3.7: North as Resource Image 
Characteristics
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mineral deposits, or forests into usable materials.

	 Visual representations of  the northern landscape in this 

image generally fall into the category of  maps and use a standardized 

set of  symbols to accomplish the above stated goal. These visual 

representations abstract the landscape into a plan composed of  lines and 

points delineating specific features. Lines are used to represent physical 

features as diverse as coastlines, lakes and rivers, railroads and highways, 

topography and bathymetry, and extents of  ecological zones or mineral 

deposits. They can also be used to represent non-physical features 

such as political boundaries and property lines, defining boundaries of  

possession and control. Dots (or stars, or squares, or coloured blocks) 

are used to identify the specific locations of  things such as settlements, 

mines, or power plants. The maps are always accompanied by a legend to 

aid in decoding of  the symbols used to produce the image. These typical 

characteristics of  the North as Resource image hold true whether you 

are looking at maps in the journals of  early explorers, history books from 

the 1930’s or modern GIS images in government reports.

North as Resource  Outline Characteristics
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Figure 3.8: Depictions of  North as Resource
Figure 3.9 (following page): More Depictions of  North 
as Resource
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	 Verbal or written descriptions of  the northern landscape are 

similar to the visual representations in this image in that they also 

abstract the landscape into simplified representations, although in the 

form of  lists instead of  maps. Within the descriptions the information 

most often conveyed is the name of  a landscape feature, its location, 

the quantity of  said feature which can be found at that location, and 

its current monetary value if  exploited. Interestingly, descriptions that 

conform to this way of  imaging the landscape can be found in sources 

as far back as exploration journals where a tally, or list, of  animals 

seen or killed are frequently included in daily entries and often appear 

as the only description of  the landscape. This is not surprising given 

that understanding the landscape in terms of  what it can provide to us 

for our basic survival is at the core of  the North as Resource image. 

Over time, the image has expanded to include materials harvested and 

extracted for profit and prosperity, rather than basic survival.

	 When descriptions of  the landscape provide more than this basic 

information, the focus is on describing physical features of  a potential 

North as Resource  Outline Characteristics

“What are the prospects for 
mining in the Territory? The 
Yukon has a twenty-billion-
ton iron ore deposit in the 
Snake River area that may 
come into production one day. 
There are deposits of  copper 
in the White River area, 
antimony prospects in the 
Yukon-B.C. border area south 
of  Whitehorse, more lead-
zinc in the Ross River Area, 
asbestos north of  Dawson 
and lots of  alchemist’s symbols on 
the map.”
– Jim Lotz
Figure 3.10: Description of  North as List 
Focusing on Resource Type and Location
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“The prime object of  the Northern Vision was to 
foster rapid development of  the territories’ resources by 
making it easier to establish more modern industries, 
especially mines. Government efforts did help carry new 
mines into the production stage, notably the large lead-
zinc mine at Pine Point, the future Tungsten 
mine at Flat River in the Nahanni district, and a 
gold mine at Matthew Lake, 165 miles east of  
Yellowknife, none of  which went into production until 
after the fall of  the Diefenbaker government. The 
search for minerals ranged widely across the territories, 
especially when metal prices improved in the early sixties 
and the government instituted the system of  Prospectors 
Assistance Grants (1962). Gold showings were staked 
in the Conwoyto Lake and Coronation Gulf 
districts east of  Great Bear Lake, west of  Carmacks 
in the Yukon , and at Ennadai Lake in the interior 
of  Keewatin, base-metal occurrences in the 
Redstone River and Ross River areas astride the 
Yukon-Northwest Territories boundary, and iron beds 
at Snake River in Northern Yukon and at Mary 
River, inland from Eclipse Sound, Baffin Island. 
These last attracted a good deal of  public attention and 

considerable governmental planning and spending on 
local facilities, notwithstanding the negligible chance that 
they would be developed speedily, or ever. 
	 Oil and gas companies conducted large-
scale seismic and test drilling operations on 
the Eagle Plain and Peel Plateau of  Northern 
Yukon and along the lower Mackenzie. Deep 
wildcat wells were drilled northwest of  Fort 
Good Hope, at Tununuk Point and the north 
shore of  the Mackenzie delta, and three on the 
Arctic islands in 1961-62. These multi-million-
dollar activities helped bring prosperity to Inuvik, 
Fort McPherson, and Dawson as transport bases and 
employee recreational centres, and furnished lucrative 
traffic for the transport services. No commercial 
production was achieved, but the effort kept hopes alive 
that the territories would soon be transformed from 
endless drains on the national treasury into generators 
of  wealth through sales of  oil and gas lands and 
royalties.” 
– Morris Zaslow
Figure 3.11: Another Description of  North as List Focusing on 
Resource Type and Location
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resource in order to inform the reader about its usability for purposes 

of  industry. For example, the descriptions will provide the depth of  a 

river and direction of  water flow in order to discuss its suitability for 

power generation, they will provide the species and age of  trees in a 

given location in order to discuss their suitability for forestry, or they 

will provide the composition of  soil in order to discuss its suitability as 

agricultural land.

	 As can be expected with an image that relies so heavily on 

counting and listing resources, numbers are also a common feature in 

descriptions of  the landscape. Numbers are used to express how much 

there is of  a particular resource in the landscape, how much profit is, 

or potentially is, to be gained from a resource, and how progress and 

development of  said resource is affecting population increases and 

decreases.

	 A final characteristic of  the North as Resource image is the 

inclusion of  detailed descriptions of  processes related to the use of  a 

particular resource – how to do something. In older journals this may be 

North as Resource  Outline Characteristics

Figure 3.12: Description of  North to 
Inform About Usability for Industry

“Further south, the river valleys 
are well clothed with white spruce 
(the most common tree), birch, 
aspen, balsam, poplar and 
tamarack. The green forest 
cover looks attractive but a 
closer examination reveals timber 
that is of  little commercial 
value, a lot of  underbrush, 
and only thin ground cover where 
the land is not wet and swampy 
with muskeg. Apart from some 
scattered thick stands, the 
timber over most of  the Territory 
is not of  high commercial 
quality. In the valley of  the 
Upper Liard, the spruce is of  
reasonable size and might 
be suitable for a pulp and 
paper industry.”
– Jim Lotz
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“The year 1964 saw the passing of  one northern 
industry and the beginning of  a new one. In that year 
the Yukon Consolidated Gold Company went out of  
business, and the last dredge working the old Klondike 
creeks ceased operations. After seventy years it was the 
end of  large corporate gold mining in the Yukon, though 
individual miners continued to work the creeks on a 
small scale. In the same year, however, the extraction 
of  lead and zinc began on a large scale at Pine 
Point, on the south shore of  Great Slave Lake. 
Cominco began operations the next year, and in two 
years the value of  minerals produced in the NWT rose 
from $18.6 million to $115 million. In the Yukon 
a new lead-zinc mining operation was developed 
at Faro, boosting mineral production in the Yukon 
from a value of  $14.7 million in 1967 to nearly 
$230 million in 1975. Other mines and mining 
communities were established at Clinton Creek, 
west of  Dawson City, where asbestos was mined 
beginning in 1967, and near Whitehorse, where a 
large open-pit copper mine went into production in 
the same year. The dreams of  Vilhjalmur Stefansson 
and other Arctic boosters were realized when in 1970 

the discovery was announced of  huge oil and natural 
gas deposits in the Beaufort Sea, off  the 
northern coast of  the Yukon and the Mackenzie Delta 
near Tuktoyaktuk.
	 All this new economic activity, combined with a 
greatly increased government presence and a significant 
decrease in Native mortality rates brought about by 
improved nutrition and health care, led to a rapid rise 
in the population of  the North. Between 1961 and 
1966 the population of  the Northwest Territories 
rose from 23,000 to nearly 29,000, and in 
another five years to nearly 35,000. Ten years 
later, in 1981, it had reached 46,000, and in the 
mid-1990s it stood at approximately 60,000. 
The Yukon’s population rose rapidly as well, 
particularly in the latter half  of  the 1960s, when it 
grew by nearly a third, from 14,000 to 18,000; 
by 1981 it was 23,000; and by 1995 it had reached 
30,000.”
– William R. Morrisson

Figure 3.13: Description of  North Using Numbers
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North as Resource  Explore Ideologies of the Image

descriptions of  how to butcher a caribou or smoke and store fish, and 

in newer works it might manifest as descriptions of  how to extract gold 

from the earth or how an oil derrick works.

North as Resource  Outline Characteristics

 	 In the book Boundless by Kathleen Winter the author has an 

exchange with a geologist where she asks “Isn’t making a map of  

northern minerals a precursor to taking land away from Northern 

people?”21 The geologist replies, “Geologists concern themselves with 

pure knowledge. We find out what exists. Mapping is nothing but a way 

of  transferring that knowledge to the federal government, and to other 

people who might have an interest.”22 I think this is a common sentiment 

among scientists in regards to their work, but I strongly disagree with the 

geologist’s statement and argue that the North as Resource image – an 

image characterized by mapping and listing of  physical features – has 

developed out of  a desire to make use of  the land and not out of  the 
Figure 3.14: Description of  Process 
Related to Use
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“The final stage of  gold mining 
. . . was the use of  dredges. 
These were huge, expensive 
machines that floated on 
the creeks. At the front of  
each one was a large boom 
with an endless chain of  
buckets that chewed the 
creek beds to a depth of  us to 
12 metres. Inside the dredge the 
gold was extracted by a more 
sophisticated version of  the 
sluice box; then the residue 
was carried out the back 
on a conveyor belt along a boom 
that moved from side to side, 
depositing the tailings 
in the serpentine piles of  gravel 
and round stones that are still 
a notable feature of  the lower 
Klondike River valley.”
– William R. Morrisson



pursuit of  “pure knowledge”. Although I acknowledge that the drive for 

the person making the map may be the pursuit of  pure knowledge, the 

intent and funding behind early and subsequent exploration and research 

in northern Canada has always been to identify and develop natural 

resources in order to bring economic prosperity to Canada as a whole. 

The point of  the image, the reason it exists at all, is because of  a national 

need and desire to develop resources for economic gain. Unfortunately 

this endeavor comes at a severe cost to Indigenous people throughout 

Canada as the ideology that underpins it is based on racist and abhorrent 

beliefs and actions. The truth of  this statement is made evident in the 

following discussion of  the components of  the ideology that lives 

alongside the image. 

	 The three components of  the ideology are a belief  that you must 

lay claim to and own land in order to make use of  it, accompanied by 

a belief  that the Indigenous people European explorers encountered 

when they arrived in North America did not own the land which they 

occupied; a belief  that the North belongs to all of  Canada and therefore 

North as Resource  Explore Ideologies

“The point of  the image, 
the reason it exists at all, is 
because of  a national need and 
desire to develop resources for 
economic gain. Unfortunately this 
endeavor comes at a severe cost 
to Indigenous people throughout 
Canada.”
Figure 3.15: Why North as Resource Exists

71



the Canadian government, accompanied by a belief  that our future as a 

society lies in the development of  the natural resources of  the North; 

and finally a belief  that resource development, or development of  any 

kind is progress and progress is an unequivocal advance in civilization. 

	 The first component to the ideology associated with the North as 

Resource image is the belief  that you must lay sovereign claim to land in 

order to possess it and you must possess it, or have ownership of  it, in 

order to make use of  it. This belief  appears to be simple, common sense 

and innocent enough, but the process by which European monarchs 

originally came to “own” the land of  North America, and therefore the 

process by which Canada as a country came to own the land, is based 

on a set of  laws and rationalizations that are fraught with racism and call 

into question the validity of  those original claims – a question which has 

been playing out in the Canadian court system for decades. 

	 The original claims of  ownership of  the land were based on the 

Doctrine of  Discovery and the concept terra nullius.23 The Doctrine of  

Discovery was put forth by Pope Alexander VI in the Papal Bull “Inter 
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“You must lay sovereign claim to 
land in order to possess it and you 
must possess it, or have ownership 
of  it, in order to make use of  it.”
Figure 3.16: First Component of  Ideology 
Associated with North as Resource
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Caetera” issued in 1493 following Christopher Columbus’ ‘discovery’ 

of  North America. “The Bull stated that any land not inhabited by 

Christians was available to be “discovered,” claimed, and exploited 

by Christian rulers.”24 It was basically a framework which allowed 

Christian explorers to lay claim to lands that were seemingly vacant 

in the name of  their sovereign by being the first Christian empire to 

discover them.25 The concept terra nullius, which translates in English 

to “uninhabited” or “nobody’s land,” was how the European monarchs 

got around the fact that the lands they were laying claim to were actually 

inhabited.26 Europeans believed at the time that Indigenous people were 

non-Christians, had no organized government structure, and had not 

developed the land they occupied and therefore were inferior human 

beings that “could not be considered rightful owners of  their lands.”27 

The lands were therefore considered terra nullius. The British Crown 

eventually recognized some rights of  Indigenous people to the land 

they occupied in the Royal Proclamation of  1763 which stated the right 

of  Indigenous People to inhabit unsettled British lands but maintained 

North as Resource  Explore Ideologies
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they neither possessed nor had sovereignty over the land and could only 

sell it to the Crown.28 The government of  Canada eventually chose to 

enter into treaties with Indigenous people because of  this recognition 

of  their limited right to the land.29 It is worth noting, however, that the 

government only entered into these treaties as their claim to new tracts 

of  land became necessary for expansion and settlement – or put another 

way, as a desire to develop the land made the treaties necessary – and it 

is argued they were not entered into in good faith nor have they been 

properly honoured since being signed. 

	 The belief  in a need to possess land in order to make use of  it is 

so ingrained in our western system of  laws and organizational structures 

we also often fail to see that, in addition to being based on other racist 

beliefs and actions, it stands in stark contrast to Indigenous notions of  

stewardship of  the land. Lotz describes the difference in the following 

manner, “The Indians (sic) did not “own” land in the European sense; 

they took the yield of  the land, and passed on the land to others who 

came after them. By contrast the white man’s method has frequently 

North as Resource  Explore Ideologies
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been to grab the land, plunder it and leave.”30 These two competing 

ideologies will force Canadian society to adapt its laws and beliefs in 

order to move forward in reconciliation with Indigenous people. 

	 The second component to the ideology associated with the 

North as Resource image is the belief  that the North belongs to 

all of  Canada. This belief  is occasionally expressed in exactly these 

terms but more often shows itself  in the language used to claim 

the North. Within the political rhetoric identified with the North 

as Resource image there are multiple examples where the land of  

the North is referred to as “Canada’s inheritance”31 or “Canada’s 

Birthright.”32 The belief  that the North belongs to Canada contains 

a second related notion – the natural resources of  the North belong 

to all of  Canada as well. This idea is accompanied by the often 

expressed sentiment that Canada’s future lies in development of  the 

natural resources of  the North; as mentioned in the introduction 

of  this chapter, Diefenbaker ran an entire election campaign on this 

sentiment and won. This component of  the ideology does not just 
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“The North belongs to all of  
Canada which means the natural 
resources of  the North belong to 
Canada as well and Canada’s 
future lies in development of  these 
resources. ”
Figure 3.17: Second Component of  
Ideology Associated with North as 
Resource
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show itself  in language but in action as well. The federal government of  

Canada has a history of  retaining control over the natural resources of  

the North for as long as it can. While the prairie provinces of  Manitoba, 

Saskatchewan, and Alberta were created in 1870, 1905, and 1905 

respectively, ownership of  their natural resources was not granted until 

1930.33 The territories have fared much worse with the Yukon gaining 

control of  their resources in 2003 and the Northwest Territories in 

2014.34 Nunavut still does not have control over its resources, although 

they are working towards that goal.35 There are some valid economic 

and political reasons for the federal government to retain resource right 

when a province or territory originally comes into being but it is hard to 

think the belief  that the resources of  the North belong to all of  Canada 

did not play a role in the length of  time it has taken for the Territories to 

gain resource rights. 

	 The final component to the ideology associated with the 

North as Resource image is the belief  that resource development, or 

development of  any kind, is progress and progress is an unequivocal 

North as Resource  Explore Ideologies

“Resource development, or 
development of  any kind, 
is progress and progress is 
an unequivocal advance in 
civilization.”
Figure 3.18: Third Component of  
Ideology Associated with North as 
Resource
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advance in civilization. The belief  is made evident when a speaker or 

writer implies that the permanent settlement of  agricultural or industrial 

economies is preferable to nomadic cultures based in subsistence and 

hunting economies. Within the books nomadic cultures and economies 

are described as primitive and sometimes with a tone of  disgust whereas 

permanent settlement is described as a “move forward,”36 “proper 

development,”37 and “a complete civilization.”38 The belief  can be 

associated with a paternalistic attitude towards Indigenous people in 

Canada and has historically led to government policy and investment in 

northern Canada focusing on replicating a settler Canadian society based 

on resource extraction.39 Much of  this government policy in regard 

to Indigenous people has also been crafted with the express intent to 

assimilate them into a settler Canadian lifestyle of  permanent settlement 

and participation in an industrial economy, rather than trying to find 

ways to assist them in maintaining their own cultures and economies. 

Canadian society as a whole is now dealing with the consequences of  

these harmful beliefs and actions and must find a new way forward.

North as Resource  Explore Ideologies
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North as Resource  Propose Potential Problems with the 	
 			           Image for Landscape Architects

	 It is a given that landscape architects need to know and 

understand the compositions and physical realities of  the landscapes 

in which we are working. There are technical and aesthetic aspects to 

design that are served by this knowledge. It is also a given, then, that the 

North as Resource way of  imagining the northern landscape is going to 

be a part of  the work we do. There is also truth to the statement that 

northern Canada is a large source of  undeveloped natural resources 

and one can imagine landscape architects working in a northern context 

where we need to reconcile resource development and community needs. 

One goal in these contexts needs to be to not repeat mistakes of  the past 

and to accomplish this there are some potential problems in imagining 

the landscape as a resource that we need to be aware of.

	 First, mapping and naming is not a benign act; it is a form of  

knowledge and knowledge is power, even when it is not being wielded. 

As previously argued the mapping and describing of  physical features 

of  the landscape is the first step in the process of  bringing them 

“Mapping and naming is not 
a benign act; it is a form of  
knowledge and knowledge is 
power, even when it is not being 
wielded.”
Figure 3.19: North as Resource/Potential 
Problem One
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into human use and historically this type of  imaging of  the northern 

landscape has been for the express purpose of  exploitating natural 

resources for economic gain. In northern Canada there are large tracts 

of  landscape that have not been mapped in great detail. Because of  this 

fact, landscape architects may potentially be generating new knowledge 

about the landscape they are working in as opposed to gathering readily 

available information as we do in southern Canada. While this new 

knowledge is important, and probably necessary, for us to generate 

because it informs our design decisions, we must be aware that once the 

information is produced and available to others it can, and likely will, be 

used for purposes over which we have no control. This potential hazard 

can be mitigated by being cognizant of  the issue and carefully controlling 

to whom our maps or information is made available.

	 A second, and potentially more dangerous, problem landscape 

architects need to be aware of  is the pervasiveness of  the development 

is progress and progress is advancement belief  within settler Canadian 

culture. It is a value judgement we may be harbouring without realizing. 
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“Landscape architects may 
potentially be generating new 
knowledge about the landscape 
they are working in. ... Once 
the information is produced and 
available to others it can, and 
likely will, be used for purposes 
over which we have no control.”
Figure 3.20: North as Resource/
Consequence of  Potential Problem One

“The pervasiveness of  the 
development is progress and 
progress is advancement belief  
within settler Canadian culture.”
Figure 3.21: North as Resource/Potential 
Problem Two
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The belief  leads to an understanding of  permanent settlement as 

preferable to other settlement patterns, which could result in a landscape 

architect proposing a design solution that mimics assimilationist tragedies 

already enacted in the past. For example, it is easy to imagine a landscape 

architect proposing the relocation of  small northern communities 

to create larger, more centralized communities in order to maximize 

efficiencies in the delivery of  social programs like health care and 

education. What that landscape architect is failing to see is this design 

proposal would enforce a permanent settlement pattern and dislocate 

people from their current homes – a tragedy that has historically been 

forced upon northern Indigenous communities many times. What 

appears to be an obvious solution to funding and staffing shortages fails 

to take into account the social and cultural costs the communities will 

pay. 

	 As landscape architects working in a northern context we need to 

be knowledgeable about the history of  the communities we are working 

with and be prepared to adapt settler Canadian models of  settlement 

North as Resource  Propose Potential Problems

“The belief  leads to an 
understanding of  permanent 
settlement as preferable to other 
settlement patterns which could 
result in a landscape architect 
proposing a design solution that 
mimics assimilationist tragedies 
already enacted int he past.”
Figure 3.22: North as Resource/
Consequence of  Potential Problem Two
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and habitation in order to make them work for communities who live a 

lifestyle very different from the one we know. Indeed, perhaps we need 

to be prepared to completely abandon our settler Canadian models and 

imagine a new form of  settlement and habitation altogether. 

North as Resource  Propose Potential Problems
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North as Change  Identify an Image
	 British engineer Guy Callendar first suggested the increase of  

atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations over the preceding century 

were the cause of  increased global temperatures back in 19381 and 

US scientist Wallace Broeker introduced the term “global warming” 

into public discourse in 1975,2 but, it wasn’t until the mid-1990’s that 

the threat of  anthropogenic climate change became a recognizable 

part of  popular and political discourse with the publishing of  the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Second Assessment Report 

– “the first definitive statement that humans are responsible for climate 

change” – in 1995 and the signing of  The Kyoto Protocol agreement in 

1997.3 In more recent years, the signing of  the Paris Climate Agreement, 

described as “the first-ever universal, legally binging global climate deal,” 

by 195 countries in 2015,4 popular climate change documentaries such 

as Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth and An Inconvenient Sequel, Leonardo 

Dicaprio’s Before the Flood, and the award winning Chasing Ice, books such 

as This Changes Everything by Naomi Klein, Climate Wars by Gwynne Dyer, 

and The Sixth Extinction by Elizabeth Kolbert, as well as devastating 
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North as Change  Identify an Image

occurrences of  wildfires, floods, and storms have thrust the issue of  

climate change to the forefront of  popular consciousness. In Canada, 

multiple polls conducted in the last five years show that the environment 

and climate change has grown to be one of  the top five biggest concerns 

for Canadians, especially Canadians under the age of  35, and this 

concern over environment is a dramatic increase from a decade ago.5 

	 The melting arctic plays a key role in the dialogue and images of  

the popular and scientific discourse on anthropogenic climate change. 

Dramatic images and descriptions of  crumbling glaciers and melting 

sea ice are interspersed among discussions and images of  destructive 

fires, floods, and droughts that have caused massive amounts of  human 

suffering throughout the world, suggesting a link or shared victimhood 

between the two. Within the popular discourse on climate change in 

Canada this melting arctic, or the North, is seen not just as a victim of  

climate change but, in a complicated twist, as a driver of  climate change 

as well because of  the feedback loops connecting physical processes. The 

North has also become a harbinger of  the devastating consequences to 

Figure 4.2: Melting Arctic in Commentary 
on Anthropogenic Climate Change
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come for the inhabitants of  southern latitudes of  Canada if  the world 

cannot curb the current trajectory of  climate change.

	 All of  this has led to the imaging of  the Canadian North as a 

massive sheet of  snow and ice that is melting at an accelerated rate 

causing catastrophic consequences for animals and humans who 

live there and potentially for humanity on earth as a whole. Animals, 

polar bears in particular, are the face of  devastation in this northern 

environment where the landscape and its inhabitants are envisioned 

and described as interacting physical processes as opposed to objects 

or living beings. In Canada, the image also includes a call for the need 

to recognize that the North is not occupied just by polar bears, caribou, 

and whales, but is also home to people; people who are already suffering 

the consequences, both physical and cultural, of  anthropogenic climate 

change. In this chapter I will explore the characteristics of, and ideologies 

associated with the image of  North as a catastrophically melting block 

of  ice and propose potential problems that may arise for landscape 

architects in imagining the landscape in this manner.

“The Canadian North [is] a 
massive sheet of  snow and ice that 
is melting at an accelerated rate 
causing catastrophic consequences 
for animals and humans who live 
there and potentially for humanity 
on earth as a whole.”
Figure 4.3: North as Change Image

“Animals are the face of  
devastation in this northern 
landscape where the landscape and 
its inhabitants are envisioned and 
described as interacting physical 
processes.”
Figure 4.4: North as Change Image 
Characteristics
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North as Change  Outline Characteristics of the Image
	 In the North as Change image, descriptions and visual depictions 

of  landscape focus on quantifying the amount of  transformation that 

has occurred in a part of  the landscape over time. The three most 

common transformations that are visualized and described are the loss 

of  sea ice, glaciers receding, and permafrost melt. Other descriptions 

of  transformation appear, such as increased intensity and frequency 

of  storms, increased or decreased vegetation growth, and changes to 

the geographic ranges of  animal species and diseases, although the last 

three examples are not as common as the first three. The predominance 

of  descriptions of  changes in sea ice, glaciers, and permafrost in this 

image of  the North can be attributed to their causal connection to 

most other physical processes in the Arctic. Changes in sea ice, glacier, 

and permafrost extents not only affect things like precipitation, ocean 

levels, and ground stability but also, vegetation growth, animal feeding 

habits, and human hunting patterns. They are also large drivers of  Arctic 

weather and climate patterns and Arctic weather and climate patterns 

drive global weather and climate patterns. Ultimately, changes in these 
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Figure 4.5: Description of  Northern 
Landscape As Transformation

“Between 6 and 7 July 2010 the 
Jacobshaven Glacier in western 
Greenland lost a chunk of  ice 
nearly 3 square miles in size, 
significantly contributing to the 
retreat of  the glacier inland. A 
few weeks later a giant ice shelf  
three times the size of  Manhattan 
broke off  the northern tip of  
Greenland. In the summer of  
2011 I transited the Northwest 
Passage from east to west, 
something that would have been 
impossible even five years earlier. 
In Baffin Bay and Lancaster 
Sound there were lots of  icebergs, 
including a huge sheet of  ice more 
than 13 miles long that had 
likely broken off  northwestern 
Ellesmere Island. But in the 
Northwest Passage itself, there 
was not a shred of  ice.”
– Shelley Wright
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CANADA’S MARINE COASTS in a CHANGING CLIMATE 160

BOX 1 
TIDEWATER GLACIERS AND  
ICE SHELVES
Glaciers that terminate in the ocean (tidewater glaciers)  
are common in some fiords of the eastern and northern 
Canadian Arctic where high topography and high snowfall 
rates support ice caps that drain to the sea (Figure 3). 
Glacier-ice discharge to the ocean from the Queen 
Elizabeth Islands is currently ~2.6 billion tonnes/year,  
which equates to 7.5% of pan-Arctic discharge for all 
glaciers and ice caps outside of Greenland (Van Wychen  
et al., 2014). In comparison, glaciers on Baffin and Bylot 
Islands only discharge ~0.25 billion tonnes/year of ice  
to the oceans (Gardner et al., 2011).

Tidewater glaciers, through iceberg calving, can  
be responsible for a significant component of loss in 
glacial-ice volume for some ice caps in the Canadian 
High Arctic, such as the Devon Ice Cap, where they 
account for 30–40% of total losses (Burgess et al.,  
2005; Williamson et al., 2008). Recent work has also 
indicated that approximately half of the total iceberg 
discharge from the Canadian Arctic is currently fun-
neled through the Trinity-Wykeham Glacier complex, 
which flows from the Prince of Wales Icefield on eastern 
Ellesmere Island (Van Wychen et al., 2014). This means 
that changes in the discharge of just a few glaciers can 
have a dramatic impact on total iceberg discharge from 
this region. Understanding how tidewater glaciers are, 
and will be, responding to a warming climate, and the 
implications for iceberg production rates, are therefore 
key in projecting both changes in the cryosphere and in 
iceberg risk for marine transportation. Recent studies  
in the Canadian Arctic indicate that there is a strong 
relationship between increased iceberg production  
and removal of buttressing sea ice from the tidewater 
glacier terminus, whereas influences from tides and  
air temperature are minor (Herdes et al., 2012).

Another distinctive feature of the Canadian Arctic coast 
is the ice shelves of northern Ellesmere Island (Figure 3). 
These ice masses range in thickness from ~30 to 100 m, 
and are formed from a combination of very old landfast 
sea ice, glacier inflow and local snow accumulation. At 
the start of the 20th century, they totalled >9000 km2 in 
area and stretched in a continuous body across north-
ern Ellesmere Island, but today they are restricted to a 
few protected fiords and total ~500 km2 in area (Cop-
land et al., in press). Although they constitute only a 
very small component of the Arctic coastline, they are 
unique in the northern hemisphere and are quickly 

vanishing, due to rapidly warming air temperatures and 
increased open-water conditions that make them 
vulnerable to break-up (Figure 3; Copland et al., 2007; 
White et al., 2015). Since 2005, three of six ice shelves 
have completely broken up and the total area of the ice 
shelves has been reduced to almost half (Copland et 
al., 2007; Mueller et al., 2008; White et al., 2015).

FIGURE 3: Changes in the extent of the Petersen Ice Shelf, 
Ellesmere Island, between a) an aerial photograph from August 13, 
1959 (photo A16724-63); b) ASTER satellite imagery from July 7  
and 11, 2014; and c) an oblique photograph from July 13, 2014. 
Dashed red line marks the boundary between the ice shelf and sea 
ice. The area of the ice shelf was 48.40 km2 in 1959 and 19.32 km2 in 
2012 (White et al., 2015; little area change has occurred since 2012). 
The images also show an example of a tidewater glacier (labelled 
glacier) that flows into the ice shelf along its northern margin. 
Figure courtesy of L. Copland.
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“Even now, hundreds of  thousands of  tons of  plant-, animal-, and 
microorganism-based carbon are washed into the sea along every mile of  
eroding coastline each year. These materials had previously been sealed 
in the permafrost. ...
	 Benjamin Jones of  the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) recently 
found that a stretch of  coastline he had been monitoring in Alaska had 
retreated an average of  22.3 feet per year between 1955 and 1979. 
Over the next twenty-three years, that rate increased by 28 percent. The 
low-lying coastline of  Alaska that Jones was studying was losing 44.6 
feet of  land per year between 2002 and 2007 and 82 feet between 
2008 and 2009.
	 The effect of  this loss is exacerbated by rapid permafrost 
thawing occurring farther upstream along big Arctic rivers such as 
the Yukon and Mackenzie. Steve Kokelj and his colleagues have 
documented monumental slumpings of  riverbanks in the Peel River 
that flows from the Yukon into the Northwest Territories into the 
Mackenzie. The collapse of  these shorelines changes both the chemistry 
of  the rivers and shoreline soils in a way that may be lethal to fish 
and favorable for invasive plants species that are migrating north and 
overtaking some tundra ecosystems.”
– Esward Struzik
Figure 4.6 (opposite page): Depictions of  Melting Snow and Ice

Figure 4.7 (above): Another Description of  Northern Landscape as Transformation 

Figure 4.8 (right): Depiction of  Transformation in Glacial Ice Shelf



three components of  the landscape affect every other physical process 

in the Arctic and eventually, the globe. These three transformations have 

been studied more extensively by scientists than all of  the others causing 

them to dominate the image of  North as Change. Their predominance in 

the imagery of  documentaries and news stories may also have to do with 

their shock value in illustrating for Canadians, and the world, just how 

quickly changes to the Arctic environment are taking place.  It is much 

easier and more impactful to visualize the melting of  a glacier than it is 

warming ocean currents or population dynamics of  a caribou herd. 

	 In addition to a focus on transformation, North as Change, 

as opposed to describing the landscape in terms of  its appearance 

or composition, as the other two images do, tries to understand and 

explain the landscape as a series of  interconnected physical processes. 

Visual and textual representations of  the landscape focus both on 

processes themselves and on the connections between processes. These 

representations demonstrate that the connections between processes 

are a pattern of  feedback loops following a non-linear path. Due in part 

North as Change  Outline Characteristics
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Figure 4.10(opposite pate right): 
Description of  Northern Landscape as 
Interconnected Physical Processes

Figure 4.9 (opposite page left): 
Depictions of  Northern Landscape as 
Interconnected Physical Processes
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3.7 SYNTHESIS

The impact of human-caused stressors, including climate 
change, on Canada’s biodiversity is evident. Changes include 
the loss of old-growth forests, changes in river flows at critical 
times of the year, loss of wildlife habitat in agricultural 
landscapes, declines in some bird populations, increases in 
wildfire, significant shifts in marine, freshwater, and terrestrial 
food webs, and the increasing occurrence of some 
contaminants in wildlife (Federal, Provincial and Territorial 
Governments of Canada, 2010). Responses of species and 
ecosystems to climate change interact in complex ways such 
that an impact on one component can have cascading effects 
on others (Figure 6), leading in some cases to the 
transformation to new interspecific relationships, and to 
ecosystems with new characteristics (e.g. Gray, 2005). Climate 
change poses an additional stress on ecosystems and species 
that may already be reaching critical thresholds, such as fish 
populations recovering after the removal of fishing pressure, 
bird populations dropping sharply due to declines in the area 
and condition of grasslands, and forest-dwelling caribou at risk 
from fragmented forests (Federal, Provincial and Territorial 
Governments of Canada, 2010). The dramatic loss of sea ice in 
the Arctic has many current ecosystem impacts and is expected 
to trigger declines in ice-associated species such as polar bears 
(see Case Study 2). Important uncertainties and knowledge 
gaps remain, especially concerning the risks to vulnerable 
species and ecosystem types. 

FIGURE 6:  Illustration of the complex interactions among documented 
or projected responses of species and ecosystem processes 
to climate change. Such complexities make the outcome 
for any given species difficult to predict. Examples are 
provided throughout Section 3.

4. ADAPTATION AND THE ROLE OF PROTECTED AREAS

The conservation science literature contains a range of 
adaptation recommendations designed to reduce the 
effects of climate change on biodiversity (Figure 7; Heller 
and Zavaleta, 2009; Glick et al., 2011; Poiani et al., 2011; 
Oliver et al., 2012; Hounsell, 2012). These include improved 
institutional coordination, inclusion of spatial and temporal 
perspectives, and integrated coordination of climate 
change scenarios into planning and action related to 
ecosystem management. Natural responses of ecosystems 
to changes resulting from new environmental situations, 
called “autonomous adjustments” (SCBD, 2009) are generally 
considered insufficient to halt the loss of biodiversity and 
the ecosystem services it provides for people (Andrade Pérez 
et al., 2010). Planned adaptation aimed at maintaining or 
restoring biodiversity and ecosystem services, and thereby 
also helping people adapt to climate change, are becoming 
increasingly common worldwide (Andrade Pérez et al. 2010). 
Ecosystem-based adaptation (SCBD, 2009; Colls et al., 2009) 

focuses on building the resilience of local communities 
to climate change through ecosystem management that 
emphasizes the protection of biodiversity, restoration of 
ecosystem functions and the sustainable use of resources. 
Resilience refers to the capacity of an ecosystem and/or 
its cultural, social, and economic sub-systems to absorb or 
otherwise cope with change. 

Conservation networks, with parks and other types of protected 
areas at their core, are key components of resilient socio-
ecological systems because they protect ecosystem structure 
and function and provide connected habitats that offer the 
opportunity for organisms to respond to changing conditions. 
Protected area legislation provides the mechanisms to support 
“at-risk” species recovery, and protect cultural and social values 
(Fischer et al., 2009; Hounsell, 2012). Protected ecosystems 
provide important sites for research and monitoring (as 
relatively undisturbed benchmarks for measuring change, for 
example), as well as for engaging visitors and building public 
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FIGURE 24:  Schematic side view of prominent observed climate changes in the ocean. The legend identifies the direction of the changes. 
The “total” sea level rise is referred to as the “absolute” sea level rise, and the CaCO3 (calcium carbonate) “horizon” as the “saturation 
depth” in the text (Source: Bindoff et al., 2007).

5.1.1 PACIFIC COAST

Long-term warming trends of about 0.1°C per decade 
are present in coastal ocean temperature observations 
taken at British Columbia lighthouses over the past  
75 years, and in offshore upper-ocean (10 to 50 m 
below surface) observations on Line P3 in the 
Northeast Pacific over the past 55 years (Figure 25; 
Irvine and Crawford, 2012). Upper-ocean temperatures 
off British Columbia show strong natural variability 
associated with El Niño, La Niña and the PDO. In 
particular, temperatures in recent years have been 
cooler than in the previous two decades due to a 
Pacific-wide weather pattern associated with La Niña 
conditions in these years. Subsurface (100 to 150 m) 
waters on Line P show a weaker warming trend 
(~0.05oC per decade) and a decadal-scale variation 
resembling that in the upper-ocean waters. These 
warming trends are qualitatively consistent with global 
analyses of sea surface (Yasunaka and Hanawa, 2011) 
and subsurface (Bindoff et al., 2007) temperature 
datasets that indicate an overall ocean warming trend 
in the Northeast Pacific over the past century.

3  Line P is a Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) monitoring line of 26 oceanographic stations extending about 1400 km offshore from the southwest coast of Vancouver Island to the former 
position of Ocean Weather Station (OWS) Papa in the Gulf of Alaska (Crawford et al. 2007; Figure 25b).

FIGURE 25:  a) Annual-mean indices of ocean temperature in the Pacific Ocean 
off British Columbia, from DFO monitoring programs reported in 
Irvine and Crawford (2012). The Lighthouses index is the average of 
surface temperature measured daily at Amphitrite Point, Entrance 
Island and Kains Island (Chandler, 2012), while the Line P indices are 
based on Figure 12 of Robert et al. (2012). The trends (0.1, 0.09 and 
0.05oC per decade, respectively, for the three time series), are  
all significantly different from zero at the 95% confidence level.  
b) Location map for Pacific Ocean observation sites.
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“Multiple climate change effects 
will not only interact but will also 
do so in a way that may amplify 
their impact on all the other 
factors. ... As the atmosphere 
and ocean warms, the release of  
greenhouse gases will increase ... 
As dark blue oceans and brown 
landscapes absorb more of  the 
sun’s rays as heat, less energy 
is bounced harmlessly out of  
the atmosphere. The albedo, or 
reflective, effect of  white ice and 
snow decreases, and more heat is 
trapped in the lower atmosphere. 
Methane (natural gas) that has 
been trapped in the tundra ... [is] 
beginning to seep into the air and 
ocean ... the more heat, the more 
melting; the more melting, the 
more heat.”
– Shelley Wright
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observations needed for comprehensive evaluation of the 
models (Callaghan et al., 2011b). Widespread decreases in the 
duration of snow cover are projected across the Northern 
Hemisphere (Figure 16; Raisanen, 2008; Brown and Mote, 
2009) with the largest changes in maritime mountain regions, 
such as the west coast of North America. This is related to the 
high sensitivity of winter precipitation in these regions to 
small changes in temperature (Brown and Mote, 2009). 
Climate models also project increases in maximum snow 
accumulation over northern high latitudes in response to 
projected increases in cold season precipitation. 

FIGURE 16:  Projected percent changes in mean annual snow 
cover duration (SCD) between 1970-1999 and 
2070-2099 for North America, using the IPCC SRES A2 
emission scenario, for the eight global climate models 
used by Brown and Mote (2009, Fig. 10) (Source: Ross 
Brown, Climate Research Division).

3.3 GLACIERS

Many glaciers can be considered remnants from the last 
Ice Age that ended ca. 10 000 years ago, and as such have 
been in slow (and not necessarily continuous) retreat from 
their maximum positions for millennia. However, glaciers can 
also undergo quite rapid changes in response to changes 
in temperature and precipitation. The accelerated shrinkage 
of glaciers evident in many locations during the late 20th 
century has likely occurred in response to warming over 
this time period (Lemke et al., 2007). Glacier mass balance 
(the difference between the gain in mass from snow and ice 
accumulation and the loss of mass from melting and iceberg 
calving) is a sensitive indicator of climate change and tracks 
changes in glaciers over time scales of years to decades. 

Glaciers in Canada are found primarily in two locations: the 
mountains of the western Cordillera, stretching from the 
Yukon to southern British Columbia and Alberta; and along 
the eastern margin of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago in 
the High Arctic. Glaciers from both regions show statistically 
significant declines in mass over the decades since ~1960 
(Figure 17; WGMS, 2011). Multi-decadal time series show that 

changes have been larger for glaciers in the Western Cordillera 
region (Peyto, Place and Helm sites) than for those in the High 
Arctic (Devon NW, Meighton and White sites) (Figure 17). 
Cordilleran glaciers are generally exhibiting strongly negative 
mass balances (net losses in mass) and shrinking rapidly 
to the smallest extents in several millennia (Demuth et al., 
2008). For example, assessment of multi-decadal changes in 
Yukon glaciers estimated that 22% of the surface area of these 
glaciers has been lost over the 50-year period since 1957-58 
(Barrand and Sharp, 2010). Glaciers in British Columbia and 
Alberta have lost about 11% and 25% of their surface areas 
respectively, over the period 1985-2005 (Bolch et al., 2010).

In the High Arctic, glaciers are thicker and larger in area and 
thus respond more slowly to regional changes in climate. 
While these glaciers have exhibited more modest losses of 
mass compared to Cordilleran glaciers, significant negative 
mass balances are evident from the early 1960s into the first 
decade of the 21st century (Figure 17; Statistics Canada, 2010; 
WGMS, 2011). The rate of mass loss for glaciers throughout 
the High Arctic has increased sharply since 2005, in direct 
response to warm regional summer temperatures (Gardner et 
al., 2011; Sharp et al., 2011a). The mean rate of mass loss from 
four monitored glaciers in the Queen Elizabeth Islands 
between 2005-2009 was nearly 5 times greater than the ~40 
year average over the period 1963-2004 (Sharp et al., 2011a). 
The recent series of warm summers in Arctic Canada has also 
been associated with major break-up events for the ice 
shelves that fringe northern Ellesmere Island (Copland et al., 
2007; Sharp et al., 2011b; Pope et al., 2012).

FIGURE 17:  Cumulative net glacier mass balance patterns since 
observations first began over reference observing 
sites in the Canadian High Arctic (Devon and Meighen 
Ice Caps, and White Glacier*), the Canadian Rocky 
Mountains (Peyto Glacier) and the Cascade and 
Southern Coast Mountains (Place and Helm Glaciers). 
Values represent thickness change averaged over the 
glacier area (in mm water equivalent x 103). Inset: The 
location of each site in Panel A. *White Glacier data 
courtesy of Trent University (Source: Natural Resources 
Canada, Geological Survey of Canada).
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FIGURE 12:  Projected seasonal changes in precipitation across Canada for the middle and end of the 21st century under 
various SRES scenarios. Changes are expressed relative to average values between 1961-1990. Row 1 (A-D) 
is scenario B1 mid-century, row 2 (E-H) is B1 towards the end of the century, row 3 (I-L) is A2 mid-century, 
and row 4 (M-P) is A2 towards the end of the century.  Column 1 (A, E, I, M) is Spring, Column 2 (B, F, J, N) is 
Summer, Column 3 (C, G, K, O) is Autumn, Column 4 (D,H, L, P) is Winter (Source: Canadian Centre for Climate 
Modeling and Analysis).
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“Holdworth first proposed the idea of  extracting an ice 
core form Mount Logan in 1974. … he’s clearly most 
proud of  the 338-foot-long (103 m long) core that was 
extracted in 1980-81. The data provided him and other 
scientists with insights into climate change that were 
significant enough to be published in Nature, arguably 
the most respected scientific journal in the world. ...	
	 “The oxygen isotopes in undisturbed snowfall 
layers stored annually in that core provided them with 
a climate record that dates back to 1736. Those layers 
at the bottom half  of  the core showed that for the first 
150 years, the amount of  annual snowfall was almost 
static year after year. But around the time the Little Ice 
Age ended in 1850 to 1870, they could see clear signs 
that snowfalls were increasing, presumably because the 
atmosphere had warmed. That increase in snowfall was 
even more dramatic in the later years. Between 1948 
and 2000, the rate of  snowfall increase was four times 
compared to the levels that fell 1851-2000.”
– Ed Struzik and Gerald Holdsworth

Figure 4.12 (right): Depictions of  Northern Landscape Incorporating 
Time

Figure 4.11 (above): Description of  Northern Landscape Incorporating 
Time



to the landscape being thought of  as a series of  processes and in part 

to the focus of  this image being on transformations in those processes, 

time also becomes an important factor in all North as Change images 

and descriptions. Time is difficult to represent in static images so time 

lapse photography and graphs are a common feature of  this image. In 

some ways these representations of  landscape stand in contrast to the 

dominant image in North as Change of  a frozen, homogenous landscape 

that is melting as they illustrate the complexity of  the Arctic landscape, 

but, in other ways they support the dominant image as they continually 

focus on components of  the landscape that are freezing and melting 

such as glaciers and permafrost.

	 Another characteristic of  this image is that descriptions of  

transformation and processes in the landscape are usually followed by an 

outline of  the consequences of  these changes for animals and humans. 

In these descriptions, emphasis is placed on the impending consequences 

for wildlife while the consequences outlined for humans usually focus on 

the impending consequences for human inhabitants of  more southerly 

North as Change  Outline Characteristics
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“What affects one affects us all. 
The Arctic, is the cooling system, 
... for the entire planet. As its ice 
and snow disappear, the globe’s 
temperatures rise faster and erratic 
weather becomes more frequent. 
This results in drought, floods, 
tornadoes and more intense 
hurricanes. Sea levels around 
the world rise, and small islands 
from the Caribbean to Florida 
to the South China Sea slip 
into the ocean. From the farmers 
in Australia to the fisherman 
in the Gulf  of  Mexico or the 
homeowners of  New Orleans, the 
devastation escalates. The future 
of  Inuit is the future of  the rest 
of  the world – our home is a 
barometer for what is happening 
to our entire planet.”
– Sheila Watt-Cloutier
Figure 4.13: Description of  Consequences 
to Transformation With a Tone of  Doom



latitudes. The emphasis on concern for how anthropogenic climate 

change will affect animals in the Arctic is accompanied by an increase in 

their appearance in settler Canadian visual representations of  the North. 

This is especially true of  the polar bear which has become the face of  

climate change in the Arctic to settler Canadians and the world. In his 

book Future Arctic: Field Notes from a World on the Edge Edward Struzik 

writes “If  anything about the meltdown of  the Arctic mattered to the 

rest of  the planet, it was the fate of  this animal.”6

	 In most descriptions of  the North as Change landscape there 

can also be found a tone of  impending doom. Changes in the landscape 

are frequently described as having, or potentially having, catastrophic 

consequences. The tone of  impending doom can be attributed to the 

fact that most of  the books in the North as Change image are written as 

a warning to Canadians and people in other western societies to change 

their behavior and do it quickly in order to prevent their own demise. 

	 The language used to locate the North in the North as Change 

image is also quite different from the other images. In this image the 

North as Change  Outline Characteristics

Figure 4.14: Depictions of  Animals in 
North as Change
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term Arctic is used as often, or more frequently, than the term North. 

The change in language indicates that the northern landscape is no 

longer thought of  as Canada’s North but as an environment that crosses 

political boundaries. This recognition of  northern Canada as part of  a 

larger, connected environment along with practical constraints of  old 

mapping techniques which do not allow for visualization of  the Arctic 

as a connected environment have also led to a change in visualization of  

North. Most mapping of  the Arctic landscape in this image has shifted 

from a Mercator projection to a circumpolar projection. The circumpolar 

projection displays the arctic in its entirety without distortion which 

makes visualization of  changes in sea ice extents or vegetation cover 

much clearer.

	 A final characteristic identified in this image of  North is a 

tendency to glorify scientists studying the northern landscape. The study 

of  physical processes is generally the domain of  scientists and as such it 

is expected they would figure prominently in the stories and descriptions 

of  the North as Change image, and they do. But, in addition to this, 

North as Change  Outline Characteristics

Figure 4.15: Depictions of  North Using 
Circumpolar Projection
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an unsettling characteristic in the visual depictions of  these scientists 

was found. Most images of  scientists in the field bear an uncanny 

resemblance to images of  people in the empty, white North in North as 

Myth. The scientist stands diligently undertaking their work surrounded 

by a vast, frozen, and empty landscape, replacing the explorer/settler/

traveller in the image of  North. The only difference is that instead of  

trying to conquer the North the scientists are trying to understand it – 

but they are still the hero of  the story. It seems dominant narratives are 

hard to alter.

North as Change  Outline Characteristics

	 Unlike the North as Myth and North as Resource images, the 

North as Change image does not have an easily identifiable set of  beliefs 

or ideology associated with it. This is potentially attributable to the fact 

that, finally, Indigenous voices are being incorporated into the narrative 

and image of  North. They are still not the dominant voice but they 

North as Change  Explore Ideologies of the Image

Figure 4.16: Depictions of  Scientists in 
North as Change
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are starting to make themselves heard and their perspective and beliefs 

sometimes contravene the settler Canadian viewpoint being espoused. 

This leads to ambiguity in the belief  system being projected by the image 

as a whole, which is perhaps a good thing. 

	 Nowhere is this demonstrated more clearly than in discussions 

about scientific knowledge versus traditional knowledge (TK) or Inuit 

Qaukimajatuqangit (IQ).  Within the books assessed for this chapter 

there are examples of  clear valuing of  scientific knowledge over TK 

and IQ, examples of  recognizing the value of  TK and IQ when used 

in conjunction with scientific knowledge, and examples where TK and 

IQ are considered equal to scientific knowledge and arguments for their 

inclusion in decision making processes are made. There is no clearly 

defined ideology with the image but rather an aspect of  the image where 

competing ideologies are in conflict. 

	 One real world scenario where the conflict between these 

competing perspectives is playing out and where the North as Change 

image plays a significant role is in the ongoing controversy between 

North as Change  Explore Ideologies

“The North as Change image 
does not have an easily identifiable 
set of  beliefs or ideology associated 
with it. ... [there is ambiguity in 
the belief  system being projected 
by the image as a whole ... 
Nowhere is this demonstrated 
more clearly than in discussions 
about scientific knowledge versus 
traditional knowledge or Inuit 
Qaukimajatuqangit.”
Figure 4.17: Ambiguity in the North as 
Change Ideology/Scientific Knowledge vs. 
TK and IQ
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scientists, conservationists, and Inuit people over management of  polar 

bear populations in northern Canada. Scientific research shows that 

some polar bear populations are currently increasing and some declining 

but overall paints a bleak picture for their survival in a melting Arctic7 

and one suggested stressor that exacerbates the problem is the Inuit 

harvest of  polar bears. However, the polar bear, as a source of  food, 

clothing and a livelihood, is in a place of  prominence in Inuit lives and 

culture8 and many Inuit do not believe what the scientists are saying 

because their experience tells them the population is actually increasing.9 

In many cases they do not want to reduce the amount of  polar bears 

they harvest.10 The Inuit have a say over the polar bear quotas, but 

ultimately the decision lies with the federal government who have so far 

sided with the Inuit. One has to wonder who will ultimately win out in 

the battle over public opinion given the polar bears cult-like status in the 

North as Change image.

	 A second belief  associated with the North as Change image 

where ambiguity can be found is the belief  that transformation or 

North as Change  Explore Ideologies
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change in the landscape is a normal and valuable factor in a functioning 

landscape – a landscape is composed of  processes, after all. However, 

in the North as Change image this belief  comes with a caveat; 

increased anthropogenic carbon dioxide emissions have accelerated 

transformations in the northern landscape to such a degree that the 

ability to adapt for animals that inhabit this landscape becomes difficult, 

if  not impossible, and mass extinctions a real possibility. The belief  that 

transformation is normal still exists but that must be reconciled with the 

knowledge that the rate at which it is currently happening because of  

anthropogenic climate change, is not normal. This is perhaps where the 

tone of  doom in the image comes from; it is not a fear of  change, it is a 

fear of  the pace of  change and what that potentially means for humanity. 

If  the animals are unable to survive the projected rate of  change, will 

humans be able to adapt and survive it? Within the alarmist dialogue on 

climate change it is common to hear the comment that climate change 

may mean the end of  the world. What is really meant by this comment, 

and what we are really fearful of, is that it may mean the end of  humanity 

North as Change  Explore Ideologies

“transformation or change in 
the landscape is a normal and 
valuable factor in a functioning 
landscape ... However, that must 
be reconciled with the knowledge 
that the rate at which it is 
currently happening because of  
anthropogenic climate change, is 
not normal.”
Figure 4.18: Ambiguity in the North 
as Change Ideology/Transformation is 
Normal
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– the world will survive, we may not. One would think this fear would 

drive people to change their behaviour in order to curb anthropogenic 

climate change and it is exactly this fear the North as Change image is 

playing on.  

	 One final belief  that is not controversial, but rather a muted 

subtext in this image of  North is a belief  in the need to conserve Inuit 

culture along with the need to stop climate change and it is as much a 

call to recognition for settler Canadians as it is a belief  held by Inuit 

people. There are two parts to this call to recognition and the first is 

to acknowledge the North – the Arctic – is not just populated by polar 

bears and caribou but also by people who are just as much a part of  

the ecology of  the northern landscape as animals are. The second is to 

acknowledge that climate change is not only causing ecological change 

but cultural change for the Inuit as well, and this is potentially more 

damaging than the ecological changes. The Inuit way of  life is intimately 

intertwined with the Arctic landscape they live in and the changes in 

sea ice, snow cover, permafrost and other conditions are affecting their 

North as Change  Explore Ideologies

“a muted subtext in [North 
as Change] ... is a call to 
acknowledge the North is 
populated by people and climate 
change is not only causing 
ecological change but cultural 
change for the Inuit as well.”
Figure 4.19: Muted Subtext/A Call to 
Recognition
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ability to hunt traditional food sources and live off  the land. Comments 

about the Inuit loss of  connection to the land because of  climate change 

were frequent and demonstrate how serious this problem is for them, 

and this is on top of  the social, economic, and health issues the Inuit 

already face from the ongoing trauma of  colonization and residential 

schools. Amazingly, there is also a very strong belief  in their own ability 

to adapt to the ongoing changes in their northern home. They have done 

it before and they will do it again.

North as Change  Explore Ideologies

	 It was difficult for me to assess the North as Change image and 

discern potential problems for landscape architects in imagining the 

landscape in this way because I am drawn to this way of  thinking about 

landscape myself. I believe it is true that many practicing landscape 

architects envision the landscape as interconnected processes that 

change over time; just think about current catch words in the profession 

North as Change  Propose Potential Problems with the 	
 			     Image for Landscape Architects

106



North as Change  Propose Potential Problems

– Anthropocene, adaptation, and emergence. However, there are two 

potential issues with the North as Change image which we should be 

aware of. First, this image focuses primarily on physical processes when 

other kinds of  processes also play a role in landscape change and second, 

there is potential for settler landscape architects to favour scientific 

knowledge over other forms of  knowledge which may damage their 

working relationship with people in northern Canada.

	 In the ideologies section of  this chapter I discussed the conflict 

and ambiguity within the image over the value of  scientific knowledge 

versus traditional knowledge (TK) or Inuit Qaukimajatuqangit (IQ). The 

potential for this conflict to be present in a settler landscape architect’s 

own thinking is quite high.  If  you have been educated in the Canadian 

system, scientific knowledge will be the basis for your perspective on the 

world. In order for a landscape architect to have a cordial and productive 

design process with clients we must be able to understand and see 

the landscape from alternative perspectives. In the case of  northern 

Canada we may frequently be working with Indigenous people whose 

“There is potential for settler 
landscape architects to favour 
scientific knowledge over other 
forms of  knowledge.”

Figure 4.21: North as Change/
Consequence of  Potential Problem One

Valueing of  scientific knowledge 
over other forms of  knowledge 
may compromise a cordial and 
productive relationship with 
clients.

Figure 4.20: North as Change/Potential 
Problem One
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North as Change  Propose Potential Problems

perspectives and opinions run counter to our own. It is incumbent on 

the landscape architect to value Indigenous forms of  knowledge at least 

as much as their own. 

	 A second potential problem for landscape architects in imagining 

the landscape as the North as Change image is the tendency to focus 

on physical processes over other forms of  process. The issue isn’t with 

imaging landscape as interconnected physical processes but rather with 

only imagining it as interconnected physical processes. In any landscape 

there are also cultural, economic, political, cognitive (generation of  

meaning and memory), aesthetic, and probably many more, processes 

at play and all of  them are interconnected in some way. The solution 

to a design problem is not always physical or only physical. Sometimes 

we must employ economic, cultural, or political adjustments in order 

to achieve an optimal solution. For that reason, it is preferable to 

understand and imagine a landscape in all of  its complexity in order to 

avoid limiting the possibilities for intervention.

North as Change focuses 
primarily on physical processes 
and ignores other kind of  
processes. Imagining the landscape 
in this way may limit creativity 
and possibilities for intervention.
Figure 4.22: North as Change/Potential 
Problem Two and Consequence to Potential 
Problem Two
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Reflection
	 In the introduction to this document I stated that the North 

(uppercase N) is an idea or imagined place1 and it is this imagined 

North that is of  concern here. I wrote that introduction months before 

completing the document and I don’t think I fully understood the 

statement until, during my final presentation, I was asked “What can 

the North teach us?” At the time, the question stumped me but it was 

through later contemplation of  the question that I fully grasped what 

North as an idea means. The ideas of  North I have identified here exist 

in books, television shows, news reports and articles, political rhetoric, 

and scientific research, but they don’t exist anywhere in reality. North 

is our collective concept of  a place, not an actual place. That is not to 

say everything within the images and ideas is false. Within each idea of  

North there are aspects of  the images that are truthful as well as aspects 

that indicate something of  importance to us about the landscape, but 

these nuggets of  reality aren’t the full picture and they come with a very 

specific settler Canadian perspective attached to them. So what can this 

imagined North actually teach us? Or, put another way, what did it teach 
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me? I think the answer (as with so many acts of  discovery) is that it can 

teach us about ourselves – our own thinking – and the patterns to our 

ways of  imagining landscape. It can also show the way to move past the 

patterns. 

	 The images I have identified can be understood as frameworks 

for making sense of  the landscape – not just the northern landscape, 

but all landscapes. Myth is a framework for generating meaning in 

the landscape; Resource is a framework for extracting value from and 

maximising efficiencies in the landscape; Change is a framework for 

altering the physical processes of  the landscape; and all three frameworks 

are developed out of  a western settler perspective. What the ideas of  

North taught me is the extent to which landscape architects examine 

and understand landscapes in standardized ways and the extent to which 

these ways of  imagining landscapes are rooted in cultural beliefs. The 

problem with the standard frameworks in a northern context is that 

many people who live in northern Canada are not of  settler Canadian 

background and likely have ideas and images of  their home which are 
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based on completely different frameworks for understanding landscape. 

I don’t think this means a settler Canadian landscape architect should 

not or can not work in a northern Canadian context, or that we need to 

completely forget our own frameworks for understanding landscape – 

as if  we could. It does, however, mean that we should do the necessary 

preparatory work in order to understand alternative frameworks for 

making sense of  the landscape while at the same time search for 

representations of  the North that are created from an experience of  

place.

	 In the case of  the ideas of  North, the question of  whether 

we need to move past our standard frameworks is an important one. 

Culturally diverse voices have traditionally been excluded from the 

dominant images of  North as Myth and Resource and are just barely 

seeping into the image of  North as Change. Given that Indigenous 

people, including Inuit, Gwichin, Cree, Dene, and other communities, 

make up a large portion of  the population of  northern Canada – 23% 

of  the population of  the Yukon identifies as Indigenous,2 52% of  the 
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Northwest Territories identifies as Indigenous,3 and in Nunavut 86% of  

the population identifies as Inuit or Indigenous4 – it is not enough to 

just be aware of  settler Canadian biases and understand how they could 

potentially affect designs and decision making. Landscape architects also 

need to be actively trying to understand frameworks for imaging the 

landscape from these excluded voices. It is our responsibility to seek out 

diverse representations of  the northern landscape and be allies in making 

those voices heard. It is only through this endeavor that we can truly 

create meaningful landscapes for all of  the people who live in northern 

Canada.

	 Looking back on my project, all three ideas of  North are lacking 

one thing – representations of  the northern landscape rooted in actual 

experience of  northern Canada. Even North as Change, where the 

scientists engaged in producing the image clearly have exposure to the 

landscape, lacks representations built out of  experiences; the image is 

based on what scientific study tells them about the landscape, not what 

their personal experience of  the landscape tells them. Because the images 
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lack representations rooted in first hand experience, it is imperative for 

landscape architects who are going to work in northern Canada to seek 

out these types of  representations in any number of  forms (story, art, 

etc.) as long as they are generated by people who actually live, work 

and play in the northern landscape. I believe it is also imperative for 

landscape architects working in northern Canada to have their own 

experience of  the northern landscape and as such should have lived and/

or travelled extensively in northern Canada before undertaking work 

there.

	 Finally, it is important for landscape architects to remember the 

ideas of  North have developed over a very long period of  time and 

historically North was understood to be much further south than we 

think of  it now. The images and ideas as well as recommendations I 

have developed in this document have just as much applicability in Fort 

McMurray, Alberta, Thompson, Manitoba, and Thunder Bay, Ontario as 

they do in Iqaluit, Nunavut or Tuktoyuktuk, Northwest Territories.

	 For a long time I had intended to write a fourth chapter for this 
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practicum. It was meant to be about North as Home – the image of  the 

North from the perspective of  the people who live there, in particular 

Inuit people. For various reasons, the chapter was never written, and 

in hindsight I am glad it didn’t happen. Part of  being an ally is learning 

to listen without needing to speak for or over people. However, in the 

endeavour to listen to and be an ally to Indigenous people in northern 

Canada I believe the books on the booklist I developed for the chapter 

should be read. For those who would like to join me in this endeavor, 

the list is as follows: Northern Voices: Inuit Writing in English, Penny 

Petrone; Saqiyuq: Stories from the Lives of  Three Inuit Women, Nancy 

Wachowich; Uqalurait: An Oral History of  Nunavut, John Bennet and 

Susan Rowley; Stories in a New Skin: Approaches to Inuit Literature, 

Keavy Martin; Sanaaq, Mitiarjuk Nappaluk; Life Among the Quallunaat, 

Mini Aodla Freeman. My journey North, like so many before me, was a 

search for knowledge, but what I found was myself, my own mind. My 

journey now continues with a search for understanding, sensitivity, and 

an ability to listen without needing to speak.  
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1. Atwood, Strange Things, 8; Grace, Canada and the Idea of  North, 15.

2. “Aboriginal Peoples: Fact Sheet for Yukon,” Statistics Canada online, 
    https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-656-x/89-656-x2016012-
    eng.htm.

3. “Aboriginal Peoples: Fact Sheet for Northwest Territories,” Statistics 
    Canada online, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-656-x/89-
    656-x2016013-eng.htm.

4. “Inuit: Fact Sheet for Nunavut,” Statistics Canada online, https://
    www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-656-x/89-656-x2016017-eng.htm.
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