
 
 

As cool temperatures grip much of the country, we’re taking 
a close look at Winter Count: Embracing the Cold, a must-
see exhibition at the National Gallery of Canada (NGC) 
in Ottawa. The exhibition’s title draws on the tradition 
of pictorial records used primarily by Plains Indigenous 

communities to mark the passage of time through significant 
events, often starting with the first snowfall. In this context, 

winter counts function as visual memory, tracking years 
through shared experience rather than calendar dates. A collaboration among 
departments at the NGC, and led by curators Katerina Atanassova, Wahsontiio 
Cross, Jocelyn Piirainen, and Anabelle Kienle Ponka, Winter Count brings 
Indigenous, European, and Canadian art into dialogue, exploring how the  
subject of winter resonates across cultures, periods, and artistic traditions.  
     Winter is a defining presence in the Canadian imagination—at once a 
physical reality, a shared cultural reference point, and a powerful artistic motif. 
Collectively, the exhibition’s 164 works from around the world record beauty in 
the face of demanding conditions, depicting light and cold, stillness and activity, 
memories and stories, snowbound streets and remote northern terrains. Open 
until March 22, 2026, Winter Count is well worth a trip to Ottawa. As a preview, 
here’s a selection of works by Canadian artists included in the memorable show. 

Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

CROSSING THE ICE WITH THE 
ROYAL MAIL, QUEBEC, C.1862  

by Cornelius Krieghoff             

Best known for his genre paintings that playfully depict everyday life in 
nineteenth-century rural Quebec, Dutch-born painter Cornelius Krieghoff  

(1815–1872) captures the dramatic and arduous winter crossing of the 
St. Lawrence River between Quebec City and Lévis in Crossing the Ice with 

the Royal Mail, Quebec, c.1862. Before a bridge was built, the Royal Mail canoe 
was the vital link for mail and passengers, even when the river was choked with 
ice floes. Alongside the straining crew, Krieghoff adds small details, such as a 

woman and her little dog, highlighting both the necessity of this journey  
and the resilience it demanded. 

Learn more in ACI’s Quebec City Art & Artists: An Illustrated History     

A NORTHERN NIGHT, 1917  
by Franz Johnston               

A founding member of the Group of Seven, Franz Johnston (1888–1949) captures 
the cold colour of the aurora borealis in A Northern Night, 1917. Painted before 

the group officially formed, the work already reflects the members’ push to 
define a distinctly Canadian national style. Stylized trees and snow rendered as 

a complex field of subtle pinks, blues, and purples convey Johnston’s fascination 
with the northern landscape and how light transforms it. Johnston’s vision 

captures the allure of the North even as it contributes to the group’s broader, and 
sometimes problematic, mythmaking around an untouched national landscape. 

Learn more    

SKATER, 1964  
by Alex Colville                

Winter becomes a charged space where order and danger exist in equal measure 
in Skater, 1964, by Nova Scotia–based painter Alex Colville (1920–2013). A lone 

figure glides across a frozen surface, poised between control and potential 
collapse. The ice appears smooth and orderly, yet its cold hardness underscores 
the ever-present risk of falling. By fixing the skater in a moment of suspension, 

Colville emphasizes restraint, composure, and precision. Winter sharpens these 
qualities, becoming a space where stability is provisional and endurance is 

briefly and deliberately asserted. 

Learn more in ACI’s Alex Colville: Life & Work       

CHARGED PARTICLES  
IN MOTION, 2007  

by Kent Monkman                

In Charged Particles in Motion, 2007, Cree multidisciplinary artist Kent Monkman 
(b.1965) adapts the style of German American landscape painter Albert Bierstadt 

(1830–1902). Bierstadt and his settler contemporaries celebrated colonial 
expansion and upheld the fiction of terra nullius: the idea of North America as 
empty and uninhabited land available for the taking. Monkman subverts this 
narrative by populating the supposedly vacant space with his alter ego, Miss 

Chief Eagle Testickle, who soars through the air on a dog sled, whip cracking high. 
Her commanding presence reclaims the image’s terrain, asserting Indigenous 

sovereignty and queer agency where colonial art sought erasure.  

Learn more in ACI’s Kent Monkman: Life & Work   

THE BLUE SLEIGH, C.1924  
by Sarah Robertson                

As a member of the Beaver Hall Group, Sarah Robertson (1891–1948) was known 
for her expressive use of colour and form. The Blue Sleigh, c.1924, presents 

winter as an animated and social landscape rather than a quiet backdrop. Using 
saturated blues and simplified shapes, Robertson flattens space and emphasizes 
movement as the sleigh cuts across the snow. Her loose brushwork and vibrant 

palette express the physical rhythm of winter life, transforming a familiar 
seasonal scene into one shaped by energy, colour, and modern sensibility.  

Learn more      

SUPERNATURAL KOLUS, 2014  
by Beau Dick             

In Supernatural Kolus, 2014, Kwakwaka’wakw artist, activist, and hereditary 
chief Beau Dick (1955–2017) draws from Indigenous cosmology and ceremonial 

tradition, refusing a divide between contemporary art and Indigenous ceremony. 
Carved according to Kwakwaka’wakw forms and ancestral teachings, the work 
depicts Kolus, a baby Thunderbird and powerful supernatural being associated 
with transformation and spiritual force. Rooted in the winter ceremonial season, 
Kolus is activated during potlatch, where families reaffirm lineages and people 
are renamed or take on new roles. When the mask is presented as an aesthetic 

object in art galleries, the exhibition spaces assert Indigenous law,  
performance, and sovereignty. 

Learn more   

DECEMBER 24TH, 2024  
by Jessica Winters            

Paintings by Inuk artist Jessica Winters (b.1996) are informed by her upbringing 
in Makkovik, Nunatsiavut (an area of Labrador). Works like December 24th, 

2024, translate her close connection to community, family, and place into quietly 
nostalgic scenes drawn from everyday life. Rather than monumentalizing the 
North, Winters focuses on intimate moments and lived experience, offering a 

perspective grounded in care and familiarity. Her use of colour conveys memory 
and atmosphere, inviting viewers into a personal, contemporary vision of Inuit 

life shaped by both tradition and the present. 

Learn more     

KITCHEN DOOR WITH URSULA, 1966  
by Christiane Pflug              

German-born painter Christiane Pflug (1936–1972) renders a quiet domestic 
scene at the threshold between interior and exterior in Kitchen Door with Ursula, 

1966. Through the kitchen door, Toronto’s wintry urban landscape stretches 
outward, yet the glass panes reflect her daughter Ursula seated amid springtime 

greenery, reading. Winter’s barren vista contrasts with Ursula’s growing and 
nurtured inner world, a subtle temporal and seasonal shift typical of Pflug’s 
magical realist approach. The work explores memory, perception, and the 

emotional interplay between spaces, transforming a familiar domestic  
moment into a layered meditation on time and experience.

Learn more     

OF UNIVERSES WE HAVE  
JUST THE ONE, 2019  

by Meryl McMaster                 

Canadian and Plains Cree artist Meryl McMaster (b.1988) photographed 
Of Universes We Have Just the One, 2019, during a snowstorm on the 

Scarborough Bluffs overlooking Lake Ontario. The winter setting emphasizes 
isolation and the forces of nature, while McMaster’s face peeks out of a survival 
blanket adorned with reflective silver globes. She evokes a lighthouse or beacon, 

signalling both human presence and celestial connection. Within this harsh, 
frozen environment, McMaster suggests the potential for guidance,  

community, and human connection.

Learn more in ACI’s Ottawa Art & Artists: An Illustrated History    

NALUJUK NIGHT, 2021  
by Jennie Williams                  

Every January 6, the Nalujuit (plural of Nalujuk), whose name means 
“heathens” or “non-believers,” emerge on the ice and make their way toward 

the community of Nain. In Nalujuk Night, 2021, Inuk filmmaker Jennie Williams 
(b.1981) documents this part-frightening, part-playful event, when community 

members young and old come together to test their courage, celebrate culture, 
and honour tradition. On this winter night like no other, the snow crunches 

underfoot as the Nalujuit roam and confront participants, shaking hands with 
some and impishly reprimanding others. Ceremony and suspense merge, 

highlighting the powerful interplay of ritual, community, and environment. 

Learn more          

WINTER, 2006  
by Wendy Red Star                    

Apsáalooke multidisciplinary artist Wendy Red Star (b.1981) interrogates 
historical representations of Indigenous Peoples in her series Four Seasons. 
In Winter, 2006, Red Star positions herself in traditional Crow regalia within 
a fabricated snowy landscape filled with kitschy props and faux scenery. By 
referencing and subverting romanticized imagery of Indigenous Peoples in 

natural history dioramas, she challenges static, nostalgic visions of Indigenous 
culture, transforming winter into a staged, humorous, and contemporary space 

of identity. Against the frozen backdrop, Red Star raises questions of endurance, 
identity, and the persistence of representation through time. 

Learn more    
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Image Credits: [1] Cornelius Krieghoff, Crossing the Ice with the Royal Mail, Quebec, c.1862, oil on canvas, 45.7 
x 76.8 cm. Private collection. [2] Franz Johnston, A Northern Night, 1917, tempera over graphite on illustration 

board, 100.3 x 75.3 cm. Collection of National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, purchased 1917 (1426). Courtesy 
of National Gallery of Canada. Photo credit: NGC. [3] Alex Colville, Skater, 1964, synthetic polymer paint 

on board, 113 x 69.8 cm. Collection of Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of R.H. Donnelley Erdman (by 
exchange), 1965 (372.1965). Courtesy of Museum of Modern Art. © A.C. Fine Art. [4] Kent Monkman, Charged 

Particles in Motion, 2007, acrylic on canvas, 122 x 183 cm. Collection of Royal Bank of Canada. Courtesy of Royal 
Bank of Canada. © Kent Monkman. [5] Sarah Robertson, The Blue Sleigh, c.1924, oil on canvas, 49 x 61.5 cm 

(62 x 75.5 cm framed). Collection of Tom Thomson Art Gallery, Owen Sound, Bequest from Norah de Pencier, 
1974 (1974.004.010). Courtesy of Tom Thomson Art Gallery. [6] Beau Dick, Supernatural Kolus, 2014, red cedar, 
graphite, charcoal, acrylic paint, sheep skin, horsehair, quartz, copper, desiccated orange, nails, cotton twine, 

92 x 96.2 x 52 cm. Collection of National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, purchased 2015 (46608.1-2). Courtesy 
of National Gallery of Canada. © Estate if Beau Dick. Photo credit: NGC. [7] Jessica Winters, December 24th, 
2024, acrylic on canvas, 91.4 x 121.9 cm. Collection of Paul and Mary-Dailey Desmarais III. [8] Christiane Pflug, 

Kitchen Door with Ursula, 1966, oil on canvas, 164.8 x 193.2 cm. Collection of Winnipeg Art Gallery—Qaumajuq, 
Acquired with the assistance of the Women’s Committee and The Winnipeg Foundation (G-66-89). Courtesy of 
Winnipeg Art Gallery—Qaumajuq. [9] Meryl McMaster, Of Universes We Have Just the One, 2019, chromogenic 

print mounted to aluminum composite panel, 114.3 x 76.2 x 0.3 cm. Collection of National Gallery of Canada, 
Ottawa, purchased 2021 (49593). Courtesy of National Gallery of Canada. © Meryl McMaster. Photo credit: 

NGC. [10] Jennie Williams, Nalujuk Night, 2021, video, 13 min. National Film Board of Canada, Montreal.  
[11] Wendy Red Star, Winter, 2006, one of four images, archival pigment print, 53.3 x 60.9 cm. Collection of 

Minneapolis Institute of Art, Bequest of Virginia Doneghy by exchange (2012.69.2). © Wendy Red Star.  
Photo credit: Minneapolis Institute of Art.
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