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FROM ELSIPOGTOG TO EXPO 67
HOW WABANAKI MODERN SWEPT THE NATION

Captivated by tradition, New Brunswick artists grabbed national headlines
and changed the course of Indigenous art in Canada.

Michael Francis, The Cry of the Wolf, 1963, Michael Francis, The Micmac Legend of
Richibucto River Historical Society, Rexton. Our Seasons—The Summer Queen Meets
the Winter King, 1963, Provincial Archives

of New Brunswick, Fredericton.

In the 1960s, a modernist movement unlike
any other took hold for a brief but powerful
time in Atlantic Canada and swept across the
country. In Elsipogtog (then known as Big
Cove), New Brunswick’s largest First Nations
reserve, the Micmac Indian Craftsmen (MIC)

co-operative rose to national prominence.

Inspired by stories of the Wabanaki—ancestors
of present-day Indigenous Peoples, including
the Abenaki, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, Passamaquoddy, and Penobscot Nations—the
group’s trailblazing work was included at Expo 67 and grabbed national headlines.
Led by artists Michael Francis (1923—-1995) and Stephen Dedam (1938-2022), the
visual language of the MIC fused modern geometric abstraction with traditional
Wabanaki heritage to create eclectic, often minimalist, and unabashedly
contemporary works.

In 1966, the withdrawal of government support compromised the resources
of the MIC, and its production had ceased by the early 1970s. The MIC’s work
faded from memory for decades until 2022, when the Beaverbrook Art Gallery
and Goose Lane Editions published Wabanaki Modern by Emma Hassencahl-
Perley and John Leroux, a trilingual book (English, French, and Micmac), to
coincide with an exhibition of the same name. Earlier this week, the Art Canada
Institute re-released Wabanaki Modern—our first digital reprint—making this
publication freely available online for audiences in Canada and around the world.
In honour of Indigenous History Month, we are pleased to return the MIC to the
spotlight and show how its artists translated Mi’kmaw visual culture into graphic
modern design, transforming the landscape of Indigenous art.

Emma Dr. John Leroux
Hassencahl-Perley

Sara Angel
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

THE ORIGINS AND ARTISTS
OF THE MIC

o Micmac Indian Craftsmen

This is the official tag BIG COVE RESERVE
of the Micmac Indian
Craftsmen of Big Cove Sent Lo WK
Reserve. N, B. It is at-
tached by their stan-
dards committee, to
approved pieces hand
made on the Reserve.

You are invited to vis-
it these Indian Crafts-
men-at-work,

MIC logo and product tag by Stephen Dedam, Stephen Dedam, 1962, from the Indian News.
1962, private collection.

In the early 1960s, Big Cove First Nation was bursting with talented artists
but lacked the resources to harness their potential. Chief Anthony Francis
and Ivan Crowell, a key figure in the professionalization of fine craft in New
Brunswick, worked together to train and promote Mi’kmaw makers and explore
opportunities to market and sell their handicrafts. In 1962, they were able to
secure funding through a government-sponsored economic initiative that used
arts and culture to aid community development. This stable support allowed the
MIC to open a workshop led by creators Stephen Dedam and Michael Francis.

Learn more

GRAPHIC MODERNISM
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The Wabanaki double curve, Michael Francis, Micmac Indian Legends of the
as reproduced in The Double Little People, Series 1B, 1963, private collection.
Curve Motive in Northeastern

Algonkian Art, 1914.

Michael Francis was the MIC’s primary designer. He helped shape the
co-operative’s signature style, which fused Wabanaki history and visual forms
with bold modern designs. While most modern art of the time focused on
innovation and the future, art created at the MIC workshop spoke with a voice
that was tangibly creative and innovative but had a respect of tradition at its
heart. This was especially evident in Francis’s own work, which evolved from
bold contrasting colours and a straight-edged approach to curvilinear designs
using pastels and incorporating the double curve—a commonly used symbol
in Wabanaki visual culture. Characterized by symmetry and balance, Francis’s

approach communicated spirituality, life cycles, and relationships among
people, the self, communities, or nature.

Learn more

STORY AS ART

THE LEGEND OF GLOOSCAP'S DEPARTURE

The time had come for Glooscap to leave his people. He told them that he
was going far to the west and that he would some day return to them, and
that life then would return to the old ways.

He turned over his hugh cooking pot and it is now Spencers Island in the
Bay of Fundy. He also turned his dogs to small stone islands and they now
guard the entrance to Chignecto Bay.

Design and legend by Michael Francis
Screen printed by Micmac Indian Craftsmen, Big Cove Reserve, Kent Co., N. B.

Card No. 24 Printed in Canada

Michael Francis, The Legend of Glooscap’s Departure, 1963,
Provincial Archives of New Brunswick, Fredericton.

For Mi’kmaq people, oral traditions are important practices that ensure the
continuation of cultural knowledge across generations. Stories hold memories,
reveal life lessons, and carry forward histories, helping people learn about
themselves and their communities. For members of the MIC, storytelling was
integral to their designs. Michael Francis translated Mi’kmaw legends into visual
art—an approach perhaps best illustrated in the co-operative’s popular Hasti-
Note cards. While the striking juxtaposition of modern graphics and traditional
teachings captured the attention of collectors, their handicrafts served a
purpose beyond the commercial appeal. By sharing and preserving knowledge,
they ensured that future community members, Wabanaki citizens, would have
access to the stories they used in their artistic depictions.

Learn more
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WABANAKI FEVER

Royal Tuscan, The Micmac Indian Legends of the Little People
fine china set, 1964, private collection.

The MIC far exceeded expectations in its first two years, selling over 300,000
hand-printed Hasti-Note cards across North America and becoming one of
Canada’s major cultural bridges between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
society. With such demand, all eyes were on Big Cove and the Mi’kmaw makers.
They also began receiving important media coverage, helping them reach
new audiences and expand their production into new media. Their illustrations
were featured on a range of products, from calendars and textbooks to tourist
brochures and tapestries. They also began taking on larger commissions and
collaborating with established manufacturers, including Royal Tuscan,
for whom they created a set of fine china.

Learn more

STRAIN AMID SUCCESS

Micmac Legend of the Wild Goose, 1964, design by Michael Francis, handwoven by Ivan H.
Crowell, University of New Brunswick Mi’kmag-Wolastogey Centre Collection, Fredericton.

With their fine crafts in high demand, the MIC appeared to be a successful
enterprise. But there were ongoing management and financial challenges that
overwhelmed the workshop. High loan repayments made it difficult for the co-

operative to become financially stable, morale was low, artists were not reliably
showing up, and the lack of funds was making it difficult to buy materials and
pay the creators. In 1966, the situation grew much worse when the federal
government abandoned the MIC on the grounds that they could continue on
their own. This loss of support was a significant blow, and by the early 1970s,
the workshop had ceased production.

Learn more

THE LEGACY OF THE MICMAC
INDIAN CRAFTSMEN

Michael Francis, Glooscap’s Summer Home—Prince Edward Island, 1963,
New Brunswick Museum, Saint John.

The MIC workshop existed for only a brief period, but as it turned out, the
end of its operations was only the beginning of its story. In the 2022 exhibition
Wabanaki Modern: The Artistic Legacy of the 1960s “Micmac Indian Craftsmen,”
curators Emma Hassencahl-Perley and John Leroux revisited the co-operative’s
enduring artistic legacy. While its influence has fluctuated over time, there is no
doubt that the MIC brought Indigenous creativity into national consciousness
during the 1960s. And through bold modern designs that honoured their
Mi’kmaw heritage, its members inspired a new generation of creators in
Elsipogtog and beyond.

Learn more

About the Authors of Wabanaki Modern:
The Artistic Legacy of the 1960s “Micmac Indian Craftsmen”

Emma Hassencahl-Perley is the curator of Indigenous Art at
the Beaverbrook Art Gallery and a Wolastoqgey visual artist,
arts writer, and educator from Neqotkuk (Tobique First
Nation) in New Brunswick. She has curated and co-curated
numerous exhibitions, including ehpituwikuwam (2022),
BACA: Creation Stories (2023), and Epekwitk Quill Sisters:

Etleoogoeiog (Talking Together) (2024).

Dr. John Leroux is an art and architectural historian, heritage
specialist, educator, emeritus architect, and former curator
at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery. He has worked at award-
winning architecture firms in Toronto, Atlanta, Saint John,
and Fredericton, and has taught at the New Brunswick
College of Craft and Design, the University of New Brunswick,

and St. Thomas University. Leroux has authored or contributed

to twenty-six books on Canadian architecture and visual culture.
He was awarded the Order of New Brunswick in 2024.
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