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George Back’s paintings, drawings and
sketches are national treasures, remark-
able works of art, important both 
historically and artistically. He was an
uncommon man: a skilled artist, a
descriptive writer, a compassionate
leader and an explorer with superlative

stamina. He came to Canada’s Arctic four times in
the first half of the 19th Century.

George Back joined the Royal Navy as a boy, a
first-class volunteer, two months before his twelfth
birthday, in 1808. Captured by the French seven
months later, he was a prisoner of war for the next

five years. Released in 1814, he went quickly back
to sea as a midshipman. In 1818, he served under
John Franklin in the brig Trent sailing north 
to Spitsbergen, where they were beset in ice.
Apparently Franklin was impressed with the young
officer, though time would prove they were two very
different individuals. The next year, in assembling
his expedition to travel overland to the Arctic coast
of North America, Franklin requested the services of
Midshipman Back, now 22.  Apart from his character,
it must have been Back’s artistic skills that caught
Franklin’s eye. As a young midshipman on the first
expedition led by John Franklin — down the
Coppermine River to the Arctic Ocean in 1821 —
Back not only played a vital role in saving his 
companions’ lives, he also created an unparalleled
record of the expedition using both pen and brush.
He continued in that vein on subsequent expeditions,
producing in all a large body of artwork.

Having joined the Navy at such a young age, it
seems unlikely that Back received any formal training
as an artist. More probably he was introduced to
the techniques by his senior officers who had previous

George Back:
Arctic Explorer-Artist

by David F. Pelly
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Above: A branch of 
Point Lake on the

Coppermine River, NWT
—1821. (Watercolour)
Note the difference in

scale between the people
and the landscape.
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instruction in the military academies and Naval
colleges of the day — drawing was considered an
essential part of an officer’s formation. Nonetheless,
Back was obviously born with a significant amount
of natural talent. His skill developed beyond that of
a topographical draughtsman, the military standard
at the time.

Douglas Schoenherr, Curator of Prints and
Drawings at the National Art Gallery, and an
authority on military artists’ work in Canada, says,
“Back is at the very top of the pyramid, he is so very
good. He is one of our great artists, quite apart from
the informational value of his work.”  Schoenherr
points out the fine detail, the use of colour and the
sense of light that characterizes Back’s painting.

Not only are Back’s watercolours extraordinarily
pleasing to the eye, they are loaded with information
about his expeditions and the country through
which he passed. The images show us the manner
of travel at various stages of the routes and provide
close-up views of the faces, dress, implements and
cultural rituals of the Native people encountered
along the way. Back left us the only known visual

record of Fort Chipewyan, along with views of
other early fur trade posts. And throughout all his
work, he offers an insight into how he, as a
European, looked upon the land he was exploring.
In all of these ways, he rises above the crowd of
explorer-artists.
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Below: The only 
known image of the
original Fort Chipewyan
(1820).
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1819-22 expedition, and his first in Canada, Back
was only too aware that man does not control nature.

The collective product of these military officers,
both artistic and literary, has been too easily 
dismissed by some critics. Northrop Frye, in Literary
History of Canada, described the writing of the early
explorers: “as innocent of literary intention as a
mating loon.” Clearly, he had never read Back’s
journal from 1821. George Back’s work, both artistic
and literary, insists MacLaren, “immediately refutes
Frye’s claim.” Back’s journal — like his art — bears
witness to his descriptive power and his observant eye.

As the expedition forced its way along the Arctic
coast in two canoes, Back wrote:

When we were about mid-channel, a sudden squall
came on — it rained hard — and the rays of the
sun, which by this time had attained some altitude,
cast a beautiful yellow tinge over the white foam of
the dark green sea. We were admiring this spectacle
with delight when a huge wave, in spite of the
efforts of the steersman, broached our canoe and
we narrowly escaped sinking — indeed this must
have been the case had not the following wave been
quite spent. The men were not a little alarmed and
of course blamed the steersman, but he like all
Canadians was so wedded to river customs — that
is of making every rope fast (halyards, sheet and
all) — and was so obstinate in maintaining them
against all innovation, or reason to the contrary,
that we incur’d the greatest risk imaginable of
being upset every time the sail was hoisted ... the
sea being excessively high, such as I am tolerably
certain no NW canoe was ever in before.

In MacLaren’s words, Back was “a very acute,
observant young man whose eye misses little.” The
result was that “the visually inclined junior officer had
no trouble setting it down verbally or pictorially.”
In keeping with the landscape painting of the time,
Back “casts himself in the role of the picturesque
traveller,” interpreting scenes of beauty onto his
pages. It is as evident in his art as in his writing. As
MacLaren states, “Back’s journal demonstrates 
regularly and fully how emphatically aesthetic was his
orientation to the land through which the expedition
travelled,” meaning in essence that he was able to
see the beauty, despite all that he endured. 

It is consistently remarkable in what good 
condition Back’s journals and sketchbooks are,
from all his expeditions — with John Franklin in
1819-22 and 1825-27, then in 1833-35 with his own
command — but it is the first of those that arguably
provides the greatest miracle. During a river crossing,
over the Burnside, Franklin lost all his papers 
and books, but somehow throughout the journey
Back managed to preserve both his journals and
sketchbooks.

The expedition initially consisted of Franklin in
command, John Richardson as surgeon, two young

Ian MacLaren, a professor at the University of
Alberta who has studied the explorers’ literary and
artistic reactions to the North, suggests that George
Back not only fulfilled his Naval officer’s duty to
document information (there being no photography
available) in topographical sketches, he allowed
his artistic eye to record mood and impression. His
response to light, and his translation onto paper
using watercolours, is reminiscent of the magic in
Lawren Harris’s oils. On one level, Back was part of
the large group of military officers, “explorers,”
who documented Canada as a newly discovered
land. It was, according to MacLaren, “as formidable
a school of painting as The Group of Seven was

later in Canada.” As a genre, however, it had an
entirely different view of nature. The art of the
explorers tends to show a man looking down on
nature, as if controlling it, depicting it in a cultivated
way rather than wild. Some of George Back’s painting,
particularly the earlier work, reflects this quality.
But his work goes beyond that, exceeding expectations
for military documentary art. Most of his landscapes
painted along the Arctic coast exhibit a very different
quality, a sublime and deferential response to nature,
evoking the thought that, by this point in the tragic
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Crossing the Barren
Lands in 1821.
(Watercolour)
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Canoes broaching in the
Arctic Ocean during a

Gale at Sunrise, 
August 1821.
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midshipmen, George Back and Robert Hood, the
seaman John Hepburn, 11 voyageurs, two Métis
interpreters and a varying number of Native people.
The latter, of course, were essential to the party’s
survival, for they knew the land, the route, the way
to travel and how to hunt.

They spent the winter of 1819-20 at Fort Enterprise
— which they built on the shores of Winter Lake,
near the tree line, 130 kilometres north of Great
Slave Lake — before setting out down the
Coppermine River, at first by sled over the ice, then
in birch-bark canoes once they reached open
water. At the river mouth, the party’s number was
reduced; some returned upstream, leaving 20 men
to advance, in two large northwest canoes. On July
19 they were just at the beginning of the intended
coastal survey when, in Back’s words, “Our whole
stock of provisions was barely sufficient for three
weeks.” Five weeks later, having accomplished a
fraction of the planned mapping, Franklin made the
decision to turn the party south and walk overland
back to civilization.  Back, in his journal, recorded
the momentous turning point: 

The reasons for this step were but too evident to 
the officers to admit of dissenting voice — viz — The
want of food — The badness of the canoes — the
advanced state of the season — the impossibility of suc-
ceeding (that is to get to Hudson’s Bay) and the long
journey we must go through The Barren Lands until our
arrival at the first trading post — and to this may be
added the dissatisfaction of the men.

For the next 10 weeks, the increasingly debilitated
expedition struggled southward, hoping for 
providential rescue. In early September, winter
arrived. Back described the landscape as “an 
uninterrupted mass of snow — sterile and cold,
without the most distant prospect of anything like
food.” The men survived on the few caribou they
found, an occasional pot-full of berries and a crusty
lichen they called tripe de roche, sometimes boiled
into a broth, sometimes eaten raw. Eleven men
eventually died.

By the time the party’s overland route reached
the banks of the Coppermine, in late September, both
canoes had been broken up and used as firewood.
The fast-flowing icy water presented a formidable
barrier to their progress. After much debate, they
crossed one at a time in a crude raft made with willow
sticks and an old piece of oilcloth.

Once on the far bank, Back led an advance
party, “in search of relief,” including the Métis
interpreter Pierre St Germain, and two of the
Canadiens voyageurs. The story of their search for
help has been told before. On October 9, Back’s
small party reached Fort Enterprise, “where I
expected Indians — a cache of provisions — or at
least a letter,” but he found nothing. He felt death

was close, but nonetheless struggled on, all the while
recording his actions and thoughts in a journal,
though by now he had switched from ink to pencil.

In the end, the Yellowknife Indians near Fort
Enterprise rescued the nine surviving members of
the expedition in early November, by which time
they were strung out across the Barren Lands, all
of them near death. Franklin later praised Back,
“to whom under Providence we felt our lives were
owing,” but in fact he missed the point that it was
actually his Inuit guide Augustus who first made
contact with the Indians. Nevertheless, Back deserves
some credit: he was the only white man to press on
ahead of the dying party, while he himself was in a
starving, freezing state.

Back was certainly a prodigious traveller. In addition
to this five-week battle to save his companions’ lives,
the previous winter Back had walked on snowshoes
nearly 2,000 kilometres from Fort Enterprise to
Fort Chipewyan and back, over a period of three-
and-a-half months in mid-winter, all in an attempt
to arrange additional supplies for the ill-equipped
expedition. Throughout his account of that trek,
Back frequently credits those with him and shows
sympathetic understanding for the way they are
thinking. On one occasion, he wrote “... indeed
had it not been for the precaution and generosity of
the Indians — we must have gone without sustenance
— till we reached the Fort.”

As amateur historian Stuart Houston, editor of
Arctic Artist, The Journal and paintings of George Back,
Midshipman with Franklin, 1819-1822, wrote, “it
becomes clear from Back’s amplified narrative that
the underrated heroes of the expedition deserve
far more credit than has been given to them to
date.” Underlying that fact is the markedly different
perspective of the author, George Back himself.

It was Back who recognized the value of, and
sought to understand, to some extent, the Native
way. Referring to the Indian showing him the route
between the Coppermine and Fort Enterprise,
Back wrote “in passing through a strange country
it is a saving of time to trust to the local knowledge
of your guide in preference to your own — though
his way will not be so direct yet it will be more 
convenient and without any risque.” Despite his
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Yellowknife Indians,
1821. (Watercolour)
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the Napoleonic wars. He alone, among the 
expedition’s officers, was able to communicate
comfortably with the 11 Canadiens, and to develop
a bond with them in their mutual endeavour.  Early
in their travels, Back wrote in his journal: “Having
a desire to hear the canoe songs we enlivened the
spirits of the Canadians with a dram which soon
took effect — and they entertained us till midnight
— the whole joining chorus.” It is known that Back
had a fine singing voice; whether Franklin joined
in the fun seems somehow less likely. Back, however,
was so taken with the voyageurs’ songs that he made
notes and later published a collection, in French,
entitled Canadian Airs.

To Franklin, on the other hand, as Houston
puts it, the voyageurs “were illiterate labourers of
the lowest order, beasts of burden rather than fellow
human beings.” This difference in the two officers’
respective styles is evident in the way they treated
all of the men under their command, throughout

own patronizing lapses, for his time Back had 
an unusual awareness of the value of the Native 
contribution to the progress of the expedition.
Though written by the youngest of the officers,
Back’s journal provides the most detail about the
individual efforts of Indians and Inuit, suggesting
that he looked upon them more nearly as companions
joined in a shared quest. He frequently makes
plain the extent of the expedition’s dependence
on the Yellowknife Indians, in particular, as hunters
and guides. To the Natives, of course, these
Europeans seemed remarkably incompetent and
inexperienced, when it came to travel and survival
in the Barren Lands. Only Back’s journal hints at any
recognition of this perfectly reasonable conclusion.

The difference in character between the two
officers, Franklin and Back, is similarly evident in
their respective attitudes toward the voyageurs.
Back spoke fluent French, the result of spending
five years — from age 12 to 17 — as a prisoner during

The Man Who Mapped the Arctic 
The intrepid life of George Back, Franklin’s Lieutenant
by Peter Steele
Raincoast Books, Vancouver,  2003
335 pages, maps, B&W illustrations, bibliography, index, $39.95

northern travels which few, if any, readers will have known before. For
example, there is an account (p.251) of a gruesome event that occurred
on the shores of Chantrey Inlet, as far beyond the mouth of the Back River
as Back achieved in 1834. A small party of his men, on a mission to explore
just a few more miles of unmapped territory, met a group of Inuit and, in
an encounter marked undoubtedly by confusion and uncertainty on both
sides, used their superior fire-power to kill three Inuit. It is interesting largely
because it underlines the extent to which the two civilizations did not
understand each other. At other times, Steele illustrates how capable George
Back was in his interactions with the Native people, both Inuit and Dene.

In addition to the detailed account of George Back’s career — he made
five trips to the Arctic — the author fills in the background with insights
to the fur-trade competition at the time between the Hudson’s Bay
Company and the Northwest Company, with descriptions of the country,
with details of the boats and canoes used for wilderness travel in that era,
the recipe for pemmican, instruction on the fabrication and use of snow-
shoes, and much more. Steele takes the time to pause at every step of his
journey to offer the supplementary information that ensures Back’s career
is placed in its proper context. It is clear that the research for this volume
was exhaustive and thorough, and equally that the author took care to
ensure the accuracy of every detail.

Peter Steele’s work will probably not receive the prizes which
McGoogan’s did — I suspect that neither he nor his publisher is so well
connected, politically speaking — but it is this reviewer’s humble opinion
that The Man Who Mapped the Arctic is the more deserving book. If you
are a fan of Arctic exploration books, don’t miss this one.

Reviewed by David F. Pelly

”Explorers who return safely, however awful
the experiences they survive, take second

place to those who die tragically,” says Peter
Steele, contrasting the subject of his biography
with the much more famous John Franklin.

However “awful” their experience, or exciting their journey, or remarkable
their success, one might add. This illogical but nonetheless accurate paradox
has led, in recent years, to a number of books about some of the Arctic’s
unsung heroes. This one, The Man Who Mapped the Arctic – The intrepid
life of George Back, Franklin’s Lieutenant, is one of the best.

Among my Arctic heroes, George Back and John Rae stand out in many
ways:  I have read everything I could, published by or about each of them;
both accomplished remarkable feats; each has been the subject of a new
biography in recent years. Ken McGoogan’s book about John Rae, Fatal
Passage, won prizes and attracted praise from many quarters. Above all, it
popularized Rae’s story. It was a good read, but it offered very little if any
new (i.e. previously unpublished) information about its subject, excepting
the author’s own invention, and it contained several errors. Not so, this
examination of George Back’s life.

Steele, who now lives in Whitehorse, formerly lived in Labrador, and
has travelled extensively in the North, has sufficient familiarity with the
Arctic environment to avoid the pitfall of innocent misstatement which
sadly befell John Rae’s biographer.

In the newer book, Steele has served up a wealth of informative, telling
and, at times, even amusing anecdotes about Back’s formative years and
his character, all of which adds to the picture we have of this intriguing
man. He also provides obscure but fascinating detail from some of Back’s
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their subsequent careers. When George Back led
his own expedition across the Barren Lands to the
Arctic Ocean in 1834, down (and back up!) what
is now known as the Back River, he maintained 
relative harmony among his men and returned
without any loss of life — this in sharp contrast to
Franklin’s record of near-mutiny and death.

The 1819-22 expedition was a successful attempt
to reach the Arctic coast by an overland route,
using the fur trade posts of the era as support for
travel through the Northwest country. It did not,
however, achieve the real geographical objective of
mapping the coast far to the east of the Coppermine
River’s mouth. The failure rests squarely on John
Franklin’s shoulders. The limited success he did
claim on this occasion came at the cost of 11 men’s
lives. Franklin, of course, later lost his life, and the
lives of all 128 men who sailed with him, during
the more famous 1845 search for the Northwest
Passage.

In the future, perhaps nothing of the Franklin
expeditions will be more highly valued than the
George Back watercolours, many of which are sure
to be preserved for posterity. Our National Archives
has Back material from both Franklin’s overland
expeditions and from Back’s own later expedition
— altogether a remarkable body of work.  Professor
MacLaren sums it up this way: “… a major contribution

to knowledge about the Canadian North in the
early 19th Century. They are the work of a most
intriguing Englishman ... whose pen and brush go
well beyond the normal response to wilderness
Canada from travellers and explorers ...” George
Back was no ordinary man.  His travels, his journals
and his art all attest to that.

On a canoe trip in 1977, regular contributor David Pelly
followed George Back’s route and has since written about
the man, as explorer and artist, in several books and 
magazine articles.
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An image designed 
by George Back for 
use on a Chart of 
the Proceedings 
of the Northern Land
Expedition under the
command of Captain
Franklin, August 1822.
(Grey wash)


