Greenland’s Inuit
community has fought
long and hard to
preserve its unique
identity. The country
established Home Rule
in 1979 and withdrew
from the EC in 1985.
On the 16th of the
month its leaders will
open a $15.6m
cultural centre as a
focal point for all Inuit
groups of the Arctic
Circle. Mark Isitt
reports from Nuuk

ifty-eight-year-old Jonathan
Motzfeldt was already out among
the ice floes at six o'clock this

morning. When he got back to Nuuk he
had eight seals in his boat and by twelve
he’s standing in the harbour market,
skinning, carving and hanging up their
pelts on bamboo frames. The frozen
ground around him is drenched in blood
and people tread cautiously around the
cleaning table to avoid slipping. Before
critically fingering his catch they greet
him with respect. For the short, heavily-
built Motzfeldt, clad in overalls and
anorak, isn't just another Greenland
hunter. Here in the capital they call him
“the father”. He is Greenland, they say,
just like Winston Churchill was synony-
mous with Great Britain and Tage Erlan-
der with Sweden. Even if this ex-priest
and ex-prime minister (1979-1991) is
now just one man among 31 in the
Greenland Home Rule Government, his
successors are careful to stick to the
course he laid out. To attack a Greenlan-
der for modelling himself on Motuzfeldt,
the man who forced imperial Denmark
to accept the idea of Greenland's autono-
my, would be like criticizing a Christian
for imitating Christ.

It's Sunday, five degrees below, and
hunters sit on barrels of whale oil. smok
ing in the sun, surrounded by whalc
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hide, fins and tails, and a hundred guille-

mots, strix

in straight lines, stiff in
death, with their heads twisted back to
front.

“Sure, it's exotic,” says Motzfeldt and

“but Greenland's

pauses to light his pip
not a museum nation. This is not an Inuit
reserve. The Inuits are not a zoological
species. This is how we live. And we've
managed to preserve our native culture
while leaping from a traditional hunting
community to a modern high-tech soci-
ety in just one generation.”

When he was 18, Motzfeldt wrote in his
notebook that he wanted to become
Greenland’s greatest politician ever. That
was safely in his pocket once Home Rule
was secured, and when he went on in
1985 to withdraw Greenland’s

55,000
inhabitants from the European Commu-
nity in the teeth of Danish opposition,
there was nothing left to do but to can-
onize him. No Greenlander need bow his
head to Brussels, he insisted, and this
spirit of independence still holds sway.
Pride and rugged individualism: that’s
what Greenland and the new Cultural
Centre are all about.

Ever since Greenland was admitted 1o
the Nordic Council of Ministers in the
mid-1980s, Motzfeldt has been pursuing
the goal of a national cultural centre,
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Jonathan Motzfeldt,
founder of the Home
Rule Government.
“We've preserved our
native culture while
leaping from a hunting
community (0 &
modern high-tech
society in just one

generation.”

With sweeping gestures he has depicted
for his council colleagues a place which
would enable Greenlanders to be Green-
landers and give them the self-esteem they
need to stand and defend the island's
ancient traditions, but few listened, “The
Nordic countries have had difficulty
appreciating the importance of a hulturip
illorsua [cultural centre],” he mutters,
“For them Greenland is very, very far away
Many of the council’s ministers don't even
know what Greenland is and they've cer-
tainly never been here. This lack of knowl-
edge is a major problem.”

aybe the ministers’ sc epticism
isn't so hard to understand
-Judging from Motzfeldy’s €X1ro
vert personality the last thing (

erp sreenlan-
ders appeared to need was

; ) an injection
of confidence. And wasn't it a little over-
done 1o fear the loss of traditional cul

ture when invasions from the rest of the
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orld were as rare as sealskin trousers in
a European co-op?
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bill will touch DKrIm ($15.6m). “Al
gain, no doubt about it!™ claims the

tre's Norwegian director, Jan Klovst

who compares it with the DEKrlgl
($31m) price tag for Denmark’s 1
museum of modern art, Arken. *My

is the same as when I was the boss of
cultural centre on the Faeroes,” he s
“] want to stimulate and develop cultur
activities throughout Greenland. Tl
centre is a meeting place where linksar
forged between ethnic cultures. Ity
put Greenland artists in touch with thel
peers in the Nordic countries and esg
cially with the Inuit populations of Cank

Many [Nordic] council ministers
don’t know what Greenland is and
they’ve certainly never been here

daand Alaska. There'll be film showsan
theatrical productions and concerts ai
" He gay
for breath, “Never before has the Grets

exhibitions and lectures and

land government spent so much on
ture.”

This is exactly what some people find
irritating. A number of the Inuit, thost
who still struggle to make a living outd
fishing and seal hunting, consider tha
the money could have provided jobs dur
he offseason if it had been invest
in production of kayaks, trawlers and-
most of all - housing. Mariane Petersth
director of the Nuuk National Museut
states frankly that the Home Rule G0

ernment suffers from megalomania. Jus

because this happens to be the larges
island in the world they believe they hat
the right to behave as if it were an mzh:
pendent state with a population of a1
lion,” she exclaims, “I'm not opposed ¢
a kulturip illorsua as such. 1 just don'tlike
the fact that it's taking money from pt
jects that deserve priority. Why build
luxurious cultural house when |ll'”lm
have 1o wait ten years for a flat?”
‘Because we are an alarmingly sl

people

culture,

Motzfelde's reply (o criticism “There 3
100,000 Inuit worldwide, We've exist!
for 5,000 years, When | frien®

with a  unique

meel

¥

from Canada or Alaska, or even from
Siberia, we all speak the same language.
However, many experts fear that the
Inuit language and culture run the risk
of disappearing. That's why we need to
strengthen our position both at home
and abroad.”

hen Motzfeldt tries to explain

what he means by culture, he

doesn't refer to the fine arts.
His view of culture is the way of life of the
common man. And when Minister of
Culture Konrad Steenholdt is asked the
same question you don’t catch him drop
ping names from art history books either.
“Ithink T got this job because as a ¢ hild 1
sailed in wmiaks, traditional skin boats,”
Steenholdt says. “My father was a seal
hunter and

fisherman, 1 decided to

become a teacher. 1 know the origins of

Left: Jan Klovstad
(with hat), the
Cultural Centre’s
director, and Konrad
Steenholdt, Minister
of Culture. Above:
the undulating
facade is inspired by
the aurora borealis,

claim the architects.

the Greenland way of life and I've seen
the progress. [ want to preserve our tradi-
tional culture.”

Needless to say, this policy is seen as
retrograde by the island’s community of
'ul\\l;, “I don't consider the preservaton

of dead things as being culture,” snorts

Jessie Kleeman, artist and actress. T

think the best way of defining your cul-
foreigners and
Following this

Anne-

ure is by meetng
exchanging experiences.”
principle, she and colleagues
Birthe Hove and Miki Jacobsen have
founded The Greenland Art Association.
The 13 members have established con-
tacts with artists abroad, and from now
on they hope to exhibit their works in
the new centre. Klovstad, Kleeman and
company want modern art to play a cen-
wral role in the building. “When the place

is opened it will put pressure on Steen

o "I

The word for artist in Inuit means “the one

who makes strange things”

holdt and other politicians to show more
interest in culture,” claims Hove, a
graphic artist and teacher at the art
school which is soon to move into the
building.

“Greenland art, to the politicians,
seems to be synonymous with ethnic art,”
savs Kleeman in irritation, and mocking-
Iv curses her decision to go in for pertor-
mance art, video art and installations

when its still soapstone sculptures and

tupilags (amulets often made from whale-
bone) which sell best. “However much
vou try and resist it, it's always easy to fall
back upon local art traditions because
the international influence here is so lim-
ited,” Jacobsen, a sculptor and painter,
adds. “Hopefully this centre will change
all that. If we're lucky it might even alter
the way artists are perceived here. Our
fellow countrymen think we're weird. In
"t 47
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fact, the word for artist in Inuit is eqqumi-
itwuliortog, which means ‘the one who
makes strange things’.”

The triangular-shaped centre is strate-
gically placed in the heart of town, on the
icy pedestrian street which cuts across
Nuuk’s grid pattern of roads “just as
Broadway cuts diagonally through New
York” as they put it in the centre’s public-
ity folder (maybe the talk about megalo-
mania is not entirely groundless), It lies
between one of Nuuk's innumerable
video shops (the 13,000 inhabitants are
said to record the world's highest per
capita incidence of video rentals) and
the large red blocks of the county coun-
cil building. The fagade which hides the
48
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Greenland artists (clockwise
from top) Miki Jacobsen, Jessie
Kleeman and Anne-Birthe
Hove. “When the centre is
opened it will put pressure on
the politicians to show more

interest in culture,” says Hove.

3,380 square metres of floox space is grey

and imposing, and in comparison with

the gaily painted wooden houses which

cling to the surrounding slopes it resem-

bles a crash-landed spaceship. Schmidt,
Hammer & Lassen Architects, from
Copenhagen, claim, however, that their
spaceship is inspired by an ice floe

and
nothing else.

They also claim the undy
lating southern facade in oiled |

arch
wood is meant as

anmterpretation of the
aurora borealis, “Irresistibje!”
the Greenl
and,

chorused
and jury when they heard this

after skipping through the remain-
ing 225 entries of the architect ¢

tion, they quickly declared itthe winner
Compare this with the competition fo,

pEL

Nuuk’s inhabitants are said to record the
world’s highest incidence of video rentals

Klovstad's job. He was the one and oy
applicant for the post, which may g
something about the level of culturg
interest. Klovstad sent off a summary of
his experience in Norway, Sweden ang
Facroes. His

the \ppointment camg

through a year ago and since then, hg

claims, he's listened and learned ang
done what he can to blend into his ney
milieu. Not that a sealskin cap and capg
help much when your beard is red ang
vou're two metres tall

[here are two ways of financing my
plans for the centre.” he explains. “One
is through NAPA

I'hey will have their he

I'he Nordic Institute
in Greenland
quarters in the centre and sponsor cuk
betweer

Nordic

countries, I also expect confer

tural exchange

Greenland and  the
ences on Arctic-related topie
held in the

Friendship Hall. We're in the

to be centres
middle of the United Nation®
Decade for Indigenous Per
ples’: aborigines all over the
world are interested in hog
Greenland managed to estalr
lish its Home Rule system i
1979. In fact, Greenland i
seen as a model among indige

Nnous states.
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It remains to be seen if th

1 > resl
island can stimulate the same inter
among nations of traditional fine ;m;
. cady
Motzfeldt believes the country is alre

halfway there. “Let me tell you about le\‘
meeting with Mr Pope,” he chuckles. .L
A private aud
ence, just me and the holy mhuv}\l
Pope says to me, ‘Dear Mr Prime ‘\[uu~
ter, | hear that Greenland is the bigg®
island in the world but that more th

was in 1984, in Rome

90% is covered in ice?” 1 say, “Thatis ¢
rect, but did you know that the part !
covered in ice is as big as Norway? Hil
That made him curious. Instead off

wed 1
planned three minutes I was alloy

stay 9 minutes and 53 seconds
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