




I’ve always believed the artists of 
Nova Scotia, and of Cape Breton 
Island, create some of the best 
folk art in the world. I bought 
my very first folk-art painting 
from the back of a pick-up truck 
in Mahone Bay, N.S. in 1994. 
Since then, I’ve added paintings, 
hooked rugs, whirly gigs, flying 
cows, sculptured pigs and other 
quirky pieces just because they 
made me smile.

As an artist, I love and collect folk art 
for its sense of humour, its depiction of 
everyday life, and for its vibrant colours. 
With good folk art, if you look closely, you 
can see the artist in the piece; how it was 
carved, how it was painted, how it was 
nailed or glued together. With really good 
folk art, you can also see and feel how 
the artist saw and experienced life on the 
Canadian east coast. 

Throughout my life, Nova Scotia, and 
Cape Breton Island in particular, has 
always been one of my favourite places to 
visit. In the summer of 2017, my husband 
and I were in Nova Scotia visiting family. 
I first saw Henry and Gevee Boudreau’s 
pieces online. Knowing we were going to 
be spending a few days in Cape Breton, I 
had googled “folk art for sale Cape Breton 
island.” Up came a few photos of pieces 
that immediately captured my attention 
because they were not just of one object, 
but of a whole scene. And the figures were 
carved with so much detail. They were at 
a level of skill, realism, imagination and 
quality that was unprecedented. I had to 
see them in person. 

Arriving at local antique enthusiast and 
folk-art collector Lionel Boudreau’s home 
(no relation) in Petit-de-Grat, Cape Breton 
Island, my husband and I were led inside. 
The pieces were in glass display cases 
with glass shelves, filled with various East 
Coast scenes in many sizes. He turned 
the lights on. We were captivated. 
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When you look closely at the little 
characters working, playing games 
or just going about their lives, you 
can’t help but experience a fleeting 
moment, forever frozen in time. 

To engage with the faces of each small 
figure is to hear the laughter over a game 
of cards, smell the cold salt air, sense 
the hopefulness in catching enough 
lobster or fish for the day, or feel the 
weight and pride of a hard day’s work 
at the forge. And through the exacting 
detail set out in each scene, the viewer 
can easily see what Henry saw. You are 

captivated, compelled to imagine what 
likely happened just before, and just after 
that moment, seeing the movement of the 
characters, hearing their voices, relating 
to their expressions. And with a talent like 
this, you can also see the artist’s sense of 
humour, pride and love for this place he 
and his wife called home.

Unlike other folk artists on the main road 
who were able to use their homes and 
yards to promote their art, you’d never 
know some of the best pieces in Canada 
were being carved and painted in the tiny 
home with a shed out back, within the small 
Acadian island community of Isle Madame, 



off the coast of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, 
far from any tourist trail. Aside from a 
simple mailbox, you’d never know who 
lived there, and you’d certainly never know 
that day in, day out, through every season, 
folk-art carvings were being quietly and 
passionately created at a table for two.

Henry’s father had carved too, mostly 
sailboats. Following in his father’s 
footsteps, Henry starting carving fishing 
boats, but lighthouses were his speciality. 
After creating many pine plaque carvings, 
Henry and Gevee moved on to creating 
intricate scenes with little people that 
depicted Cape Breton life, and reflected 
Henry’s life experience. It was this  
well-worn experience that allowed him  
to create scenes and people so realistic, 
so believable, so magical. Every piece 
was unique; no two were ever the same.  
“I never make the same piece twice,” 
Henry said. “I like to keep my mind active.”

In later years, he was often asked by friends 
to carve something for them. He rarely did. 
He said it had to have been something he 
had seen or experienced for it to be able 
to come to life. The works were labour-
intensive. Henry would take a solid piece 
of two-inch pine and draw his vision on 
that square block. He would imagine what 
it should look like and just start chipping 
away. Small pieces often took up to 20 
hours to carve while larger ones could take 
40 or more. He could remember each detail 
of a scene. “When you live it, it is easy to 
visualize what to put into a piece.”

 �Subject: Henry’s father’s early works 
Year: Approximately 1975 
Materials used: Wood, paint, rubber and wire



Henry and Gevee were shy, quiet people, 
never promoting their work, never realizing 
in those early days just how talented they 
were. Henry didn’t care about the art 
market; he created just for himself. He 
often said of their crafts, “I want you to 
smile every time you look at it and count 
on never getting tired of it.” 

Henry and Gevee prepared for the once 
a year local flea market and jamboree 
down the road from their home on Janvrin 
Island. They would set up a table to sell 
their carved and painted plaques, along 
with large lighthouses and sometimes 
boats. All weekend long, tourists and 
locals would come to the flea market held 
during the day, and the music at night. 
Sometimes Henry and Gevee would 
carve and paint all year and only sell 
one plaque. Sometimes there were no 
sales, or, Henry regretfully sold pieces to 
antique dealers for pennies on the dollar 
with large promises of future sales that 
never materialized. But Henry always 
knew they were worth more. He always 
hoped that year might be different. 

It was in 2003 their work came to the 
attention of local folk-art enthusiast Lionel 
Boudreau (no relation). Lionel was racing 
through the tables, seeing what new 
artists and works had been created over 
the winter. Henry’s table stopped him in 
his tracks. Chatting with Henry that day, 
Lionel fell in love with their art and their 
story. He called his long-term friend and 
fellow art collector Binney Parsons over 
to the table to look at Henry’s carvings. 
He too thought their work was incredible. 
Lionel bought the two pieces Henry had 
left and began a friendship that would 
last the rest of Henry’s life. Lionel quickly 
became the couple’s biggest fan, offering 
to buy and hold onto every craft they 
made so they could afford to live as 
artists, without worrying what might or 

might not sell – a gift few artists receive. 
Lionel helped throughout the next 
decade by supporting and encouraging 
their work, buying supplies and helping 
where he could. But most importantly, 
he believed in them and offered the most 
important gift of all, his friendship.

Henry was born on February 25, 1951 
in West Arichat; Gevee, on the outskirts 
of the coal mining town of Glace Bay on 
March 29, 1949. They had both grown up 
on Cape Breton Island. 

Both in their 40s and having been married 
and widowed before, Gevee recalls how 
they met at a dance in Grand Anse on 
September 19, 1992. Neither had planned 
to go to but for some reason, were drawn 
to attend one Saturday night. To this day, 
she believes fate brought them together. 
After dancing the night away, it was love 
at first sight and they were engaged 
within three days. Three months later, on 
December 1, 1992, they were married, 
taking on the challenge of joining their two 
families and becoming a household of 11 
overnight. Henry had three children aged 
16, 18 and 20, Gevee had six children 
aged 6 - 23. Gevee said they stuck 
together and survived many hard years. 
Through it all, Henry was a romantic, 
always leaving Gevee love notes around 
the house, always making special gifts for 
her, sometimes even carving “I love you” 
into that night’s mashed potatoes.

Henry started carving soon after they got 
married. The first piece was completed in 
October 1994. It was a cabin cruiser with 
two figures that represented them. He 
also carved a woman knitting in a rocking 
chair, a woman baking bread, a woman 
washing clothes on a scrub board, all of 
which could have been sparked by stories 
of Gevee doing those chores in the 1960s, 
or seeing the older generation doing it. 



Between 1994 and 2013, approximately 
500 pine-carved plaques and 500 intricate 
scenes with figures were created.

As much as Henry loved the idea of 
working together on the crafts, Gevee 
wasn’t as keen at first. Among other 
things, she had a household to run 
and a garden to tend. While he loved 
carving, he greatly disliked painting and 
was constantly asking Gevee to paint 
his craft for him. She pushed back at 
first, reminding him it was his art, make 
it unique! But seeing his frustration over 
time, seeing how it was affecting his 
carving and realizing “he just didn’t have 
the magic for it,” she finally agreed. As an 
experienced oil painter, she knew oil would 

take too long to dry on these tiny pieces, 
so she began experimenting with enamel 
paint and found a way to mix colours for 
the desired effect. Henry always said it 
was Gevee’s skill with painting the figures, 
all the little details and even the floors that 
made each of his carvings come to life. 

From then on, Henry and Gevee’s 
relationship was not only of a marriage 
and the joining of two families, but also 
an artistic partnership, each having key 
roles in the creation of each little scene. 
Gevee recalls how Henry would have an 
idea, or they would talk things through and 
come up with ideas together. Then they 
would write down all the tiny components 
needed to create the final piece. 

 �Title: Sow and two cubs 
Year: 2004 
Materials: Pine board and paint 
Dimensions: 9 x 11 inches



Henry did all the carving using a simple 
knife, with Gevee at the small kitchen 
table in the winter, spring and fall, and 
outside in the summer in the garage 
he built himself. Curious neighbours 
wandered in to have a visit and watch 
him carve whenever they saw the large 
garage doors open. Henry was known 
to say, “If my hands are busy, my mind 
is occupied. Whatever you do, don’t tie 
my hands, I’ll be lost.” Henry’s hands 
were large, and his fingers were cut and 
scarred from years of carving but this 
gentle giant would work away, carving 
pieces so small he could barely hold 
onto them.

Gevee would sit inside at the kitchen 
table with her painting cart beside her, 
carefully mixing paints to get just the 
right colour and applying them in a way 
that added a dimension to the carvings 
that made the scenes that much better, 
that much more magical. Then, together 
at their small kitchen table, listening 
to the oldies on the radio, chatting, 
laughing or sometimes just working for 
hours in a comfortable silence, Henry 
would sew clothing for each little person 
using free material from the bags Gevee 
had collected. And to make each detail 
perfect, each little character needed 
different types of clothing. Hair was 
sometimes furnished by their cat. 

They had originally started with pine wall 
plaque carvings. Most plaques were 
eight inches by 12 inches, but others 
were a smaller size. Gevee would sketch 
a picture, Henry would carve the lines 
of the sketching, and then Gevee would 
paint them. But, Gevee recalls that the 
plaques of the scenes she had sketched 
were too easy for Henry to carve and 
didn’t take him very much time. This 
resulted in a pile of plaques at her end 
of the table and a backlog of painting 

work. After creating nearly 500 plaques 
together over a period of two years, 
she had had enough. At her request, 
they focused more on the theme of little 
people in their daily lives.

They made pieces that depicted 
Henry’s childhood, stories from elders 
and events from people’s daily lives, in 
pioneer or modern settings. Later, he 
added ideas from Gevee’s childhood 
and present-day activities he saw her 
doing around the house. He had a lot 
of material to work with having been 
employed as a grave digger, brick 
layer, lobster fisherman, fish plant 
worker, carpenter, highway worker and 
undertaker. He also enjoyed creating 
animated scenes from his favourite 
sports: hockey and wrestling.

By 2006, Lionel and Binney were 
representing them and selling scenes with 
the little people for them at the Lunenburg 
Folk Art Festival, a five-hour drive from 
their home. If there weren’t enough 
carvings to fill the table, Lionel would 
add pieces from his personal collection. 
With Lionel’s help, the couple developed 
a small but enthusiastic fan club of locals 
and tourists who were early to recognize 
their talent and bought many pieces over 
the years. When buying a new piece, 
these fans would tell Lionel that anything 
that lifts your spirits is worth having in 
your home, and that every time they 
would pass Henry and Gevee’s little folk-
art scenes in their home, it would make 
them smile. “I like to do things that others 
appreciate,” Henry often said.

Henry was a character. He never had 
a shirt on, even on the coldest days. 
Henry used a scroll saw and a hand 
drill for making pinholes to attach arms, 
elbows and ankles along with a thumb 
cut knife, hand saw and exacto knife. 



He was a self-proclaimed perfectionist, 
but believed “there is always someone 
better than you are.” For him, it had to 
look right, not matter how long it took. 
He didn’t create to please buyers; he 
only created to please himself. The 
little people and the scenes had to look 
exactly the way Henry thought they 
should look. And if they didn’t, he would 
start over again. “I want you to see what 
I see, I want to show you my world.”

In 2008 Henry suffered from depression 
and stopped carving for more than a 
year. It was only after a close friend lost 
his wife and asked Henry to carve a blue 
angel of her for him that he was able 
to begin again. In 2013, Henry’s health 
started to decline and worsened until his 
passing on January 15, 2016.

Henry and Gevee’s relationship was one 
of enduring partnership, and they found 
a true friend in Lionel. In addition to his 
ongoing encouragement, love and support 
over a span of more than a decade, when 
no one else would, he bought every piece 
they produced at whatever price Henry 
wanted, no questions asked. In that way, 
Henry and Gevee were able to keep doing 
what they loved.

This exhibition highlights a portion of 
Lionel’s collection along with some of 
his photos. It also includes a selection of 
works from Gevee’s private collection, the 
table at which they worked and some of 
their work tools. More than anything, it 
has been Lionel’s dream to see Henry and 
Gevee’s work recognized, and for Gevee 
to finally “see their name in lights.”

 �Subject: Plaque of the Lord 
Title: Sacred heart 
Year:  2000 
Materials: Pine board and paint

 �Subject: Plaque of a unicorn, Untitled 
Year: 2000 
Materials: Pine board and paint



 �Title: Gevee painting 
Year: 2004 
Materials used: Wood, paint, fabric, hair and wire













 �Subject: A Table for Two 
Henry and Gevee’s kitchen table and workstation  
Materials: Finished and unfinished pieces including Coal Miner, Boy 
pulling hair, Henry’s mother playing bingo, Boy feeding dog. Also seen, 
Henry’s knife, carving tools and the carved decoy, “Lucky Seagull.”

 �Subject: Henry and Gevee at the table 
Title: A table for two 
Year: 2005  
Materials: Wood and paint  
Dimensions: 8 inches long x 4 inches wide x 4 inches high



 �Subject: A gift from Henry 
Title: I love you 
Materials: Pine board and paint 
Year: 2003

 �Gevee’s painting box

 �Subject: Gift from Henry to Lionel 
Title: Lionel’s family making a snow bunny 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Wood, paint and wool



 �Title: Gevee’s painting of Henry 
Year: 2004 
Materials used: Particle board and paint



 �Subject: Lobster feast 
Title: What a treat 
Year: 2013 
Materials used: Wood, paint, fabric, 
hair and wire

 �Subject: Local politicians  
Title: Flushing our promises 
Year: 2007 
Materials used: Wood, paint, wool and paper  

 �Title: Father and son duck hunting 
Year: 2007 
Materials used: Wood, paint, fabric, hair, 
wire and leather



 �Subject: Card players 
Title: Friday night at Lee’s 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Subject: Sidney Crosby playing hockey, 
practicing on a dryer 
Title: Sid da Kid 
Year: 2009 
Materials used: Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Title: Beaver pole 
Year: 2005 
Materials used: Wood and paint



 �Subject: Gangster scene 
Title: Gangsters, assassins, “Make my day” 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric, hair and metal  



 �Title: The Silver Savages  
Verses Salt and Pepper 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and wire  
Dimensions: 21 inches long x 16 inches wide  
x 10 inches high



 �Subject: Boy with wasp nest 
Title: Anybody home? 
Year: 2012 
Materials used: Wood, paint, fabric and hair  
Dimensions: 6 inches high



 �Subject: Girl with cat and milk bottles 
Title: Fluffy, scram! 
Year: 2009 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Title: King Lionel the Great 
Year: 2007 
Materials: Wood, paint, cereal box and rope

 �Subject: Baseball scene 
Title: Holy smokes, 95 mph 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and  
an old ironing board





 �Subject: Cowboy on horse 
Title: OK Jack, let’s go find the bad guys 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Wood, metal, leather, hair and paint

 �Title: Fox lady 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood and paint  

 �Title: Friendship is like a chain 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood and paint 

 �Title: Native Chief 
Gevee’s personal collection 
Dimensions: 10 x 16 inches 
Materials: Pine board and paint 
Year: 2003



 �Title: Rita MacNeil 
Year: 2004 
Gevee’s personal collection 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric, wire and hair 
Dimensions: 6 inches high



 �Title: Stompin’ Tom 
Year: 2004 
Gevee’s personal collection 
Materials: Wood, fabric, hair, wire, paint  
Dimensions: 6 inches high



 �Subject: Bed and piggy bank 
Title: Now I have enough for my kitten 
Year: 2011 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Subject: Girl combing hair 
Title: So what do you want to be  
when you grow up? 
Year: 2013 
Materials, Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Subject: Boy shaving 
Title: Dad, is this what toilet paper is for? 
Year: 2009



 �Subject: Hockey player Sidney Crosby 
Title: What a wonderful feeling 
Year: 2011 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Subject: Hockey player Brad Marchand 
Title: The honey badger 
Year: 2011 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Subject: Canadian flag 
Title: Very proud Canadian 
Year: 2012 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric, rope and hair  

 �Subject: Henry plunging toilet 
Title: This stinks 
Year: 2009 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Gevee’s personal collection 
Materials: Pine board and paint 
Dimensions: 10 x 12 inches



 �Subject: Coal miner 
Title: Dad hard at work 
Year: 2013 
Materials: Wood, paint, leather, fabric and hair

 �Title: Good day 
Year: 2006 
Materials used: Wood and paint

 �Title: Time waits for no one 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood and paint



 �Title: Private, do not look 
Year: 2004 
Materials used: Wood, popsicle sticks, 
fabric, leather and paint 
Dimensions: 4 x 5 x 7 inches high

 �Subject: Small carvings, unfinished 
Year: 2006 
Materials: Wood



 �Subject: Wiping butt with promises 
Title: Paul and sidekick 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair



 �Subject: Boy stealing pie 
Title: Take that you scoundrel! 
Year: 2011 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Subject: Boy feeding dog 
Title: Speak! Speak! Good Boy! 
Year: 2013 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Subject: Boy with tongue stuck on pole 
Title: Oh no! 
Year: 2013 
Materials: Wood, paint, fabric and hair

 �Title: Four seasons 
Year: 2005 
Materials: Hat box, paint  
Dimensions 18 inches wide x 12 inches high




