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Abstract
In this article, I illustrate how the national narrative in Canada’s Museum of History 
has evolved over 50 years. Located in the national capital of Ottawa, the new 
Canada’s History Hall presents a concise overview of a nation, stretching from time 
immemorial to the present. It was opened on 1 July 2017 as a signature exhibition in 
celebration of Canada’s sesquicentennial. It also represents a fourth manifestation 
of a national museum narrative for Canada. From humble beginnings in 1967 
(when Canada celebrated its centennial), the narrative has changed substantially 
in response to national policies and societal values. Adopting a critical discourse 
analysis methodology, and drawing from archival evidence, I analyse how this 
national narrative has evolved. Canada’s History Hall presents Canadian students 
with a concise national template for remembering Canada’s past. Over the past 
50 years, this narrative has changed, as curators have employed artefacts and 
museum environments to construct patriotic pride in their nation. Until 2017, 
this narrative was blatantly exclusionary of Indigenous voices. More recently, the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada has called for reconciliation 
in education, including public forums for education. The Canadian Museum of 
History has responded to this call by weaving Indigenous voices into the national 
narrative of the new Canadian History Hall. In so doing, I argue, the museum has 
successfully entwined patriotism with reconciliation against past wrongs.
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Introduction
The New Canadian History Hall that opened in Ottawa’s Canadian Museum of History 
on 1 July 2017 is not really all that new. It actually represents an evolution in history 
halls that can be traced back to 1967, when Canada celebrated its centennial as a 
nation. In this article, I illustrate how the national narrative in Canada’s Museum of 
History has evolved over 50 years. I also analyse how the experiences of Indigenous 
peoples have (or have not) been included within these national narratives. With each 
manifestation of Canadian history, Canada’s national museum has constructed a ‘big 
idea’ about what it means to be Canadian. Each of these manifestations represents a 
concise national template for student learning about Canada’s past.

Planning for Canada’s centennial year, 1967
The concept of a national exhibition, representing Canada in its entirety, was first 
initiated in 1959, when the then Prime Minister, John G. Diefenbaker, announced the 
start of planning for Canada’s centennial year of 1967. Two years later, parliament 
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passed the National Centennial Act (later to be amended and renamed in 1963 as the 
Centennial of Confederation Act), establishing an administrative framework for federal 
involvement in centennial celebrations. What followed would be the establishment of 
a Centennial Commission, with a broad mandate to promote interest in the centennial, 
and to plan programmes and projects related to the centennial’s historical significance. 

As part of this planning initiative, Canada’s national museum, which was then 
known as the Victoria Memorial Museum, was transferred from the jurisdiction of 
the Department of Northern Affairs and Natural Resources, to the Department 
of the Secretary of State. This marked a significant change in leadership, since the 
secretary of state was responsible for a much broader (interdepartmental) mandate 
of ceremonial and state duties – including citizenship. Plans were subsequently 
established for assembling historical collections to celebrate the first 100 years of 
Canadian Confederation, and cabinet instructed the Human History Branch of the 
museum to begin collecting historical objects for display in a new museum building 
that would be opened in 1967.

By the end of March 1964, the National Museum of Canada consisted of two 
branches: the Natural History Branch, and the Human History Branch. Within the 
Human History Branch, there were sections responsible for archaeology (including 
physical anthropology), ethnology, war and aviation. A Canadian History Section, 
although already mandated, was yet to be organized; it was nevertheless reported that 
plans were already well under way for a ‘Canadian Historical Museum’, to be housed 
separately from the other branches and sections of the national museum. The intent 
was to establish a permanent exhibition, depicting Canada’s human past from 28,000 
BC to AD 1967, and adding to the already existing array of exhibitions that focused 
on Canada’s ethnology, archaeology and folklore (Thorpe, c.1980). This concept was 
described in the museum’s Annual Report of 1964 as follows: 

This new museum will deal with Canadian History in the broadest sense. 
Starting with a review of Man’s place in Nature, it will trace the entry 
and spread of aboriginal people into North America from Asia, and 
the development of their cultures as revealed by archaeological and 
ethnological evidence. The section dealing with European man in Canada 
will follow the routes of the early explorers, fur traders, and missionaries. 
It will represent not only the great events that shaped the development of 
this country, but will also show the way of life of Canadians from the first 
settlers, to the generation before the present. Pioneer arts, crafts, and 
industries will have a prominent place, so will also the counsel of social 
history for illustration of Canadian participation in several armed conflicts, 
including extensive subsections illustrating the armaments of the two 
world wars. 

Exhibits illustrating the way of life of Canada’s Eskimos and Indians are now 
being built in the National Museum. The historical collections of the Public 
Archives other than documents and the Department of Agriculture are in 
process of being turned over to the National museum for incorporation 
in the Historical Museum. Large collections of furniture, utensils, tools, 
vehicles, textiles, clothing, and craft products are being assembled, from 
which can be prepared exhibits showing household interiors, craft shops, 
business establishments, and professional offices as they might have been 
in Canada of the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. Series of objects will show 
the development of agriculture, of woodworking, of lighting and heating, 
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and of many specialized crafts. Special facilities will be provided to 
permit demonstration of the actual crafts and arts of the past. Here in the 
Canadian Historical Museum will be seen the march of events in the past, 
and the manner in which our ancestors met the challenge of a new land, 
and expanded their economy and industry. (Secretary of State, 1964: 21)

In response to the Canadian cabinet’s call to action, historians were appointed whose 
primary role was to develop an artefact collection representing Canada as a nation. 
Leadership came from the museum’s first History Division Director, Frederick J. Thorpe, 
as well as a new Museum Director, Richard Glover, both of whom were hired in 1964. 
These two individuals, along with four other historians who were on staff by 1967, 
became key to framing what artefacts the museum would acquire, and what stories the 
museum would tell about Canada’s past. 

With the arrival of Richard Glover as museum director, however, plans for a new 
history museum were quickly postponed, with the intent of adopting a new plan that 
would combine both human and natural history into a single building (Secretary of 
State, 1965: 18). Later, as centennial year drew closer, plans for a new building fell 
through completely, as government priorities shifted towards construction of a national 
arts centre, as well as the construction of a national archives building. The official 
centennial project for the Human History Branch of Canada’s National Museum would 
become nothing more than a humble series of exhibits, presented on the mezzanine 
level of the museum, documenting Canada’s entry into Confederation. This became 
Canada’s first History Hall (see Figure 1). 

1967: Canada’s first History Hall
Confederation 1867 was a modest exhibition – covering ‘several thousand’ square feet 
(Secretary of State, 1968: 35) – that commemorated ‘events leading up to and including 
the Act of Confederation’ (ibid.: 30). The exhibition included period rooms, material 
culture and information on the social, economic and political history of the period:

On the mezzanine three rooms of furniture of the confederation period 
were set up and showcases displayed artifacts relating to personal 
trinkets of the period. In the rotunda artifacts were on display relating 
to the agriculture, fishing and industry of confederation times, along 
with an exhibit of Fathers of Confederation belongings – Sir John A. 
MacDonald’s desk, chairs and an epergne [a table] belonging to Sir 
George-Étienne Cartier and four statuettes of MacDonald, Cartier, Tupper 
and Langevin. (ibid.)

By today’s standards, the choice to focus specifically on four (out of a total of 36) ‘Fathers 
of Confederation’, namely Sir John A. MacDonald (Canada’s first Prime Minister, who 
was a representative for Upper Canada – now known as Ontario), Sir George-Étienne 
Cartier (a representative for Lower Canada – now known as Quebec), Sir Charles Tupper 
(a representative for Nova Scotia) and Sir Hector-Louis Langevin (a representative 
for Lower Canada), seems extremely exclusionary. In hindsight as well, the choice 
of commemorating Sir Hector-Louis Langevin is particularly inappropriate, since 
Langevin has since been identified as a prominent ‘architect’ (along with Sir John A. 
MacDonald) in establishing Residential Schools for Indigenous peoples in Canada (see 
Hayday, 2017).
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Figure 1: Confederation 1867 – Secretary of State Judy LaMarsh (left) opened the 
museum’s first History Hall on 26 June 1967, along with History Division Director 
Frederick Thorpe (centre) and Museum Director William Taylor (right)

This was Canada’s first History Hall and, by all accounts, no Indigenous history was 
included in the interpretative storyline. Instead, Indigenous history was presented 
separately in other parts of the museum building. This exclusionary practice followed 
divisionary lines within the museum that perpetuated what former History Division 
Director Frederick J. Thorpe has described as a Darwinian approach to the past. In 
this sense, museum spaces were divided according to an evolutionary progression, 
stretching ‘from earth sciences [natural history] by way of paleontology to life sciences, 
and from life sciences [human history] in general to aboriginal man and from aboriginal 
man to so-called civilized man’ (Thorpe, c.1980: 3). Earth sciences occupied the east 
side of the building, while life sciences occupied the west side. Correspondingly, within 
the Human History Branch of the museum, the history of ‘aboriginal man’ fell under 
the curatorial interests of the archaeology and ethnology divisions, while the history 
of ‘civilized man’ fell under the curatorial interests of the History Division (Secretary of 
State, 1968: 31–6; see also Thorpe, c.1980: 20–1). Other exclusionary practices included 
the renaming of the National Museum of Canada as the National Museum of Man, an 
action that was brought about largely by the popularity of Expo 67 in Montreal, which 
was called Man and His World (Vodden and Dyck, 2006: 62). 

For students visiting the National Museum of History during centennial year, 
Indigenous voices were blatantly absent from the narrative about Canada’s past. Instead, 
Indigenous peoples’ history was presented elsewhere in the building (outside the national 
narrative). In addition, one of the highlights of their summer learning experience would 
have been ‘Indian days’, in which children aged 10 to 12 participated in a week-long 
summer camp (Secretary of State, 1968: 26), which involved lectures, crafts and games:
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The daily program lasted from 9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., starting in the 
morning with an illustrated lecture. In the afternoon, games were played, 
sometimes authentic Indian dances, and crafts such as modelling in 
plasticine, making and painting of drums, and artwork were enjoyed. The 
painting of authentic Plains Indian designs on a full-sized tipi was the focal 
point of the program. These tipis looked very attractive when finished and 
set up on the grounds of the Museum and were a source of pride to the 
boys and girls. An air of authenticity was added by choosing ‘chiefs’ for 
each ‘tribe’, and praises were given to those children who had done the 
best craft work. (ibid.: 25)

In the age of the ‘Sixties Scoop’ (the practice, during the 1960s, of taking – ‘scooping 
up’ – children of Aboriginal peoples in Canada from their families for placing in 
foster homes or adoption, with each region having its specific adoption or fostering 
programme and policy), eugenics and Residential Schools, such activities did little 
to enlighten students on Indigenous experiences in Canada. Instead, the museum’s 
education practices served only to encourage cultural appropriation of traditions that 
were quickly disappearing or were already extinct.

So, while the vision of establishing a Canadian Museum of History was not 
realized in time for Canada’s centennial celebrations, there did begin to evolve a 
concept of a Canadian History Hall. This notion, however, was extremely exclusionary, 
and followed Darwinian lines of interpretation. Indigenous voices were clearly absent 
from any notion of a national narrative, and students’ only exposure to Indigenous 
history was through methods of cultural appropriation. Nevertheless, on the day in 
1967 when Secretary of State Judy LaMarsh cut the ribbon to open the first Canadian 
History Hall, plans were already well under way for renovations that would eventually 
make way for a much more significant exhibition that would open 10 years later, in 1977 
(Thorpe, 1978: 66).

1977 – A Few Acres of Snow – Quelques arpents de neige
A Few Acres of Snow – Quelques arpents de neige (see Figure 2) drew its title from 
a popular quote by French writer Voltaire (1759: 33), who wrote: ‘those two nations 
[England and France] are fighting a war over a few acres of snow in Canada and 
they’re spending more on that glorious war than the whole of Canada is worth’. It 
was this citation that set the stage for a colonial perspective on Canada’s past that 
drew upon the environment as a unifying factor for a nation. The intent of this national 
narrative was to present the ‘history and heritage of the everyday Canadian’ – by 
drawing Canadians together through shared objects, shared environments and shared 
experiences (National Museum of Man, 1977: 1). 

The common narrative thread for this greatly enlarged version of the Canadian 
History Hall (covering 8,000 square feet of exhibit space) was Canada’s environment. 
The ‘big idea’ was that Canada’s northern climate has made us who we are as Canadians, 
that national identity flows out of the exploitation of natural resources – fish, fur, timber 
and coal – as well as technology developed to aid in this exploitation, and that such 
acts of exploitation have had human as well as environmental consequences (Ruddel, 
1983; see also Friesen, 1978). This storyline was achieved through a combination of 
didactic and dioramic learning environments. Thematic choices were largely driven by 
the research interests of curatorial staff, along with the artefact collection and current 
trends in social history (Gallacher, 2009: 27–9).
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Figure 2: A Few Acres of Snow – Quelques arpents de neige, opened on 
15 October 1977

As the museum’s official press release explained, this national storyline commenced 
with a brief reference to ‘Early Man’s’ interaction with the environment, and quickly 
moved on to the arrival of Europeans. Then followed thematic units that explored 
Europeans against the wilderness, the environment and [European] man, nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century rural life, urban development, and eighteenth- to twentieth-
century Canadian society. Some of the features within these units included dioramas 
of the interior of an immigrant ship crossing the Atlantic; a Depression-period kitchen 
from Saskatchewan; a coal mine from Glace Bay, Nova Scotia; and a wealthy late-
Victorian parlour. This History Hall ended with a section on Canadian identities, where 
visitors were reminded that ‘we’ were all immigrants at some point in time, and that 
‘all Canadians, past and present, have had much more in common than they believe 
possible’ (National Museum of Man, 1977: 7). 

Clearly, the 1977 version of Canada’s History Hall was firmly rooted in settler 
colonialism. Within this national narrative, Indigenous history was largely excluded 
after the initial introductory unit, where Indigenous people were presented as red-
skinned and naked. The only other fleeting reference could be found relating to the 
fur trade in New France, where Indigenous peoples were credited as ‘essential to the 
growth of this industry’ by providing ‘the French with fur pelts and practical modes of 
travel – snowshoes, toboggans, and canoes’ (ibid.: 8); then, at the very end of the Hall, 
it was recognized that ‘Canada’s native peoples seek a strong voice in deciding their 
own future, for their past, since contact with Europeans, has been largely controlled 
for them’ (ibid.: 51).

The reasoning behind such a brief acknowledgement of an Indigenous presence 
within the History Hall was that Indigenous peoples were interpreted separately within 
the museum – as ethnology, rather than history. As visitors made their way through the 
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National Museum building, they travelled through four million years of time, beginning 
with The Immense Journey Hall on the first floor, where they encountered dioramic 
domes, and progressed through societal themes. Visitors then explored the Canada 
Before Cartier Hall, where they learned the ‘pre-history’ of Canada (Thorpe, c.1980: 
21). Canada’s History Hall occupied the fourth (and final) floor of the museum. In this 
sense, the colonial experience was clearly separated from Indigenous experiences, 
and visitors progressed upwards through the building, towards modern ‘civilized’ 
society. Here, Canadian identity was presented as the product of ‘shared historical 
experiences’ that were ‘unique to this country and to the non-Indigenous peoples who 
settled it’ (National Museum of Man, 1977: 1). In this context, the message was loud 
and clear: ‘Canada’ began with the arrival of French explorer Jacques Cartier in 1534, 
and Canadian identity is the product of non-Indigenous peoples. 

Within the broader perspective of Canadian society, a settler colonial past 
did not seem at all problematic at the time. Canada, it seemed, was experiencing 
an identity crisis, and A Few Acres of Snow provided a welcome message of unity. 
It was a sign of the times, since by 1977 many Canadians were concerned about the 
future of Confederation, as Separatist forces were gaining ever greater momentum in 
Quebec under the leadership of Provincial Premier René Lévesque. Combined with 
this crisis was the emergence of federal policies aimed at supporting ‘multiculturalism 
within a bilingual framework’ (Haque, 2012), as well as strengthening cultural industries 
against competition from the United States. As Mackey (1999: 50) has pointed out: 
‘Multiculturalism was developed as a mode of managing internal differences within 
the nation and, at the same time, created a form through which the nation could be 
imagined as distinct and differentiated from external others such as the United States.’ 

The problem, however, was that Indigenous peoples were not included in this 
imaged nation. So, while exhibition reviewer Jean Friesen (1978: 65) observed that A 
Few Acres of Snow offered ‘a story in which most Canadians can find their relevant 
place’, and while Museum Director William Taylor emphasized how the narrative 
illustrated ‘the commonalty of our historical experience’ (National Museum of Man, 
1977: 1), Indigenous Canadians were markedly absent from this collective identity. 
For students visiting Canada’s History Hall in 1977, Indigenous Canadians were the 
culturally primitive other, exhibited elsewhere in the building.

1989 – Canada’s History Hall: New Beginnings
When A Few Acres of Snow was unveiled in 1977, plans were already well under way 
to establish a new museum facility that could better serve the curatorial, administrative 
and public programming needs of a national museum (MacDonald and Alsford, 1989: 
7–8). This new facility opened in 1989, along with a new name, the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization. Within this impressive piece of architecture stood a new (and substantially 
larger) Canada History Hall that covered 43,558 square feet of exhibit space.

New Beginnings was the working title for this state-of-the-art streetscape-style 
exhibition, which portrayed Canada’s human experience through a continuous storyline 
that spanned a thousand years of history (see Figure 3). The intent of this much larger 
national narrative was to present the ‘story of how generations of Canadians have 
faced new and challenging situations as they moved from one frontier to another’ 
(ibid.: 97–8). This was a very ambitious undertaking. As the museum’s Director of 
History, Dan Gallacher (2009: 4) later recalled, New Beginnings presented Canada’s 
history on an epic scale. 
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Figure 3: New Beginnings, the working title for a state-of-the-art streetscape-style 
Canadian History Hall that opened in the Canadian Museum of Civilization in 1989

What set this History Hall distinctly apart from previous versions was that the curatorial 
design process was largely market-driven; so, while well researched in impressive 
detail, history played a secondary role in the exhibition design process (Gallacher, 2009: 
34; see also Rider, 1994). Each streetscape unit was intended to serve as a museum 
‘table of contents’ for national historic sites located across Canada (MacDonald and 
Alsford, 1989: 99), commencing with the arrival of Vikings at L’Anse aux Meadows 
in Newfoundland in c.1000, and stretching into the present, with the Wildcat Café 
at Yellowknife in the Northwest Territories. The common narrative thread for this 
interpretation of Canada’s past was a unifying spirit of exploration and adventure:

It is the story of how generations of Canadians, both new and old, faced 
new and challenging situations. And it is the story of the dreams and spirit 
of adventure that moved Canadians from one frontier to another. The waves 
of immigration, the movement of people of many different backgrounds 
across a wilderness country, the growth of cities, the challenge of the 
environment, and the far-reaching changes in technology and social 
development are all part of this history. All had a profound impact on the 
daily lives of Canadians. (Champoux-Ares, 1986: 26)

This storyline was to be achieved through experiential (rather than didactic) learning, 
about how ordinary citizens lived much of their ordinary lives. As a result, learning 
environments were constructed (by order of priority) to be: (1) evocative of adventure 
and discovery; (2) entertaining; (3) emotionally stimulating; and (4) participatory (ibid.: 
16). In this context, entertainment took precedence over information, and actual 
museum artefacts were not necessary. Artefacts, it was reasoned, could be exhibited 
elsewhere in the museum (ibid.: 17).

Once again, Canada’s History Hall presented a story of settler colonialism. 
The ‘big idea’ was that Canada constitutes a cultural mosaic of people from many 
different backgrounds, and that ‘the interaction of these cultures has both changed 
individual cultures and produced a meeting point’ (MacDonald and Alsford, 1989: 99) 
for a national identity that is uniquely Canadian. One of the most evident problems 
with this national narrative, however, was that Indigenous peoples were (yet again) 
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virtually excluded. According to this storyline, ‘Canada’ began with the arrival of 
Vikings in c.1000. Progress in the ‘New World’ was then followed by a ‘Taking Root’ of 
New France, and ‘Expanding Frontiers’ in British North America – where ‘Towns and 
Trade’ grew, along with the expansion of the ‘Western Interior’ after Confederation. 
This story of Canada’s past ended with a celebration of the hinterlands within the ‘Far 
Horizons’ of British Columbia, the Yukon and Northwest Territories (see Canadian 
Museum of History, n.d.(a)). Throughout Canada’s History Hall, the experience of 
Indigenous peoples was rarely evident. This national narrative was purely a story of 
colonization through a western and northern movement of expansion. Indigenous 
voices were hauntingly absent.

The problem was that although Indigenous voices were well represented on 
the main floor of the museum, within space that featured the breathtakingly elaborate 
Grand Hall (a signature space in the museum to this day), Indigenous voices were 
not included in the national narrative about Canada’s history. Because of this division, 
as Mackey (2012: 321) has pointed out, Indigenous peoples were positioned as a 
commodity of national cultural property – in service to the settler nation:

The Grand Hall is designed to be one of the first spaces a visitor enters 
and is organized hierarchically – designed to draw people and control 
movements in specific ways. A breathtaking space of huge proportions, 
filled with totem poles and artefacts of Canada’s West Coast peoples, it 
curves around the central courtyard of the museum and looks out across 
the river to Canada’s Parliament Buildings. The director of the museum 
argues that the Grand Hall is made central to the design of the museum so 
that it will ‘emphasize the contributions of Native peoples to the heritage 
of the nation and the world’… The process of transforming Aboriginal 
culture into ‘heritage’ enables the culture of the colonized to be put into 
the service of building national and international identity.

Such a positioning of Indigenous peoples as ‘heritage’, Mackey argues, impacts on 
how students and visitors learn to perceive the Indigenous past. First, Indigenous 
peoples are idealized as an element of nature itself – they are the ‘raw material for the 
civilizing work of settlement’ and the subject of progress, as ordinary Canadians are 
positioned as the ‘agents who transform raw nature into developed civilization’ (ibid.: 
320). Second, as cultural property of the nation, Indigenous peoples are positioned as 
the ancestors of a settler nation that has reaped their inheritance – ‘not the survivors 
of conquest and colonization’ (ibid.: 321). Third, Indigenous peoples are presented as 
caught in the past – preserved in time, as relics from a long-forgotten way of doing 
things. In the words of Mackey (ibid.: 322), they become ‘frozen in the glorious past of 
tepees and headdresses’. From a pedagogical point of view, such positioning can be 
terribly misleading, since, as Mackey (ibid.) points out: 

Most Native people in Canada do not live in tepees. As citizens of the 
twenty-first century with a long history of colonization, many live in poverty 
in small, unromantic homes on reserves, in apartments and houses in 
urban centers, or on the streets. 

Perhaps more importantly, it also undermines the position of Indigenous peoples with 
regard to Treaty Rights and land claims in Canada. 

While the Canadian Museum of Civilization has since undergone a name change, 
becoming the Canadian Museum of History (marking a shift in emphasis towards 
Canadian history), the dynamics of the Grand Hall remain unchanged. What has changed, 
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however, is the positioning of Indigenous peoples in the history of ordinary Canadians – 
in the Canadian History Hall. By weaving Indigenous history into the national narrative 
of Canada, Indigenous peoples are no longer presented as relics from the past, but 
rather as survivors and activists in the struggle against settler colonialism. 

2017 – Stories of Canada: The new Canadian History Hall
The Canadian History Hall (Canadian Museum of History, n.d.(b)) reopened on 1 July 
2017 as a signature exhibition celebrating Canada’s sesquicentennial of Confederation 
(see Figure 4). This completely new exhibition space occupies the same square 
footage as the previous exhibition, and presents a concise overview of Canadian 
history, stretching from time immemorial to the present. The intent of this new 
national narrative is to present multiple stories and multiple experiences within one 
central storyline, about a Canada that has evolved into a world-leading nation. This 
is achieved by adopting a ‘warts and all’ approach to exploring the lives of ‘those 
who helped shape the country we know today … [and as a way of inspiring] visitors to 
see themselves as tomorrow’s history-makers’ (Amyot et al., 2017: 20). This is achieved 
through a combination of didactic and experiential learning environments, the design 
of which was driven by six guiding principles: 

(1)	 national narrative – stories that have shaped the country 
(2)	 legacy – for the present and future
(3)	 authenticity – with ‘no re-enactments or generic composites’ 
(4)	 human experience of real people – identified by name 
(5)	 multiple perspectives – with particular attention to gender, class, ethnicity and 

regional distinctions 
(6)	 participation through visitor engagement (ibid.: 22). 

What is perhaps most distinctive about the current version of Canada’s History Hall 
is that it includes Indigenous history throughout the entire storyline. In this national 
vision, Canada begins with a creation story from time immemorial, and the common 
narrative thread for interpreting Canada’s past is a reoccurring pattern of adaptation, 
disruption and accommodation. The ‘big idea’ is that Canada is a nation born out 
of dichotomies of conflict, struggle and loss –along with success, accomplishment 
and hope. 

The exhibition space is divided into three gallery sections, each containing 
18 different stories. The first gallery commences with ‘Early Canada’ (including an 
Anishinabe creation story) and covers a period up to the British Conquest of New 
France in 1763. The second gallery commences with ‘Colonial Canada’ during the time 
period of British North America, and covers a period up to expansion into the west and 
the women’s suffrage movement of 1916. The third gallery explores an independent 
‘Modern Canada’ initiated by Canada’s role in the First World War, and addresses such 
dichotomies in modernism as internment camps, poverty, gender discrimination, racial 
discrimination, anti-Semitism, Residential Schools for Indigenous children, Quebec’s 
struggle for independence, language rights and LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transexual) rights. Moving through these themes of conflict, struggle and loss, the new 
Canadian History Hall concludes with multiple messages of success, accomplishment 
and hope. These messages include such themes as Indigenous rights, welcoming 
refugees, international peacekeeping, and international leadership in innovation and 
technology. The History Hall then ends with a patriotic celebration of Canada as a 
world leader in peace, democracy and human rights. 
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Figure 4: The new Canadian History Hall, presenting a concise overview of Canadian 
history, stretching from time immemorial to the present

What is perhaps most important about the overall storyline for this version is that 
Indigenous peoples are no longer presented as relics from the past, but rather as 
survivors and activists in a struggle against settler colonialism. This is achieved by 
weaving Indigenous history into the national narrative of all three galleries in the hall. In 
addition, there is a section within the third gallery devoted specifically to First Peoples 
and Aboriginal rights. Entering this space, visitors are first confronted with the words 
of Duncan Campbell Scott, who was the Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs in 
1920: ‘Our object is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not 
been absorbed into the body politic.’ What follows are didactic panels, highlighted by 
Indigenous voices from the past, relating to ‘Cultural Oppression’, ‘Colonialism in the 
North’, ‘Indian Residential Schools’, ‘Speaking Out’, ‘Rediscovered Voices’, ‘Leadership 
and Self-determination’, ‘Cultural Affirmation’, ‘The Importance of Women’ and ‘Land 
and Aboriginal Rights’. This section ends with an affirmation of youth, featuring an 
optimistic final statement that ‘Indigenous peoples are gradually regaining control of 
their cultural identity, their governments, and their territories. Challenges abound, but 
there is hope and untold possibility’ (Amyot et al., 2017: 199). This is the narrative that 
students encounter when they visit the new Canadian History Hall in 2018.

Truth and reconciliation
In examining various manifestations of national narratives that have constituted 
Canada’s History Hall (Canadian Museum of History, n.d.(b)), it becomes apparent how 
the storyline has evolved out of a colonial past. What is most significant about this 
evolution, however, is how Indigenous history has only recently been fully integrated 
into the museum’s national narrative about Canada. This has come about mainly in 
response to nationwide hearings and the subsequent findings of Canada’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC). As is noted in the TRC’s final report, the Canadian 
Museum of History has acknowledged the previous absence of Indigenous voices in 
the museum’s national narrative. Appearing before the House of Commons Standing 
Committee on Canadian Heritage in 2013 (at a time when the new History Hall was 
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under development), museum President and Chief Executive Officer, Mark O’Neill, 
publicly recognized these inadequacies: 

Canadians made it very clear to us during the public engagement process 
that the voices and the experiences of First Peoples must have a place in any 
narrative of Canadian history … Canadians want us to be comprehensive, 
frank, and fair in our presentation of their history. They want us to examine 
both the good and the bad from our past. We were urged to foster a sense 
of national pride without ignoring our failings, mistakes and controversies. 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015a: 135)

The museum’s resulting research strategy, which is intended to guide the institution 
until 2023, includes a key research theme that focuses on Indigenous (Aboriginal) 
history as part of a broader national narrative:

Respectful exploration of the interwoven, often difficult histories 
of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Peoples, is a responsible, timely 
contribution to contemporary Canada, and to global understanding of 
Aboriginal Peoples … there are four principal objectives in exploring and 
sharing Aboriginal narratives … 1) Represent Aboriginal histories and 
cultures within broader Canadian narratives … 2) Explore inter-cultural 
engagement and its continuing impacts … 3) Broaden understanding of 
Aboriginal history before European contact … [and] 4) Deepen efforts to 
support First Peoples’ stewardship. (ibid.)

A commitment to these strategic goals is apparent in the current storyline for Canada’s 
History Hall. In turn, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has issued a total of 
94 calls to action, one of which includes ‘building student capacity for intercultural 
understanding, empathy, and mutual respect’ (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
2015b: 7).

Significance to history education
As findings from the national survey Canadians and their Pasts (Conrad et al., 2013) 
indicate, museums have an important role to play in history education. Findings indicate 
that the largest proportion of Canadians (more than 60 per cent) find museums to be 
very trustworthy; this level of trust is substantially higher than for history books, history 
teachers or the internet (50 per cent). Canadians’ reasoning is based upon ‘confidence 
in the expertise of professional historians who curate museum exhibits’ (ibid.: 18). 
Many also state that ‘exposure to museums at an early age’ has had ‘an important 
impact on their continued involvement’ (ibid.). By comparison, my own research has 
revealed that middle-school students (Grade 7) place an even higher level of trust 
in museums (Wallace-Casey, 2015). Students’ reasoning is based upon a belief that 
museums present ‘real things’ or ‘artefacts,’ and safeguard ‘knowledge’ or ‘proof’. 
These findings point to the pedagogical significance of museums as dynamic places 
for learning about the past.

Operating somewhat in parallel to the Canadians and their Pasts initiative, 
social studies curricula across Canada have undergone substantial revisions. As 
a result, historical thinking (a history domain-based approach to history education) 
has become firmly embedded within the curricula of most provinces and territories, 
including Ontario, British Columbia, Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and 
Labrador, Northwest Territories, Nova Scotia, and Nunavut (Seixas and Colyer, 2014). 
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Such pedagogical developments are immensely relevant to museum education, 
since dramatic changes in how students are expected to learn about the past require 
that history museums re-evaluate how they design and deliver student programmes. 
Coupled with these new developments are various academic debates regarding public 
pedagogy, difficult knowledge and nationalism (Epstein and Peck, 2018; Gosselin and 
Livingstone, 2016; Kosasa, 2011; Lehrer et al., 2011; Mackey, 1999, 2012; MacMillan, 
2009; Morgan, 2016; Neatby and Hodgins, 2012; Stanley, 2006; Trofanenko and Segall, 
2014; see also Ahonen, 2001; Berger et al., 2008; Carretero et al., 2017, 2012; Carretero, 
2011; Chapman and Wilschut, 2015; Fromm et al., 2014; Levy, 2017; Wertsch, 2017). 

In an internationally connected, ever-evolving global landscape, the keepers 
(and preservers) of Canada’s tangible past are called to adjust accordingly (Anderson, 
2017; Gosselin and Livingstone, 2016; Lévesque, 2017; Simon, 2011a; see also Adair 
et al., 2011; Barton, 2006; Barton and McCully, 2005; Golding, 2014; Gosselin, 2011; 
Grinell, 2014; Harris and Reynolds, 2014; Kelly and Gordon, 2002; Kidd et al., 2014; 
Kosasa, 2011; Létourneau, 2014; Lévesque, 2006; Marcus et al., 2012, 2017; Marcus and 
Levine, 2011; Nakou, 2006; Nordgren, 2016; Sandwell, 2012; Silverman, 2010; Simon, 
2011b; Trofanenko, 2014; van Boxtel, 2010; van Boxtel et al., 2011). This also requires 
that researchers develop a better understanding of the national narratives that students 
construct from the cognitive process of historical thinking in museum spaces such as 
the current Canadian History Hall. How can students be enabled through historical 
thinking to deconstruct the narratives they encounter in history museums? What are 
the narratives that students construct in the process?

Conclusion
As is evident from examining the narrative templates presented in this paper, Canada’s 
History Hall (Canadian Museum of History, n.d.(b)) provides a reflection upon Canadian 
society spanning over fifty years. Commencing with Darwinian values, the national 
narrative has shifted away from a colonial perspective on the past, to more fully integrate 
Indigenous voices in the narrative mix. This has come about in response to public 
demands for Truth and Reconciliation in public education forums. Over this period, the 
Canadian Museum of History has reinvented Canadian identity, moving from political 
union, to ‘a few acres of snow’; and from a place for ‘new beginnings’, to a world leader 
in peace, democracy and human rights. This transition marks a trajectory away from 
colonial sovereignty, where Indigenous voices were blatantly absent, towards a fuller 
integration of these voices into the national narrative. In so doing, Indigenous peoples 
have been repositioned within the museum as active agents in Canada’s history. More 
empirical research is required, however, regarding student-visitor historical thinking in 
Canadian history museums, and whether the narratives that students construct from 
this process actually addresses the TRC calls to action.
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