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Natalie Bosc 

Imperialism at its Finest: The Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
and The Musical Ride 

ABSTRACT 

Although the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) Musical Ride 
began as a way for officers to showcase their horsemanship skills, it 
has since evolved into a show/ritual that is publicly performed at 
various national events.  This article explores and problematizes the 
role of the Musical Ride as a tool and representation of Canadian 
nationalism.  It does this by first historically situating the role of the 
RCMP within Canadian meta-narratives, demonstrating how the 
“Mountie-Myth” supports a specific white-settler representation of 
Canada and Canadian identity.  As an extension and representation of 
the RCMP, the ride is the beautification of Canada’s imperial history.  
The ride annually visually re-imagines the RCMP into mythical heroes 
and physically enacts romantic images of Canadian identity.  Further, 
it assesses the Musical Ride as an invented tradition and argues that it 
articulates and supports official narratives of ‘Canadianness’ as 
‘strong’, ‘northern’, and ‘free’.  More specifically, it argues that the 
ride maintains through its continued practice and performance (and 
commemoration), exclusionary settler representations of the nation. 
Thus, this paper contributes to already existing discourse by looking 
at the role of the RCMP as an idealized symbol of Canadian identity 
but produces a fuller conceptualization by analyzing the role of the 
Musical Ride within these frameworks and by discussing what its 
continued practice says about Canada and Canadian identity within 
current post-colonial contexts.  

KEYWORDS 

Musical Ride, RCMP, identity, mythmaking, commemoration  
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The Musical Ride originally began as a way for officers to 
show off their riding skills.  Today, this has changed in that not all 
RCMP officers are required to ride a horse.  And yet, the tradition 
persists.  According to the RCMP website, the Musical Ride is a way to 
keep the “…tradition of horsemanship alive,” and that, “On warm 
summer nights you can witness the RCMP’s beginnings on the 
Canadian Prairie through their impressive demonstration of 
horsemanship that is the Musical Ride” 
(<http://www.mountieshop.com/new/musical_ride.asp>).  

What is so appealing about the Musical Ride that it continues to 
be cherished?  The Canadian ‘Mountie’ has been and continues to be 
a common representation in Canadian popular culture and nationalist 
narratives and has played an important role in depicting Canada, 
domestically and internationally, as a specific type of place: ‘strong’, 
‘north’, and ‘free’. 

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to already existing 
discourse on the role of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) 
as a tool and representation of Canadian nationalism.  This will be 
done by focusing on the Musical Ride to explore in what ways the 
RCMP has been a crucial component in constructing and idealizing a 
certain conceptualization of Canada as a unique and distinct nation.  
This paper looks at nation building, mythmaking and the invention of 
national identity and examines how these themes relate to the 
representation of the Musical Ride in Canada.  This paper will also 
examine the link between the ride and concepts of “civilization” and 
“progress”. More specifically, it assesses how the Musical Ride has 
become a space and place in which Canadian nationalism is 
articulated and physically enacted.   

Although the RCMP are still a widely praised national symbol 
of Canada, the RCMP have had numerous and highly publicized 
instances in which their mythological identity has been discredited, 
such as illegal wire-taps, sexual harassment, and police brutality 
amongst other crimes.  And yet, their imagined identity still resonates 
and is celebrated through the Musical Ride.   
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To what extent are the RCMP and the Musical Ride legitimate 
symbols and representations of Canada and Canadian identity? 
Through an historical and contextual analysis I will reflect 
philosophically on prominent themes and symbolism presented in the 
ride and what its continued presence and performance says about 
Canada.  

In order to elaborate on these assumptions, I will first discuss 
the history of the RCMP, and highlight their relationships with First 
Peoples of Canada.  Jim Wallace’s book, A Double Duty, will be of use 
to expand on historical contextualization of the RCMP and to situate 
purposes and roles in Canadian nation building.   Part of this involves 
defining key terms such as nation, national identity and nationalism 
and the myths embedded within them to determine how these 
concepts relate to Canada, to the RCMP and to the Musical Ride.  To 
do this, I will refer to established works from Eva Mackey (Death By 
Landscape: Race, Nature and Gender in Nationalist Mythology), Daniel 
Francis (National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and Canadian history), and 
Brian Osborne (Landscapes, Memory, Monuments, and Commemoration: 
Putting Identity in its Place).  Further, discussion will emphasize the 
achievement and fostering of nationalism through settlement and 
assimilation.  The discussion then narrows to focus specifically on the 
Musical Ride and elaborate on its invented nature (Hobsbawm 1989) 
and links to western imperial concepts such as “civilization” and 
“progress” including its inherent and embedded ties to the British 
monarchy.  Finally, by drawing on current performances and 
references (i.e. RCMP website) and commemorations of the Musical 
Ride, I assess the persistence and value of traditions such as the ride 
in post-colonial Canadian contexts.  Throughout, it is my critical 
assumption, which is influenced by my position as a fourth year 
Canadian studies student, that the RCMP Musical Ride is an official 
representation of Canadian nationhood that is used and produced 
within state institutions to replicate, create and convey a specific 
representation of Canadian identity and nation.  
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History of the RCMP: Settlement and Assimilation  
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), first known as 

the North West Mounted Police (NWMP), has a long and contested 
history (Canadian, American and British versions)1 (Dawson 1998). 
Two dominant versions of the history of the RCMP prevail: official 
and unofficial accounts.  Official accounts consistently emphasize the 
RCMP’s great and essential contributions in uniting and building a 
better Canada.  The RCMP is celebrated for protecting and bringing 
law and order to Canada in its early days (i.e. its officers are pioneers 
and heroes).  This story and representation of the RCMP still 
dominates and resonates today. However, there is another, darker, 
imperial side to the RCMP history, one in which officers were agents 
of the state recklessly and ruthlessly exercising police power and 
demonstrating that they were enforcers of state power (Dawson 
1998: 1-28). 

In A Double Duty, Jim Wallace describes how in “pondering 
how to establish law and order in the Northwest Territories,” [newly 
acquired by Canada] Sir John A. Macdonald sent a brigade of men to 
establish how this would be actualized (Wallace 12).  A key 
recommendation was that any force created should wear red coats, 
since “the Indians believed they could trust men wearing red coats” 
(Wallace 12).  Shortly after, on May 3, 1873, Sir John A. MacDonald 
presented a Bill in the House of Commons to sanction “the 
formation of a police force for the Northwest Territories.” The Bill 
was approved and ascribed explicit responsibilities to the force, 
which “included suppression of the whisky trade, collection of 
customs duties and calming unrest among the aboriginal peoples” 
(Wallace 19).  However, before this official enactment John A. 
Macdonald and his government had been grappling with how to 
‘govern’ the nation.  Wallace states, “Ottawa, being out of touch with 
reality, decided to govern the whole of their new possession as a 
single territory” (Wallace 5).  In other words, there was no discussion 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  This discussion focuses on Canadian accounts of the RCMP.  Still, even this poses 
problems in that various accounts of the history of the RCMP exist within Canadian 
contexts. Further, it becomes much more complicated in Canada—issues of definition 
arise, leading to questions about who and what is considered Canadian and who decides?	  
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and a limited voice from inhabitants living in these territories.  Part of 
the reason for this was because, as Wallace infers, one of 
MacDonald’s “chief concerns was to bring about completion of the 
railway and settlement of the west without becoming involved in a 
costly Indian war that could bankrupt the nation” (Wallace 5).  
Within this context, ultimately the NWMP was created out of 
imperial necessity to impose law and order and secure territory in 
hopes of gaining and maintaining power.  Shortly after, in 1874, the 
march west began. The march west has been iconized and celebrated 
as one of Canada’s defining moments.  The Mounted police 
journeyed from Ottawa on horseback to establish law and order in 
the northwest.  Keith Walden in Visions of Order discusses symbolic 
meaning and value attached to this march: 

Strong linear image…long, orderly files of men spread across 
the prairie…The descriptions of the march may be perceived to 
have had a strong phallic aspect.  In symbolic terms, perhaps 
this was meant to suggest, consciously or unconsciously, that 
the Mounted Police were agents of fertilization, and that as a 
result of their penetration, this unknown and seeming 
wasteland would bear fruit (Walden 108).  

 To expand on this, the march west would not only be about 
civilizing and bringing law and order to the west but would also be 
about economic and political expansion: securing territory, exercising 
power and authority over new possessions.  In other words, it was 
about western imperialism and progress.  For instance, Michael 
Dawson points out that in 1874 the NWMP worked swiftly in 
achieving its primary goal of displacing First Peoples’ in order to 
make room for “white settlement.” He adds that, “After providing an 
intimidating presence during unequal treaty negotiations, these 
‘agents of civilization’ were instrumental in setting up reserves and 
enforcing a ‘pass system,’ which prohibited Indians from leaving their 
reserves…” (Dawson 13). Thus, although official government 
accounts of the history of the RCMP argue that Mounted police were 
sent west to bring law and protection to the area, this was not solely 
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out of concern for the wellbeing of the people inhabiting the lands.  
Rather, it was an opportunity to regulate society and environment in 
the west, demonstrating that the inhabitants (First Peoples) and land 
belonged to Canada.  In many ways it was a political mission, or in 
other words, a civilizing mission, in which processes were influenced 
by political considerations.  Wallace emphasizes “Above all else, Sir 
John A Macdonald feared the outbreak of an Indian war when 
settlers started to arrive in the west.  This would be disruptive to 
construction of the transcontinental railway and thus had the 
potential to derail his vision of a nation from sea to sea…” (Wallace 
15).  In this context, it was established that to avoid this it would be 
necessary to “bring order to the territory and extinguish Indian title 
to land, thus making it available for settlement.” The NWMP were 
instrumental in facilitating the implementation of the Indian Policy 
(Wallace 15).  Still, it is important not to over-simplistically typecast 
the Mounted police officer.  Rather, as Steve Hewitt argues in Riding 
to the Rescue:  

…To appreciate fully what members of the RCMP were and 
what they became, it is also necessary to understand the setting 
they performed in.  Police forces do not evolve or operate in a 
vacuum, but instead function within boundaries imposed by 
society in general and politicians in particular. (Hewitt 9)   

In this sense, the historical role and place of the RCMP is much more 
complicated than the simplistic images that ‘average Canadians’ 
encounter in various national contexts (i.e. national celebrations, 
popular culture, Musical Ride, etc.).  Because of this, it is important to 
illuminate other aspects of this story and to explore why 
romanticized versions and images of the Mounted police prevail as a 
national symbol.  
 
The RCMP and Romantic Nationalism Mythology 

Important to this historical contextualization is where ideas of 
nation, myth and nationalism fit within these contexts.  In many ways 
nations are a recent phenomena in which two dominant approaches 
have taken shape: 1) the primordial or pre-modern approach (Smith 
1999) and 2) the modern approach (Anderson 1991).  Following the 
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modernist approach, in Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson 
discusses the power of nation arguing that people share an identity 
without truly being connected. He posits that, “…Nation: it is an 
imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently 
limited and sovereign” (Anderson 15).  In Death By Landscape: Race, 
Nature and Gender in Nationalist Mythology, Eva Mackey builds on this, 
arguing that, “Nations, as Anderson points out, are ‘imagined 
communities’; they do not emerge spontaneously from some 
primordial source, but are shared fictions created and maintained 
through media, education, cultural products, and government 
programs” (Mackey, 2000: 125).  Further, in Landscapes, Memory, 
Monuments, and Commemoration: Putting Identity in its Place, Brian 
Osborne infers, “The diagnostic components of nation-state 
formation are political independence, the growth of state power, the 
development of military might, and the consolidation of territory 
(Giddens 1987; Mann 1993),” and that, “All of these contribute to 
the functional organization of people in a state, but the formation of 
a state-nationalism requires the nurturing of ideas and myths as the 
‘emotional and sentimental glue’ that binds the people to the state 
(Holsti 1996)” (Osborne 7). In many ways, Canadian identity and 
nationalism have been produced and molded through various 
mythologies.  As myths become more widespread and shared they 
develop into inherent ‘national characteristics’, as Ronald Wright 
notes: 

Most history, when it has been digested by people, becomes 
myth.  Myth is an arrangement of the past, whether real or 
imagined, in patterns that resonate with a culture’s deepest 
values and aspirations.  Myths create and reinforce archetypes 
so taken for granted, so seemingly axiomatic, that they go 
unchallenged.  Myths are so fraught with meaning that we live 
and die by them.  They are maps by which cultures navigate 
through time (Wright, 1992: 5 quoted in Osborne 13).   
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In Becoming Indigenous: Land, Belonging, and the Appropriation of 
Aboriginality in Canadian Nationalist Narratives Eva Mackey discusses 
the “Mountie Myth”: 

…A myth based on the story of the Western expansion of the 
nation at the end of the nineteenth century.  The Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police, representatives of British North 
American justice, are said to have managed the inevitable and 
glorious expansion of the nation (and the subjugation of Native 
peoples) with much less bloodshed and more benevolence and 
tolerance than the violent US expansion to the South (Mackey, 
1998: 156). 

Also part of this, as Daniel Francis infers, was the symbolic 
representation of Canada’s First Peoples as naive and welcoming to 
their colonizers, which, “was important in the construction of myths 
about Canadian identity because it was based on the idea that Canada 
had superior forms of British justice” (Francis 69).   This 
representation of First Peoples of Canada was also important to the 
invention of the “Mountie Myth”.   In addition to this, the myth was 
able and continues to exist because of Canada’s perceived identity as 
multicultural and accepting.  Despite these acknowledgments, the 
“Mountie Myth” still supports dominant ideologies of Canada and 
Canadians as peaceful and tolerant and that Canada’s history with its 
First Peoples was not as dark as it could have been. This of course is 
not accurate when the role of the RCMP in ‘civilizing’ the west is 
accredited.  But it is more complex than this, as Osborne points out, 
“…national mythologies and symbols are cultivated to encourage 
identification with the state and reinforce its continuity and ubiquity” 
(Osborne 8), hence the importance and role of “Mountie Myth” and 
Musical Ride.  Thus, because state powers are obsessed with 
maintaining order and idealizing historical relationships or situations 
(and erasing difference), mythological narratives have developed.   

There are various forms and approaches to nationalism. For 
instance in The French Canadians’ Search for a Fatherland, Michel Brunet 
argues that, “It is simply the manifestation of the natural and 
spontaneous solidarity that exists among members of a human group 
sharing a historical and cultural tradition from which the group 
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derives its distinctive identity” (Brunet 47).  In contrast, for Ernest 
Gellner as quoted in Anthony Smith’s analysis, History and Modernity: 
Reflections on the Theory of Nationalism, nationalism is, “ the ‘political 
principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should 
be congruent’, is modern in the double sense that it is a fundamental 
feature of the modern world, and a product and producer of that 
world” (Smith 45).  In other words, two dominant conceptualizations 
of nationalism exist: romantic nationalism and civic nationalism. In 
Canada, it is often debated what type of nationalism prevails. 
Although Canada argues that it is built on civic nationalist ideologies 
(i.e. institutions) it also displays and creates romantic nationalist 
narratives.  Whether Canadian nationalism is determined to be civic 
or romantic, it nonetheless relies on Canada’s mythological past.  Carl 
Berger states that,  “Canadian national feeling, like the nationalist 
impulse in other countries, has expressed itself in myths and legends 
about the past and anticipation of noble mission in the future…” 
(Berger 4).  The RCMP or the glorification of the Mountie can be 
connoted as one of these myths and symbols of Canada that attempts 
to glorify the past.  Common representations of the RCMP in 
Canadian national narratives support romantic nationalist practice.  
In other words, heavily romanticized symbols of the Mountie (i.e. 
Dudley Do Right) prevail and overwhelm Canadian nationalist 
discourse, representations of nation and identity consequently 
become beautified and mask Canada’s very violent and (recent) 
imperial history. 

 
The Musical Ride: Articulation of the Nation  
“They are unmistakable, with their Stetson hats and upright lances silhouetted 
against the evening sun.  But the symbolism goes beyond gleaming leather boots 
and the horses’ shining metal buckles and bridles into mirrors that reflect the 
compelling history and powerful image of the Force” (Cooper and Walker 39). 
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There is, arguably, no other emblem as iconic for Canada than 
the Mounties.  It reinforces imagined representations of Canada as a 
lawful, wholesome, and patriotic place.  But it also reinforces 
imagined representations of Canadians as law abiding and 
trustworthy. This famous Canadian trademark is further cemented 
within Canadian nationalist contexts through the famed RCMP 
Musical Ride.   The ride is an example of invented Canadian 
nationalism (Hobsbawm 1989).  In other words, because certain 
symbols are iconized as ‘Canadian’ and are displayed and performed 
within the ride (i.e. maple leaf, charge, etc.) this in turn reinforces and 
showcases a certain articulation of the nation.  

Monique Cooper and Joel Walker in The Spirit of the Ride argue 
that the first recorded Musical Ride was performed in the barracks of 
Regina, Saskatchewan in 1887 and began as a way to show off the 
riding skills of the North West Mounted Police (NWMP) (Cooper 
and Walker 18). Although, initially, the ride was executed without 
music and intermittently mainly to entertain troops, by 1904, it was 
performed publicly at prairie fairs and consisted of a troop of twenty 
men and horses and became a celebrated form of public nationalist 
entertainment.  Although it was discontinued during the First World 
War, it was reinstated in 1920, at which time two troops—one in 
Ottawa and the other in Regina—returned to public performances 
(Cooper and Walker 18).  However, it was not until 1961 that the 
Musical Ride would become a permanent unit of the RCMP, which 
included annual performances.  

The actual choreography of the procession embraced influences 
from the British Army, “Considering the original Mounted Police 
members had a British military background, it was inevitable that the 
series of figures they performed were traditional cavalry drill 
movements. These movements formed the basis of the Musical 
Ride” (<http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/mr-ce/media-eng.htm>). Not 
only does the actual performance of the ride embrace British 
influences but it also has long standing connections to the British 
Royal family (i.e. ‘Royal’ Canadian Mounted Police).  In fact, Queen 
Elizabeth II is, “honorary commissioner of the RCMP. It was a role 
she had accepted shortly after her coronation in 1953 and an 
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entitlement that has been extended to every reigning monarch since 
Edward, Prince of Wales…” (Cooper and Walker 114).  This not 
only solidifies and maintains Canada’s relationship to Britain but it 
further supports Canada’s ‘majestic’ identity. 

Hence, because of strong ties to Britain (and the British Army), 
the NWMP, and later the RCMP, adopted similar drills and modes of 
pageantry, commemoration and regalia. At the same time, because of 
Canada’s colonial ties to Britain it allowed for the possibility of 
beliefs about the importance of respect for authority and acceptance 
of state intervention to be nurtured. Thus, it is too simple to argue 
that the ride is simply a form of entertainment.  In fact, the RCMP 
website notes, 

As the country grew in population and diversity and 
communities became more established, the Mounted Police 
adapted, ensuring the peace and security for its citizens. 
Representing a colourful tradition and ceremony through the 
horse and the scarlet uniform, the RCMP created a spectacle 
known around the world as the Musical Ride. The Musical Ride 
provides Canadians, from coast to coast, with the opportunity 
to experience part of our heritage and national identity 
(<http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/mr-ce/media-eng.htm>).   

In this light, the Musical Ride became a nationalist tradition in which 
Canadian identity was (and still is) articulated and physically enacted.  
Further, Canadians experience and share in the ride together (i.e. 
Anderson’s ‘imagined’ community).   
However, which participants are included and excluded? More 
importantly, who is included and excluded within contexts of “our 
heritage and national identity”?  What and who is considered to be 
Canadian?  The tradition was not only a way for individual officers to 
show off their riding skills to each other, but became a way to 
showcase a specific, manufactured collective ‘Canadian’ national 
identity to certain Canadian audiences.   
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Eric Hobsbawm in Invented Traditions argues that, “ ‘Invented 
tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by 
overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, 
which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by 
repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past” 
(Hobsbawm 1).  In many ways the Musical Ride is an invented 
tradition or ritual with embedded meanings.  Hobsbawm argues that 
traditions can be invented by a formal process (i.e. 
government/institutions) of investing in an idea and encouraging 
people to do it but that traditions emerge because of the nation’s 
need to connect to the past (i.e. need for common narrative) and 
because of repetition, but that traditions change over time and are 
permanent to different degrees (Hobsbawm 1989).   

The Musical Ride has proven to be a permanent and distinct 
Canadian tradition.  Despite its discontinuation during the First 
World War, it reappeared after the war and eventually became a 
permanent unit of the RCMP in 1961.  This is noteworthy because as 
Hobsbawm argues, traditions are responses to new situations and 
challenges in our society and they provide nation and citizens with an 
anchor in an ever-changing world, bringing comfort and structure to 
social life and maintaining social cohesion when major shifts (i.e. 
technological advancement) occur.  In this sense, the ride is 
something stable when things are changing, and becomes a way to 
unite and solidify the nation.  However, traditions, much like myths, 
are artificial and created by elites in society with over-arching 
purposes of ensuring nation building and national unity.  In other 
words, as Hobsbawm argues, once there is some form of self-
consciousness involved, value is invested in tradition and it is shaped 
to meet ideological and political needs (Hobsbawm 1989).  In this 
sense, the Musical Ride serves the ideological purpose of connecting 
the nation together by creating and beautifying a history of conquest, 
civilization and progress—RCMP imperial past—with the hope of 
throwing off its more recent and darker past.  

Mounties have historically been portrayed as symbolic of the 
best in Canadian character and the Musical Ride in many ways 
physically demonstrates and enacts this ideology. The actual ride’s 
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structure of procession “is performed by a full troop of 32 riders and 
horses, plus the member in charge.”  And involves, “the execution of 
a variety of intricate figures and cavalry drills choreographed to 
music. Demanding utmost control, timing and coordination, these 
movements are formed by individual horses and riders, in two's, 
four's and eight's at the trot and at the canter” (<http://www.rcmp-
grc.gc.ca/mr-ce/media-eng.htm>). This says that Canada is all about 
order, structure and power, “…highlight of the Musical Ride is, 
without a doubt, the CHARGE when lances, with their red and white 
pennons, are lowered and the riders and their mounts launch into the 
gallop” (<http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/mr-ce/ask-dem-rider-cavalier-
eng.htm#5>).  Much like Canadian narratives of progress the ride 
charges forward.  Arguably, this need and emphasis on ‘order’ in the 
force and the ride is based on—also a fundamental weakness of the 
force—its paramilitary roots.  Its paramilitary roots are also visible in 
the physical appearance of the ride and individual Mounties: 
uniforms, lances, horses, etc. are reminders of Canada’s imperial past.  
Through drill formations, the ride visually recreates and is symbolic 
of the march west, whether consciously or unconsciously, because it 
evokes the same imagery (see figures 1 and 2). 

Eva Mackey argues that, many “official narratives of 
nationhood in Canada…although intended to be inclusive and to 
highlight cultural difference in the name of national unity, also 
reproduce particular forms of white settler national identity and key 
Western concepts such as progress” (Mackey 1998: 170).  The ride 
can be described as one of these official narratives that reproduces a 
specific western imperial form of ‘white settler’ national identity and 
promotes certain human values.  Further, in light of the RCMP’s 
history of conquest, it “creates settler innocence, in both the past and 
the present” (Mackey 1998: 152). As an extension and representation 
of the RCMP, the ride is the beautification—a whitewash—of that 
imperial history.  The ride annually re-transforms and re-imagines the 
RCMP into mythical heroes in which dubious exploits are 
rationalized.  
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The Musical Ride in ‘Post-Colonial’ Canada 
In more current contexts, the tradition of the ride persists 

despite changes within the Mounted police structure. For instance, 
not all Mounted police are required to ride a horse and thus not all 
will participate in the Musical Ride. And yet, the ride persists as a way 
to keep the “…tradition of horsemanship alive,” and, although, 
“Most members are non-riders prior to their equestrian training with 
the RCMP; however, once they complete the courses of instruction, 
they not only become riders but ambassadors of goodwill. Working 
through a unique medium, they promote the RCMP's image 
throughout Canada and the world” (<http://www.rcmp-
grc.gc.ca/mr-ce/media-eng.htm>) [emphasis added].  

Post-colonial theory is rooted in the idea that colony ‘evolves’ 
into nation and that as such there is a need to get rid of external 
structures and any former colonial imperialism in order for the new 
nation to go forward.  In this light, the Musical Ride completely goes 
against and problematizes this notion.  Further, Canada as a post-
colonial space expresses two key problems.  First, current 
implications of existing within contemporary capitalism (i.e. growing 
in a different type of colonialism) and second the problems existing 
with historical relationships to colonialism in which the majority of 
the population in Canada is part of settler society. Thus the ride 
maintains through its continued practice and performance (and 
commemoration), exclusionary settler articulations of the nation.  

The Musical Ride continues to thrive in the 21st century and is 
performed at various national events (Canada Day on Parliament 
Hill), ceremonies (Olympics) but it is also performed internationally 
(U.S. and Britain).  However, it is predominantly performed in 
Canada and the troupe will travel to various cities and towns (i.e. 
events, celebrations, etc.). Brian Osborne notes: 

National holidays, political extravaganzas, sporting events, and 
the rites of passage of the great, are all opportunities for the 
expression of a state-scripted national solidarity.  Mass 
participation in such ‘high holidays of mass communication’—
directly or vicariously through the press, radio, film – allowed 
societies to share a ‘collective heartbeat’ and strengthen their 
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collective memory (Dayan and Katz, 1992) (Osborne 11).  
The ride is an example of an “expression of a state-scripted national 
solidarity”.  Also important to this national solidarity is cultural 
memory.  Jan Assmann argues that cultural memory: 

…Circulates in forms of commemoration that were originally 
bound up with rituals and festivals. As long as these rites were 
predominant the knowledge that was all-important for identity 
was handed down through repetition.  It is the very essence of 
all rites that they follow a given, unchanging order (Assmann 
72).  

Thus, Canadian cultural memory in many ways relies on cultural 
traditions such as the Musical Ride, and commemoration endures 
because people yearn for stable and static traditions that ideologically 
and emotionally tie them to the past and to the nation, even if, 
ironically, the image conveyed is outdated or out of touch with 
reality. 
 
The Ultimate Beautification of Canada’s Imperial History 

Joel Walker and Monique Cooper argue, “The Ride exemplifies 
the core values that guide the RCMP: accountability, respect, 
professionalism, honesty, compassion and integrity” (Cooper and 
Walker 13).  However, in light of the RCMP’s imperial past and the 
“Mountie Myth” it is difficult to assess to what extent this is a valid 
notion. The fact that the ride persists and is celebrated is problematic, 
in that it supports constructed mythological and exclusionary 
representations of Canada and Canadian identity. Audiences go and 
watch but in doing so participate and support idealized articulations 
of the nation as peaceful and majestic.  By buying into idealized 
RCMP symbols like the ride, it legitimizes the RCMP’s identity as the 
best of the best—they remain the heroes in the Musical Ride.  In other 
words, the imperial colonial past of the RCMP continues to go 
unmentioned.  More importantly, these myths are reinforced and 
authenticated through the beauty of the Musical Ride and violent 
imperial actions are normalized. “The riders in their red serge stir in 
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adults a sense of pride in Canada’s history and achievements.  New 
Canadians witness for the first time the living embodiment of one of 
the nation’s most familiar symbols, and tourists love the pomp and 
circumstance” (Cooper and Walker 109).  Because the Musical Ride 
has become a ritual of remembrance, it is in a sense more iconic than 
ever as the RCMP seeks to salvage its reputation. In this sense, the 
ride continues to be an invented tradition in post-colonial Canada 
symbolically holding within it embedded values and beliefs that 
sustain illusions of the nation as welcoming, majestic, and safe.  
Ultimately, the ride continues because these values and beliefs and 
the image of the nation that come with it still resonate with 
Canadians.  

Although the RCMP Musical Ride began on the Canadian 
Prairies, it has since become a tradition that is performed and 
celebrated across the nation.  It is, essentially, a show put on by the 
RCMP, but it has embedded symbolic meanings attached to it—to 
ensure and maintain national pride and unity.  It is a patriotic, 
physically enacted, articulation of Canadian nationalism and 
identity—harboring within it myths of Canadians as peaceful and 
tolerant people.  Because the past has become a way to legitimize the 
nation and bind citizens to the nation, such national traditions and 
commemorations have followed to reconnect to the past.  Arguably, 
nations invest in nationalist traditions in order to reconnect to the 
past—if the nation can prove that a common historical background 
exists then it is possible to have a common future and to belong to 
the same community.   

However, this becomes problematic when the nation creates a 
specific white-settler-identity-nation and traditions that reinforce that 
nation. The Musical Ride is one tradition that is rooted in the past and 
articulated in the present that maintains a certain ethic of Canadian 
identity and representation of the nation as ‘strong’, ‘northern’, and 
‘free’.  
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Figure 1 

   
Source: http://www.mountieshop.com/new/musical_ride.asp 
Figure 2 
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 Source: Jefferys, C.W. “March to the Rockies of the North West Mounted Police, 1874.” The 

Picture Gallery of Canadian History Volume 3: 1830 to 1900. Toronto: The Ryerson Press. 1950. 
102. 
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