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Uniting Canada One Rail at a Time: Examining the Canadian Pacific Railroad 

Exhibit at the Canadian Museum of History 

Jasmine Renaud 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

At the Canadian Museum of History there are many issues of representation within 

the space; specifically within the Canadian Pacific Railroad (CPR) exhibit, which is 

located between the ‘Ontario Street’ and ‘The King Grain Elevator’ attractions in the 

Canada Hall. There are many instances of disconnect between the lasting history of 

the railroad, and the linkages of the CPR between different parts of the Canada Hall 

exhibit. The CPR has a history of uniting Canada socially, economically, politically and 

physically. The full impact of the railroad on Canada is not displayed at the Canadian 

Museum of History because the different impacts are scattered amongst the timeline. 

There is no connecting factor between these pieces, therefore hindering the way 

people learn about Canadian history and see the story of the CPR. The Canadian 

Museum of History has a role to play in making sure that the histories displayed are 

displayed correctly, and ensuring that the different pieces within each exhibit can 

relate to each other in some way, so that the visitor can get the full story on an event’s 

significance.  
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The survey Canadians and Their Pasts, conducted by principle surveyor Jocelyn 

Létourneau, looks at the way that many Canadians regard their own history, and how 

they use it within their everyday lives. With the evidence collected, authors Gerald 

Friesen, Del Muise and David Northrup discuss the ways in which Canadians look to 

the history displayed in museums, and whether or not the information displayed can 

be trusted (Friesen, Muise and Northrup). The findings of the survey established that 

“like most surveys of museum visitation, the Canadian investigation found that a 

significant number of respondents (32 percent in Canada), picked museums as the 

most trustworthy source” (Friesen, Muise and Northrup 241). With this is mind, the 

Canadian Museum of History (formerly the Canadian Museum of Civilization), 

located in Gatineau Quebec, is a place of mystery and wonder. There are many 

exhibits and artifacts that strike the visitor’s imagination, and act as a place for the 

visitor to learn the varying past of Canada’s history. It is important that visitors come 

away from the museum with the feeling that they have learned something, and that 

some sort of interest in a particular topic has been created. With the timeline narrative 

of the Canada Hall exhibit, there is not much of an opportunity for visitors to see the 

lasting effects of some of the artifacts and narratives that are displayed. The particular 

artifacts are frozen in the time period that they are being presented in, and do not 

move beyond where they are. Each story is not expanded upon, and is not linked with 

the other artifacts or displays within the wider exhibit.  

Though the exhibit is being redone, it has been promoted that “The Last 

Spike” and other Canadian milestones will be used to renovate Canada Hall (Canadian 

Broadcasting Company). The mandate of “the Canadian Museum of Civilization 

Corporation (CMCC) is a Crown Corporation established by the Museums Act.  
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Through its activities, the Corporation practices museological excellence, 

thereby promoting a greater understanding of Canadian identity, history and culture” 

(Canadian Museum of Civilization Corporation). With this mandate in mind, it is 

important to look at the ways in which the history of Canada is displayed within the 

museum, and attempt to ensure that it is being told to the highest standard. This 

article will focus solely on the exhibit relating to the Canadian Pacific Railroad. 

Positioned between the ‘Ontario Street’ attraction and the ‘King Wheat Grain 

Elevator’ attraction, the Canadian Pacific Railroad (CPR) is frozen in its creative 

stages. My intention is not to reveal what is missing from the exhibit, but rather 

analyse what is there for the visitor to engage with and the limitations it imposes on a 

visitor’s understanding of the effects of the railroad.  

There is a long and complex history of the railroad, and the ways it helped to 

shape Canada in becoming a more independent nation from its British descendants. 

The railroad made it possible for British Columbia to enter into Confederation, and 

made travel of people and economic goods from one side of the country to the other 

more efficient. By exploring the social, economic and political effects of the railroad, 

the visitor is able to gain more knowledge on Canada’s first real nation building 

project. Although throughout the CPR exhibit, there is a sense of the importance of 

the railroad, it is not fully explained. In this article, I will argue that the Canadian 

Pacific Railroad exhibit does not fully demonstrate the importance and impact of the 

railroad, due to the exhibit’s timeline layout. I will argue that representations in 

museums, specifically the Canadian Museum of History, depict a certain narrative to 

the visitor. Through a variety of representations and the visitor’s interpretations of 

what is being represented to them, the visitor is left to educate themselves on the 

importance of these exhibits within the narrative of Canadian history.  
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This article will examine the ways in which the CPR exhibit is represented 

currently in the museum, the lasting history of the railway in Canadian society, and the 

ways in which this history translates to a larger narrative of Canada’s history. It will 

briefly examine the history of the railroads in Canada, and the ways in which they 

have made a lasting effect on Canada’s economy, its people and building the nation to 

become what it is today.  

The Current Exhibit  

In order to examine the Canadian Pacific Railroad exhibit, one must examine 

the material that is presented to the visitor. The display in the museum only depicts a 

small portion of its history. The exhibit includes a photograph of Van Horne’s Last 

Spike, a diorama showing the train going through the Canadian Prairies, posters from 

the “Last Best West” campaign, and lastly, a short video which shows pictures and 

explains how the railroad was built, and why it was commissioned. All of these 

didactic elements linked together create a brief understanding about how the railroad 

works, and why it is important to the Canadian nation-building project.  The picture 

of the Last Spike is certainly one of the most important elements displayed in the 

exhibit, as it is the day that Canada defeated all odds and completed the transnational 

railroad before schedule. On November 7, 1885, only four short years after being 

commissioned by Prime Minister Sir John A. MacDonald, the last plain metal spike 

was hammered into the ground on the track in Craigellachie, British Columbia (Hodge 

20). As Hodge discusses, this is a very important day for Canada, as one of the most 

important and expensive railways in Canada and the world, is completed.  
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Seventeen year old Edward Mallandaine remembers the last spike being driven 

into the ground and says:  

Soon there remained but a single rail to be laid. ... The spectators, 
numbering probably fifty outside of the workmen, intently watched 
each spike as it was driven. Finally, there remained but one more spike 
to be driven. It was partly driven in and a hammer was given to Sir 
Donald Smith to drive it home... in a most workmanlike manner.... 
Everybody cheered; the locomotives whistled and shrieked; several 
short speeches were made; hands were shaken, and Major Rogers, the 
discoverer of the pass named after him, became so gleeful that he up-
ended a huge tie and tried to mark the spot by the side of the track by 
sticking it in the ground.(Wolf 64-65) 
 

This vivid description demonstrates the lasting impact that the events of the Last 

Spike had on those who were present that day.  Furthermore, this is also reflective of 

the ways in which the image of the railroad has remained in the minds of Canadians 

many generations later. The next item displayed in the exhibit is a video in the CPR 

rail station that discusses how the railroad was built, including the labour force, and 

how many kilometres were built in a day. The video gives an understanding of the 

work that went into creating the railroad. Surrounding the walls of the rail station are 

marketing posters promoting the “Last Best West” campaign, which invited people 

from Europe to move to Canada. Though there is not much of a connection between 

the railway and the “Last Best West” campaign, it encourages the visitor to want to 

learn more about it upon leaving the museum. There is a diverse connection between 

the “Last Best West” posters and the exhibits following them. After leaving the 

museum, the visitor has an opportunity to gain an appreciation for the ways that 

immigrants settled in the west, creating their own diverse and unique prairie culture 

(Hall).  
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It certainly does deserve to be incorporated into the museum, as the ways in which 

the railroad changed the economic, political and social scene for Canada in 1885 is an 

important piece of history. Lastly, the diorama depicting the train stations and train 

going through a typical prairie town is an example of how the introduction of the 

railway changed the industry. Grains and other Prairie products could be transported 

from the Prairie Provinces to across Canada, which helped the Prairies boom 

economically, and also allowed for greater access to these products across other 

provinces. Though these events are important to the ways in which people understand 

the railway, there is no sense of its lasting effects and the railroad almost vanishes 

after the period under review. The exhibit only gives a brief understanding on how the 

creation of the CPR was a nation-building project for Canada, and the effects it had 

on the way Canada was to run in the years following it.  

A Positive and Negative History  

The history of the railroad certainly includes both positive and negative 

narratives in the process of linking and creating a track that spans across Canada. 

From the spiral tunnels in British Columbia, to the controversies surrounding the 

workers on the rails, there is certainly a rich and interesting history. The exhibit does a 

superior job of explaining the ways in which the railroad was created and united 

Canada and how it informs the time periods represented in Canada Hall (ie.1885 to 

approximately 1900). As discussed above, there are many hints in the exhibit to this 

diverse history. If one were to make the links between exhibits, some of the history 

would be present and would allow for a more enjoyable experience for the visitor.  
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The Lasting Effects  

The railway was commissioned in 1881 by the Prime Minister Sir John A. 

MacDonald as a promise to British Columbia in bringing it into the Canadian 

confederation. With workers from all over Canada, as well as many from China, the 

railway was intended to bring both Canada and Canadians together from all parts of 

the country. The film that is shown in the exhibit explains the ways in which Chinese 

and Indigenous workers were treated as disposable resources. Working as cheaper 

labour than the white Canadian workers, they were promised equal treatment while 

working, as well as immigration rights to Canada once their contract was complete. 

This was not the case for many of the Chinese workers who were killed during the 

railway’s construction.  Others were told that they could stay in Canada, but only 

without their families.  

With the layout of the country at the time, it would take days to get across the 

country using horses and carriages. There were not very many roads that could easily 

be travelled upon, therefore making the journey very difficult for even the more 

experienced drivers. With the introduction of the railway, travel was much more 

efficient and comfortable for passengers. Marketed as a more efficient way for people 

to cross the country, the railway generated lots of attention because of the new ways 

people could travel. Much like the airplane is for people today, it was a convenient 

way to cross vast distances in comfort, without having to do any of the work yourself. 

There is also a lasting effect of the railroad. It is hard to ignore the fact that the 

railroad played an important role in the creation of the Canada that we know today. It 

helped bring some of the booming cities of today, such as Calgary, Alberta and 

Medicine Hat, Alberta into existence.  
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Author David Laurence Jones argues that without the railway, these now cities 

would have remained what he called ‘cowtowns’ (Jones 10-12). Jones argues the ways 

in which these booming cities would never have had their start if the railway did not 

touch them in some way. Bringing tourism and visitors to the unknown places created 

not only an economic boom, but also helped farmers to market their products to 

people from other provinces, creating connections between the people and 

businesses.  

With the creation of the railway, a Canadian national symbol was born. The 

railroad would serve as a new Canadian symbol of unity and movement amongst its 

people, which is seen as connecting all sides of Canada together, from coast to coast. 

At the time of its construction, railway promotion used the idea of the train as a 

scenic rail dome (Jones 13). This would allow passengers to see parts of Canada that 

they never would have before, thereby creating a sense of pride for those who 

travelled by train. It gave tourists something to remember, and reminded them that 

Canada was a vast expanse of untouched and pristine wilderness. Charlotte Gray 

argues that “without rail, there would be no Canada” (Gray 10). This comment shows 

the impact of the Canadian Pacific Railway and how it formed Canada as we know it 

today. Gray goes on to discuss the ways that the railroad helped specifically the 

Canadian economy and industry (Gray 10). Canadians went “train crazy” (Gray 11) 

because of the developments, and the lasting effects of it are seen, even to this day.  

The CPR also boasted one more unique thing -- something that no other 

railroad in North America had. Because the Rocky Mountain had inclines that would 

have been too hard for trains to climb, a spiral tunnel system had to be created in 

order for the trains to get to the top of the mountains. This is a very unique attribute 

for Canada, and also allowed for the introduction of different workers. Author 
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Graeme Pole discusses how these tunnels changed the way railroads were built. 

Completed in 1909, the tunnels helped the trains pass through a steep incline in the 

area between the community of Field and the Kicking Horse Pass, in Yoho National 

Park, British Columbia (Pole 8). By creating a pass around the existing rail line in 

place, the CPR Company was able to create an alternative route around a terrain that 

was already hard to manoeuver. This is something very unique to Canada and still 

attracts many tourists to visit the tunnels, which currently have two different viewing 

areas. The rail lines were also important in transporting soldiers in both World War 1 

and World War 2 to their training bases, where they eventually took other transit over 

to Europe to fight. 

Museum Stories and Representations 

With this unique history including controversy, political movements and deals, 

and the many social histories that arise from it, it is no surprise that it would be 

included in the Canada Hall exhibit. Knowing that the Canadian Pacific Railroad is 

arguably a symbol of Canadian nationalism, it is an important tool to measure changes 

that have occurred over the course of Canadian history. There is not an industry that 

has been untouched by the railroad in Canada, and the lasting effects of these 

industries are still seen today. By bridging Canada together to become the country that 

it is today with distinct boarders and its own distinct cultures in each province, city 

and municipality, it is clear that the railroad is important in understanding the way that 

Canada was developed.  

The story of the railroad is not always a happy one. As mentioned, there were 

many people who lost their lives on the railroad, as well as many who were mistreated. 

The Canadian Museum of History addresses these issues in the form of a short film 

that is played for the visitor.  
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With shows happening every few minutes in French and English (with subtitles 

of the opposite language for both), the film is accessible to viewers. This film tackles 

the difficult issues that may be hard for a museum interpreter, or even a written 

museum panel to address.  

Dr. Jenny Kidd discusses how sometimes it might be hard for museum workers 

to challenge the history represented in museums, and therefore the whole story may 

not be told on a given subject. She conducted a study with twenty-seven individuals 

all in a museum career, age range and experience in the museum field (Kidd 244). Of 

the people she interviewed, she noticed that many of them felt that they were limited 

in their engagement with challenging histories for a number of reasons, including lack 

of skills, feelings of isolation and hesitancy to claim ownership of someone else’s 

heritage and history (Kidd 244). This speaks volumes to the way that the Chinese 

workers are represented in the museum. There is no actual commemoration to the 

lives lost while making the railroad, and the only mention of the Chinese and 

Indigenous workers comes from the short film.  This poses a problem because the 

film may not always be accessible for people, including ones with kids running 

around, or those who do not wish to spend the time watching the film. It is possible 

that the museum does not want to discuss this history, as it could be devastating to 

relatives of the workers who lost their lives, and whose promises from the 

government and the Canadian Pacific Railroad Company, were not kept. The video 

appears to almost be an afterthought, or a footnote to the narrative of the CPR. It is 

included so that they can keep all groups happy, but it is not the main focus of the 

exhibit. The film appears to be used to discuss a piece of history that would otherwise 

be difficult to address with panels or pictures. However, the fact that it is mentioned 

in the museum shows that there is a movement towards the recognition of injustice 

that incurred in the making of the railroad.  
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This also addresses both the question of who has authority in the museum, and 

who is responsible for forming conclusions. Is the visitor responsible for forming 

their own conclusions on the exhibit, or is it the responsibility of the museum creators 

to make sure an accurate and full story is told to the visitor? Who should have the 

authority? Trofanenko discusses who should have the authority to preserve stories 

told, and who should be allowed to tell the stories. Trofanenko uses the case study of 

the Glenbow museum, and the ways in which the museum preserves the objects 

belonging to people in the surrounding community.  He explores the notion of 

cultural literacy and argues: 

An education in the museum needs to be an education about the 
museum, about how the world is re-presented, named, displayed, 
owned, and protected. I would hold that it is worth building on 
the possibilities that both the administration and staff, as well as 
the students, suggest concerning how the culture and history is 
represented in an institution as both a material and symbolic 
institution of knowledge. (Trofanenko 61)1 

There are many ways of illustrating a particular story, and it is important to ensure 

that all sides of the story are represented in some way or another.  However in most 

cases, this is not a feasible option due to potential space issues, and also because of 

the challenge that comes with attempting to portray all sides of a story.  

Issues of space and educational tools in museum spaces are also discussed by 

Hein. He states that “museums as teaching institutions (or more accurately exhibits 

and programmes with educational objectives which intend to teach their visitors/ 

participants something) need to decide what they want to impart and how they plan to 

do it” (Hein and College 16).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Though Trofanenko focuses on more indigenous pieces in museums, the same can be read about how events are 
represented in museums. 
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He discusses how each item is meticulously chosen to fit the meaning of the 

specific museum, and looks at the ways that the museum creates its activities so that 

the visitor gains something from them. This leads to the ways in which museums 

choose what goes into their exhibits to reflect a certain political or economic story. 

For example, some criticisms about the rebranding of the Canadian Museum of 

History are that a Conservative Party agenda is being pushed (Canadian Broadcasting 

Company). Such as the way a history textbook content is picked out, it is the most 

basic of stories that are constantly being recounted. With the combination of lack of 

space for the stories and the fact that the museum is a government-run institution, 

there will always be a side of the story that is missing.  

 Every exhibit in a museum plays an important role in imparting newly-

discovered knowledge to the visitor. People visit museum with the hope that they 

come away learning facts that they may not have known, facts that should spark an 

interest in finding out more about a given subject.  The items in museums have been 

carefully chosen to help depict the narrative that the curator is trying to present. 

Museums in general have changed significantly over many years, changing the ways 

that history and stories are represented along with it. When looking at the different 

objects inside of a museum, there are many ways in which the visitor can both 

interpret them and attempt to make links between them. S.M. Tracy discusses the 

ways in which “museum material is worthless so long as it remains unknown and 

unidentified, and can be made of value only when it is recognized as forming a certain 

link in the chain” (Tracy 232). If the visitor looks at an object and does not 

understand the context of it, or how it links to the other objects around it, the item 

that they are looking will remain meaningless. This is a very true statement 

considering why and how the CPR exhibit was created.  
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Canada Hall was opened in 1989, and was conceptualized all throughout the 1980’s 

(Canadian Museum of History).2 The information displayed in Canada Hall reflects a 

certain scholarship on ethnology, anthropology and museum studies. With the 

renovation of the museum, there will also be a change in the way that history is 

presented. Currently, the visitor makes their move from the “Central Regions” in 

Canada Hall depicting the years 1625 – 1885, and the CPR exhibit is the last area they 

encounter before moving onto the “Canadian Prairies”, which depict the years 1870 – 

1950. Even though there is an overlap of the years in the two exhibits, there is a bare 

minimum mention about how the fifteen years coexist with each other. There are very 

few links made to how the “Central Provinces” and the “Canadian Prairies” link 

together, which becomes problematic. The links need to be more visible in order for 

the viewer to understand the ways in which the events depicted in both of the areas, 

affect each other.  

 In a study done by scholars David Dean and Paul E. Rider, they gather 

information comparing the Canadian Museum of History and the Australian National 

Museum. One of the many topics their panel discussed was the quality of the exhibits 

within the museum. There were many suggestions that the panel gave to make the 

exhibit of Canada Hall better, including changing the layout completely. One of the 

observations made by a panel participant Munroe, was that the “the presentations 

[were] generally excellent, but lacking in linkages” (Dean and Rider 41). These linkages 

are important for guests to make, or else they cannot understand the purpose of the 

particular item or mini exhibit that they are viewing. These linkages need to be more 

blatant in order for the visitor to understand them.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Information taken from the Canadian Museum of History website. Though no date provided on when the web page 
was published, this is a direct link from the museum on the development of Canada Hall. 
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For example, the CPR exhibit is followed by a grain elevator from the Prairies, which 

would have most likely developed and used by the train to ship their product across 

Canada, or even to parts of the United States of America. People may not see that link 

right away between the two exhibits, which hinders both the visitor’s knowledge, and 

also the ways that they interpret the CPR and grain elevator exhibits. As someone 

who has visited the museum many times, some of these linkages were only just made 

in preparation for this essay. It is important that these linkages be made while in the 

particular exhibit, as the visitor does not often sit and reflect on all that they have 

learned on their museum visit.  

 Lastly, the objects that are on display are all chosen specifically because the 

museum curators think that they can add a unique dimension to the museum space. 

In this case, the diorama in the CPR exhibit shows the way in which the railway aided 

in development of the Prairie Provinces. Closely placed with the “Last Best West” 

reproduction posters and pamphlets, a narrative can be told between the items. Using 

images rather than text is not a new way of displaying information in a museum 

exhibit. Elizabeth Edwards and Matt Mead say that “almost all museums use 

photographs – in displays, in publicity, in the management of other classes of objects. 

Many have photographs in their collections, or access to photographs in related 

archives and libraries” (Edwards and Mead 21). Though the pictures in the exhibit are 

not necessarily photographs, there is still an emphasis on using pictures to represent 

certain events and certain histories. There are the reproductions of the “Last Best 

West” posters, the picture of the Last Spike, as well as other visual cues in the video. 

Using images to help emphasize the importance of an event is beneficial because 

images are accessible. Visitors can also interpret an image in different ways, which 

makes it difficult for one distinct story to be told. This benefits the museum curators 

and makers, as each person will be able to get something different out of the image 
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being represented. This can also be said for just giving objects in a museum a title, or 

a brief description of an event. Objects such as artifacts and dioramas are another 

visual that people can remember and discuss with their friends and family. Kate 

Gregory and Andrea Witcomb discuss the ways that objects are productive forces 

(Gregory and Witcomb 263). Using these objects to explain the ways in which an 

event is significant helps the visitor understand the bigger picture of an event. The 

objects that are chosen for an exhibit should be ones that strike a discussion with 

either the group the visitor is with, or even with the group of people the visitor 

associates with after the visit. Choosing memorable objects and images are important 

in making the museum an environment where the visitor will want to come back 

again, and hopefully bring along new guests. The images and objects are there to 

create interest for the viewer, and help them in understanding the event. With the 

CPR exhibit, there are many objects and images that satisfy the visitors need to learn 

about the railroad. However, there are no images and objects that lead the visitor to 

make connections between the other exhibits or to want to go home and learn more.  

* 

 In a museum, it is important to display the information in an exhibit accurately, 

but also efficiently. In the case of the Canadian Pacific Railroad exhibit in the 

Canadian Museum of History, there are many points where the exhibit is strong in 

delivering the information needed, but there are also many points where the exhibit is 

weak. With the expansive and diverse history of the CPR, there needs to be more of a 

continuum to the story. The visitor does not get the full impact of the railroad 

because of its timeline layout. Because of its lack of linkages between exhibits, it 

makes it so that each different mini exhibit in Canada Hall stands on its own.   
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It is only with extensive research that the parts can fit together to become one large 

story of Canada. In regards to the history of the CPR, there is extensive research that 

posits it as Canada’s first real nation building project. It is the goal of the museum to 

generate an interest in the topics that they are presenting to the visitors, in the hopes 

that they may go out on their own and discover more about the topic. The use of 

images and objects in the CPR exhibit lends a visual to the visitor so that they may 

experience the ways in which the railroad made an impact as Canada’s first nation 

building project. It is very important that linkages and representations be met in order 

for the visitor to understand the ways in which the railroad affected Canada in both 

positive and negative ways. It is also important to note the ways in which the visitor 

reacts to the different stories that are being told to them, and hopefully be able to link 

the stories together to create a larger story. The Canadian Museum of History does a 

good job at presenting the facts the ways that they are.  However, due to the way the 

Canada Hall exhibit is set up, the visitor may be unable to make any connections 

between the geographic locations, as well as time periods. The museum leaves a lot of 

initiative on the visitor to piece together these stories and representations to explain 

fully the story and history of Canada. Overall, if the visitor takes the time to do the 

outside research, they will receive a greater understanding on the inner workings of 

Canada Hall, and will be able to pass along this knowledge to their children, friends or 

family.  
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