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COMMENTARY                                        GOVERNMENT POLICY 

 

 

HISTORICAL MEMORY AND THE NEW ROYAL BRITISH COLUMBIA 
MUSEUM  

You are entitled to your own opinion, but you are not entitled to your own facts.  

Daniel Patrick Moynihan 

 

Part of the justification for the early closure of the Royal British Columbia Museum’s 
(RBCM) popular third floor galleries was that the various displays of the province’s 

history represented an inappropriate depiction of our collective history. Terms such as 
decolonialism and lack of balance were used. The galleries, especially the Old Town and 

the First Peoples displays, were seen by some as no longer appropriate or suitable for 
modern sensibilities.  

Like stand alone stone and metal sculptures, the separate galleries were constructed to 

be monuments to memory. What does their destruction tell us about the use and misuse 
of history, and who decides what history is appropriate? 

In May of 2021, historian Robin Fisher published an important essay entitled “The 
Noise of Time and the Removal of History.1 Dr. Fisher uses a 1957 RBCM expedition to 

Ninstints to recover some Haida memorial poles for preservation at the museum and the 
UBC museum of anthropology to discuss the importance of preserving some of our 
physical history, and of the difficulty in establishing ownership of the poles. 

Dr. Fisher notes that as views of the past changed some now believe that the memorial 
poles should have been allowed to decay in their locations. “Some members of the 1957 

expedition … had second thoughts many years later about taking the poles. Wilson Duff 
and Bill Reid never did have regrets. They recognised that most totem poles would fall to 

the earth but believed that a few examples of the ancient art should be preserved. That 
the record of the artistic imagination of a once vibrant culture should not be obliterated, 
but stand for all to see. Surely there is value in preserving that memory.” 

Dr. Fisher then compares the more recent removal of the statues of John A. Macdonald 
and Matthew Begbie to the removal and preservation of the totem poles. 

 

 

 
1 https://thebcreview.ca/2021/05/10/1124-fisher-duff-statues/  

https://thebcreview.ca/2021/05/10/1124-fisher-duff-statues/
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Distinguishing History and Historical Memory 

Dr. Fisher proposes a clear distinction between historical evidence and historical 

memory. 

One perspective on the removal of statues and totem poles is to think about 
the distinction between history and historical memory. History as practiced 
by historians is, of course, a conversation between past and present. 
Therefore, interpretations change with time and generations. At the same 
time, history is about understanding the past based on listening to the voices 
of those who went before. It is about exploring the complexity of individual 
lives and the nature of social change. And it is about description and 
interpretation based on the evaluation of the evidence and counter evidence 
surviving from the past.  

Knowing the past calls for imagination but it is grounded in evidence. And for the 
historian, history is more than just going into the shopping mall of the past and 
selecting items off the shelves that are suitable to serve the present. 

History is grounded on facts and evidence from the past. Historical memory “is a public 

commodity that is more attuned to the present than the past. Historical memory calls 
upon the past to serve the needs and interests of various individuals and groups in the 

present. It is an individual or, more likely, a social construct. The evidence of history 
exists. Historical memory is created.” 

 

The Historical Fallacy of Presentism 

Dr. Fisher notes that historical figures should not be judged by today’s standards. 

History interrogates the past in an effort to understand patterns, cause and 

effect and mixed motives. Historical memory captures events and individuals 
from the past ahistorically, reconfigures them based on partial evidence and 

puts them on public display in the present. It often relies on the historical fallacy 
of presentism, that is judging the past and people of the past by today’s 
standards. Nothing is easier than to find a person from the past wanting 

according to values that were not current, or only held by very few, when they 
were alive. Thus, if, as one historian has observed, “history is the enemy of 

memory,” then the reverse is also true and memory is the enemy of history. 

 

The RBCM Galleries as Monuments 

The distinction that Dr. Fisher makes between history and historical memory can 
certainly be applied to the RBCM’s third floor galleries. On 3 November 2021 the 

acting CEO of the museum announced that the galleries would be closed by 2 
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January 2022. The closure was justified because it was necessary to create a “new 
narratives” that de-emphasized the European settlement of the province in favour 

of “creating new narratives that include under-represented voices and reflect the 
lived experiences and contemporary stories of the people in B.C.”2 

At the time, the pressure from the government on the RBCM board and senior staff 
was on the need to de-colonize the depiction of the province’s history to recreate 

the historical memory to better suit the current social beliefs and fashions. The 
museum stated that it recognized “that some First Peoples displays were an 
‘offensive and inadequate representation of Indigenous history’ and that the early 

pioneer exhibits were woefully lacking in recognizing the roles of many people of 
colour who helped to build British Columbia.”3 

The pressure from the government to “decolonize” the displays and present history 

was clear from tourism minister Melanie Mark’s tweet of 3 November 2021: Our 

govt’s commitment to #TRC demands that we diversify, and decolonize the way we 

share the #HistoryOfBC. For too long, museums have been colonial institutions. 

We have an opportunity to turn the museum inside out, & it starts now!4 

Rather than undertake a full public engagement prior to any alteration in the 

various galleries, the decision was made to close and dismantle the offensive 
displays almost immediately as a meaningful step toward truth and reconciliation. 
This action mirrors that of activists that pressed for the dismantling of the statutes 

of John A. Macdonald and Matthew Begbie (or the destruction of the statute to 
Captain Cook on Canada Day). 

 

What Will the New Historical Memory Be? 

Dr. Fisher concluded his thoughtful essay by asking a series of questions. He noted 
that there is no educational or awareness benefit to the taking down of statutes 
unless there is a commitment to make real change. Is removal (or closure) “merely 

a moment of acknowledgement to historical memory followed by more neglect? As 
a society we have got better at the easier stuff of reconciliation such as statue 

removal and apologies. The hard work of improving people’s lives has a long way 
to go.” 

And once the new arbiters of historical memory are satisfied what will become of 
history?  

 
2 https://www.vicnews.com/news/royal-b-c-museum-phasing-out-galleries-that-push-colonial-narrative/  
3 https://www.timescolonist.com/islander/no-timeline-on-royal-bc-museums-decolonization-acting-ceo-says-

4880065  
4 https://twitter.com/melaniejmark/status/1455987512489353217 For more on Ms Mark’s comments see Vaughn 

Palmer’s column of 10 March 2022  https://twitter.com/melaniejmark/status/1455987512489353217  

https://twitter.com/hashtag/TRC?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/HistoryOfBC?src=hashtag_click
https://www.vicnews.com/news/royal-b-c-museum-phasing-out-galleries-that-push-colonial-narrative/
https://www.timescolonist.com/islander/no-timeline-on-royal-bc-museums-decolonization-acting-ceo-says-4880065
https://www.timescolonist.com/islander/no-timeline-on-royal-bc-museums-decolonization-acting-ceo-says-4880065
https://twitter.com/melaniejmark/status/1455987512489353217
https://twitter.com/melaniejmark/status/1455987512489353217
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Are we going down a road that ends with history, what actually happened 
in the past, being irrelevant? All that matters is what we think of it today…. 

We can safely say that interpretations of both history and historical 
memories will continue to change through the noise of time. As totem poles 

return to the earth and statues come and go, it is important that we do not 
lose sight of the distinction between history and historical memory. For if 

we do the past will become, not just a foreign country as one historian has 
put it, but another planet. 

 

This warning is highly relevant for the decision-makers who will decide on the historical 
memory that will be displayed in the new RBCM, whenever it eventually reopens.  

 

©Richard McCandless    June 14, 2022.       https://www.bcpolicyperspectives.com/  

https://www.bcpolicyperspectives.com/

