
The Arts and the 
Teaching of History
Historical F(r)ictions

Penney Clark · Alan Sears



The Arts and the Teaching of History



Penney Clark ·Alan Sears

The Arts
and the Teaching

of History
Historical F(r)ictions



Penney Clark
Department of Curriculum &
Pedagogy
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, BC, Canada

Alan Sears
University of New Brunswick
Fredericton, NB, Canada

ISBN 978-3-030-51512-6 ISBN 978-3-030-51513-3 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51513-3

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer
Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights
of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and
retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc.
in this publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such
names are exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for
general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and informa-
tion in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither
the publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with
respect to the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been
made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature
Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51513-3


To Peter Seixas, for many years an inspiring mentor, colleague, and friend



Acknowledgements

As always, with a project as lengthy as this one, we owe a debt of grat-
itude to many individuals and institutions. We have had much support
throughout this journey.

We are grateful for the institutional support we received from the
Faculty of Education, University of New Brunswick and the Depart-
ment of Curriculum & Pedagogy and Faculty of Education, University
of British Columbia. Without it, this project would never have come to
fruition.

The members of the Executive Board of The History Education
Network/Histoire et éducation en réseau (THEN/HiER) were very
supportive of this project and generously shared their insights over several
years as we developed our ideas. They were a joy to work with over
the tenure of THEN/HiER (2008–2016) because they were committed
to students, to the betterment of history education in Canada, and
to the mobilization of research in order to improve practice at every
level including K–12 and both, undergraduate, and teacher education
courses. Board members who contributed to the conceptualization of this
book were: Margaret Conrad, University of New Brunswick; Catherine
Duquette, l’Université du Quebec a Chicoutimi; Anne-Marie Goodfellow,
Manager, THEN/HiER; Viviane Gosselin, Museum of Vancouver; Jan
Haskings-Winner, Ontario History and Social Sciences Teachers’ Associa-
tion; Kevin Kee, Brock University; Jocelyn Létourneau, l’Université Laval;

vii



viii ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Stéphane Lévesque, University of Ottawa; Heather McGregor, Univer-
sity of British Columbia; Ruth Sandwell, Ontario Institute for Studies
in Education/University of Toronto; Peter Seixas, University of British
Columbia; and Amy von Heyking, University of Lethbridge. We are
particularly grateful to Dr. Margaret Conrad for suggesting our book title.
THEN/HiER was funded by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada Strategic Knowledge Clusters Grant (Penney Clark,
Director).

This is the sixth book in the THEN/HiER series of scholarly books.
Other books in this series are New Possibilities for the Past: Shaping
History Education in Canada, edited by Penney Clark (UBC Press,
2011), Pastplay, edited by Kevin Kee (University of Michigan Press,
2014), Becoming a History Teacher: Sustaining Practices in Historical
Thinking and Knowing, edited by Ruth Sandwell and Amy von Heyking
(University of Toronto Press, 2014), New Directions in Assessing Histor-
ical Thinking, edited by Kadriye Ercikan and Peter Seixas (Routledge,
2015), and Museums and the Past: Constructing Historical Consciousness,
edited by Viviane Gosselin and Phaedra Livingstone (UBC Press, 2016).

We are thankful to Jack Jedwab, President and CEO of the Asso-
ciation for Canadian Studies, for allowing us to reuse whatever we
wished from our article “Historical Frictions: History, Art and Pedagogy,”
published in Canadian Issues/Thèmes canadiens (Fall, 2014). We also
appreciate the opportunity he provided for us to workshop our ideas at the
2014 [Re]Making Confederation: [Re]Imagining Canada Conference in
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island. Jack’s enormous contributions to
history education in Canada often go unacknowledged.

We wish to acknowledge the willingness of Taylor & Francis to allow us
to use a portion of our article, “Fiction, History and Pedagogy: A Double-
Edged Sword,” Journal of Curriculum Studies (2017) in this publication.
We are particularly grateful to the two anonymous reviewers and to Asso-
ciate Editor Abby Reisman. Dr. Reisman’s meticulous comments pushed
us to think about our work in new ways.

The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada-
funded Partnership Grant, Thinking Historically for Canada’s Future,
provided funds to defray publication costs. This project, under the leader-
ship of Carla Peck at the University of Alberta, is carrying on the knowl-
edge mobilization work of THEN/HiER, as well as charting its own path
towards innovative research in history education. We are pleased to have
this volume acknowledged as a contribution to that work.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ix

Jason Ellis, Associate Professor, Department of Educational Studies,
University of British Columbia, is always so generous with his sugges-
tions. In this instance, we thank him for bringing the Arthur Lismer mural
at Humberside Collegiate in Toronto to our attention. We also wish to
thank social studies educator Craig Harding for suggesting that we look
at Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century, a source that
proved to be useful to our discussion of the work of Jane Austen.

We appreciate the support of Carey Watt, Department Head, Depart-
ment of History, St. Thomas University, who agreed to arrange to record
a presentation, “Making (Up) History” by author Linden MacIntyre, so
that an interested party on the west coast could have access to it.

Artist Kent Monkman generously permitted us to use images of his
paintings, The Daddies and The Scream at no charge. We are humbled by
the opportunity he has provided us to share the pedagogical implications
of these groundbreaking pieces of art.

We have presented parts of this work at various conferences, national
and international, and in courses and more informal seminars in our
respective faculties and we deeply appreciate the thoughtful feedback from
colleagues and students.

We are grateful for the patient and cheerful support from Editorial
Assistant Linda Braus at Palgrave MacMillan. Freelance indexer Dania
Sheldon did wonderful work on the index and Kristina Paul was very
helpful in locating images.

We thank the Department of Social and Educational Studies, University
of British Columbia, under the leadership of Jane Gaskell, who took a leap
of faith about thirty years ago on behalf of two graduate students, offering
them an unprecedented level of support.

To Ian, Emily and Rob who sustain Penney and give her the courage
to embark on new ventures, such as this. To Jane Ann, Matt, Jenny, and
Rebekah who do the same for Alan. To our grandchildren, Hudson Finley
and Everett Hugh, Cara Jane and Kallie Rebekah who bring us joy simply
by being who they are.



Contents

1 The Place of the Arts in Teaching History 1
Historians as Artists and Artists as Historians 6
The Power of Art 8
The Value of History Education 10
The Place of Historical Mindedness 11
The Place for a Sense of Wonder 13
The Value of the Arts in History Education 14
Navigating This Volume 16
Bibliography 25

2 Five Scholarly Conversations Related to History,
History Education, and the Arts 29
Nature of History and Historical Truths 29
History and the Arts 35
Collective Memory and Historical Consciousness 38
Indigenous Perspectives in History Education 48
Implications for History Education 59
Conclusion 63
Bibliography 76

3 Historical F(r)ictions: Fiction and History Education 87
Period Novels and Historical Novels 88
Period Novels: Fiction as Primary Source 89

xi



xii CONTENTS

Relationship Between Historical Novels, History,
and Historical Evidence 108
Conclusion 113
Bibliography 122

4 Beyond Adornment: Visual Art as Source and Account
in History Classrooms and Public Spaces 127
The Ubiquitous Presence of Art 130
Visual Art as Primary Source 132
Visual Art as Account 141
Beyond Adornment: Visual Art in the Classroom 147
Conclusion 153
Bibliography 160

5 Points of Convergence: Public Commemorative Art
and the Teaching of History 165
Bringing Together the Past and History 170
Bringing Together Multiple Historical Eras 173
Bringing Together History and Heritage 177
Bringing Together History and Citizenship Education 182
Conclusion 186
Bibliography 193

6 Engaging the Fray: Preparing Teachers and Students
for Critical Encounters with the Past 199
The Past as Contested Terrain 201
Meeting Students Where They Are in Order to Take Them
Someplace New 211
Engaging Artistic Works as Resources for Historical Analysis 219
Time Travel: Attention to Multiple Pasts, the Present,
and the Future Through the Arts 225
Conclusion 228
Bibliography 236

7 The Humanizing and Civic Missions of History
Education 243
How the Past Permeates Our Present 244



CONTENTS xiii

Engaging the Arts in History Class Fosters More Complex
Understandings of History and the Nature of Truth 249
Engaging the Arts in History Class Fosters Cross
Curricular/Disciplinary Connections 255
Engaging the Arts in History Class Fosters Consideration
of the Relationship Between History, Historical Consciousness,
and Collective Memory 258
Engaging the Arts in History Class Fosters the Introduction
of Indigenous Perspectives 261
Engaging the Arts in History Class Fosters the Development
of History Education 264
Conclusion 268
Bibliography 275

Index 279



List of Figures

Fig. 1.1 Statue of Evangeline at Grand-Pré (Source Rob
Crandall/Alamy Stock Photo) 2

Fig. 1.2 Shah Alam conveying the Diwani, painting by Benjamin
West (Source The picture art collection/Alamy stock
photo) 3

Fig. 2.1 A history/memory matrix for history education. Peter
Seixas (Source Public History Weekly) 42

Fig. 2.2 Historical cultural matrix. Stéphane Lévesque (Source
Beyond History for Historical Consciousness) 43

Fig. 3.1 Scribner’s for March, now ready. Everybody is talking of
the house of mirth by Edith Wharton in Scribner’s. Are
you reading it? (Source Lebrecht Music & Arts/Alamy
Stock Photo) 92

Fig. 3.2 “Pride and Prejudice” by Jane Austen—portrait of Miss
Bingley & Elizabeth at Netherfield ball Chapter XVIII
Georgian (Source Lebrecht Music & Arts/Alamy Stock
Photo) 94

Fig. 3.3 The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald (Source
CBW/Alamy Stock Photo) 107

Fig. 4.1 The Ambassadors (1533) painting by Hans Holbein the
younger (Source Antiquarian images/Alamy stock photo) 136

Fig. 4.2 Officer and Laughing Girl painting by Johannes Vermeer
(Source Incamerastock/Alamy stock photo) 138

xv



xvi LIST OF FIGURES

Fig. 4.3 Hereford Mappa Mundi of 1280 showing Jerusalem
at the centre Europe is lower left Africa is lower right
(Source North wind picture archives/Alamy stock photo) 139

Fig. 4.4 Guernica painting by Pablo Picasso at the Centro
de Arte Reina Sofia in Madrid Spain (Source Greek
photonews/Alamy stock photo) 142

Fig. 4.5 Fathers of Confederation painting by Rex Woods (Source
© House of Commons Collection, Ottawa) 143

Fig. 4.6 The Daddies, Kent Monkman 2016. Acrylic on canvas
60” x 112.5” (Source Image courtesy of the artist) 144

Fig. 4.7 The Scream, Kent Monkman 2017. Acrylic on canvas 84”
x 126” (Source Collection of the Denver Art Museum.
Image courtesy of the artist) 145

Fig. 4.8 Bayeux Tapestry depicting The Battle of Hastings (Source
GL archive/Alamy stock photo) 147

Fig. 4.9 The Death of General Wolfe, Benjamin West, 1770 (Source
Incamerastock/Alamy stock photo) 150

Fig. 4.10 Mural painting by George Southwell (Source Image
Enterprise, B-06675, Courtesy of the Royal BC Museum
and Archives) The image shows Hudson’s Bay Co. Chief
Factor James Douglas landing from the Cadboro at
Clover Point to select the site for Fort Victoria (1873) 154

Fig. 5.1 The Tyrannicides, sculpture depicting Harmodius (right)
and Aristogeiton (left). Second-century Roman copy of
a Greek Original (Source Adam Eastland/Alamy Stock
Photo) 166

Fig. 5.2 The Foot Soldier, statue sculpted by Ronald S McDowell,
Kelly Ingram Park, Birmingham, Alabama, USA (Source
dbimages/Alamy Stock Photo) 167

Fig. 5.3 The Ring of Remembrance with Notre Dame de Lorette
Basilica in the background. Ablain-Saint-Nazaire,
Pas-de-Calais, France (Source Chandelle/Alamy Stock
Photo) 174

Fig. 5.4 Mural painting by George Southwell (Source Image
Labour, B-06669, Courtesy of the Royal BC Museum
and Archives). The image has been described as the
building of Fort Victoria (1843) and, alternatively, as the
building of Fort Langley (late 1820s) 185

Fig. 6.1 Protest Art in Bogota Columbia (Source Photographs by
Alan Sears) 218



CHAPTER 1

The Place of the Arts in TeachingHistory

In the mid-eighteenth century Aminata Diallo, a West African girl of
about 11, was kidnapped from her family. After enduring days of forced
march to the coast and months of a horrific voyage on a slave ship she
arrived in the British colony of South Carolina where she was sold into
slavery. Years of misery followed, including forced labour on a plantation,
rape, and permanent separation from her husband and child. Eventu-
ally, Aminata managed to escape slavery and make her way to the British
colony of Nova Scotia as part of the Loyalist migration of the mid-1780s
and from there she joined the migration of former slaves to Sierra Leone.1

Just thirty years before Aminata arrived in Nova Scotia, Evangeline
Bellefontaine, a young Acadian woman, was forcefully deported from the
colony along with other French-speaking inhabitants of her village of
Grand-Pré and other Acadian settlements across the region. A popular
monument at the Grand-Pré National Historic Site evocatively portrays
the stricken young woman whose father died of distress on the eve of
the deportation and whose fiancé, Gabriel Lajeunesse, was sent out on a
different ship (see Fig. 1.1). Evangeline spent most of the rest of her life
searching the vast Acadian diaspora for Gabriel, only finding him years
later close to death in a poorhouse in Philadelphia. A second monu-
ment in St. Martinsville, Louisiana, one of the stops in her quest, also
commemorates her faithfulness and persistence.

On the other side of the world in 1765, just about midway between
the expulsion of the Acadians from Nova Scotia and the arrival of Aminata
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Fig. 1.1 Statue of Evangeline at Grand-Pré (Source Rob Crandall/Alamy Stock
Photo)

Diallo in that colony, representatives of the British East India Company
received the Diwani, later to be called the Treaty of Allahabad, from Shah
Alam the Mughal Emperor over much of the territory of modern India,
Pakistan, and Bangladesh. In effect, the Emperor was giving the company
effective economic control, including the power to levy taxes, over most
of what is today northeast India and Bangladesh. The event is commem-
orated in a painting by Benjamin West which shows the Emperor on a
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Fig. 1.2 Shah Alam conveying the Diwani, painting by Benjamin West (Source
The picture art collection/Alamy stock photo)

raised throne, in a grand palace, dressed in a robe and turban of gold
brocade handing the document down to the British representative Lord
Clive who is standing on the ground beside the raised dais (see Fig. 1.2).
The scene shows the two men flanked by grandees from both sides turned
out in their best finery.2 The impression given is of the granting of the
treaty as an act of benevolence by a great Emperor to British supplicants.

Aminata Diallo, Evangeline Bellefontaine, and Shah Alam are
compelling historical characters and as history teachers and educators
of history teachers we see all kinds of ways to use their stories with
students. The first two are quite ordinary folk, not the “great men”
who so often dominate the textbooks. Our students can relate to them.
Further, a substantial part of their story takes place when they are young,
and this also provides a potential connection with students. The third,
while an important national leader, comes from a part of the world and
an historical context often ignored or downplayed in history classes in the
West. While they are not the type of people who often appear in history
curricula, their lives touch on great historical events and themes: slavery,
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the Loyalist migration to Canada, forced migration/ethnic cleansing,
and the processes of intercultural contact and colonization. Finally, their
stories deal with aspects of history and particular populations that are
often left out of school history courses. They open up important parts
of the history of African Canadians, Acadian refugees, and the diverse
peoples of the Indian subcontinent.

While these historical stories are gripping and have great potential to
interest students in key events and processes in world history, what we
know about them is shaped more by artistic imagination than histor-
ical investigation. Both Aminata Diallo and Evangeline Bellefontaine are
fictional characters, products of the imaginations of the Canadian novelist
Lawrence Hill, the American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and
the sculptors who created the statues of Evangeline at Grand-Pré and St.
Martinsville.3

While Shah Alam and Lord Clive were historical personages and the
Diwani was actually given by the former to the latter in 1785, Benjamin
West’s iconic painting of the event that still hangs for public view in the
museum at Powis Castle and Garden in Wales, significantly distorts the
event in order to present a more positive narrative of Mughal–British
relations. As historian William Dalrymple points out,

The painting of Clive and Shah Alam at Powis is subtly deceptive: the
painter, Benjamin West had never been to India…In reality there was no
grand public ceremony. The transfer took place privately, inside Clive’s
tent, which had just been erected on the parade ground of the newly
seized Mughal fort at Allahabad. As for Shah Alam’s silken throne, it was
in fact Clive’s armchair, which for the occasion had been hoisted on to his
dining-room table and covered with a chintz bedspread.4

While these narratives are not often the stuff of textbooks or academic
history articles, they are powerful accounts that capture public attention
and help shape people’s, including the students in our history classes,
views about the past. Hill’s novel was a bestseller in several countries
and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) and the American
Black Entertainment Television (BET) collaborated in producing a six-
episode television mini-series of the novel. Longfellow’s poem became his
most influential publication and the historic monuments of Evangeline are
visited by tens of thousands every year. The one at Grand-Pré is part of a
UNESCO World Heritage Site commemorating Acadian history. It is no
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exaggeration to say that Evangeline is the central symbol of the horrors of
what Acadians call Le Grand Dérangement (The Great Upheaval). Finally,
West’s painting distorted history in order to appeal to Victorian sensibil-
ities. “[Victorians] liked to think of the empire as a mission civilisatrice:
a benign transfer of knowledge, railways and the arts of civilization from
West to East, and there was a calculated and deliberate amnesia about the
corporate looting that opened British rule in India.”5

There is significant evidence to show that artistic representations of
the past are both popular and influential in shaping people’s sense of
history and collective memory. We see this in, for example, the increased
popularity of visits to museums and historic sites, historical documen-
taries by Ken Burns in the United States and Mark Starowicz in Canada,6

non-fiction books on historical topics, historical Hollywood films, histor-
ical novels, and historical graphic novels. We note that Charles Frazier’s
immensely popular American civil war novel Cold Mountain sold 1.5
million copies in the first nine months after its 1997 publication.7 The
controversies in nations around the world over public commemora-
tions and representations of historic figures and past events in historical
monuments also attest to a vibrant interest in history.

Historian David Harlan has acknowledged the abundance and popu-
larity of historical forms beyond the academic:

We assume that our primary responsibility is to convey this profession-
ally certified knowledge to our undergraduates, and the techniques for
producing it to our graduate students. In other words, we teach them how
to read and write academic history. But a new history is being produced,
outside the academy, by novelists, memoirists, autobiographers and film-
makers. If we intend to meet the challenge of this new history, if we want
our students to develop historical imaginations that are morally sustaining
and politically relevant, we must teach them to be thoughtful, reflective
and resourceful readers of all the forms in which their society represents
the past to itself. Academic history is one of those forms, of course, but it
is only one, and it is neither the most interesting nor the most important.8

This is a thoughtful remark for an academic historian to make and one
to take seriously. As authors, we presume that the prime audience for
this book will be academic and public historians, history educators who
prepare teachers, and practicing history and social studies teachers, and
it is important for all these groups to acknowledge that artistic represen-
tations from the past, such as historical fiction, historical visual art, and
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commemorative art, surround students in their daily lives and to recog-
nize the place of artistic representations as a source of history. It is useful
to consider the possibilities for introducing these art forms into history
courses and a significant pedagogical mistake to allow them to remain
unexamined either as historical sources or historical accounts.

Historians as Artists and Artists as Historians

It is almost a tautology to state that artists are producers of creative prod-
ucts. Historians, on the other hand, are not typically viewed in this way.
The uninitiated may assume that historians simply make forays into dusty
archives where they gather old records of various kinds and subsequently
use what they have collected to construct a historical narrative—one that
was, presumably, just waiting for the opportunity to reveal itself. Cana-
dian literary critic, Renée Hulan, contends that a historian may also be
an artist. We agree with Hulan. In fact, we see the historian as no less
an artist than is a novelist. As historian Hayden White so aptly put it:
“Novelists might be dealing only with imaginary events whereas histo-
rians are dealing with real ones, but the process of fusing events, whether
imaginary or real, into a comprehensible totality capable of serving as the
object of a representation, is a poetic process.”9

We are also aligned with historian Barbara Tuchman, who sees the
historian as “a creative writer on the same level as the poet or novelist.”10

Tuchman goes on to explain her position. She says: “As I see it, there are
three parts to the creative process: first, the extra vision with which the
artist perceives a truth and conveys it by suggestion. Second, medium
of expression: language for writers…Third, design or structure.”11 By
“extra vision,” she means the sympathy and imagination that she main-
tains is necessary in order to fully understand the evidence and convey
its meaning: “Without sympathy and imagination the historian can copy
figures from a tax roll forever […] but he [sic] will never know or be able
to portray the people who paid the taxes.”12 With regard to language,
she says “it takes hard work, a good ear, and continued practice, as much
as it takes Heifetz to play the violin.”13 As for structure, her choice of
form was narrative:

Narrative history is neither as simple nor as straightforward as it might
seem. It requires arrangement, composition, planning just like a painting—
Rembrandt’s “Night Watch,” for example. He did not fit in all those
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figures with certain ones in the foreground and others in back and the
light falling on them just so, without much trial and error and innumer-
able preliminary sketches. It is the same as writing. Although the finished
result may look to the reader natural and inevitable, as if the author had
only to follow the sequence of events, it is not that easy.14

The historian has to “exercis[e] the artists’ privilege of selection”15 by
asking thoughtful questions of sources in order to make meaning from
the disparate and sometimes conflicting pieces of information she is able
to collect. Hayden White endorses this point when he refers to “the
unprocessed historical record [where] the facts exist as a congeries of
contiguously related fragments”16 until the historian shapes them into
a meaningful narrative.

Tuchman points out that there are other challenges for historians:
“how to explain background and yet keep the story moving, how to create
suspense and sustain interest in a narrative of which the outcome (like
who won the war) is, to put it mildly, known. If anyone thinks this does
not take creative writing, I can only say, try it.”17 Renée Hulan captures
this idea exquisitely when she states, “historical writing that renders an
aesthetic experience of the past” is “the dialectical relation of material
evidence and imagination.”18

Now, we will turn to the idea of the artist as historian. As Hulan puts
it, with reference to novelists, “a novelist is a historian, the preserver,
the keeper, and expounder of human experience.”19 We make a distinc-
tion between period novels, which are written in the time period of the
novel itself and historical novels, which are about an earlier period. Period
novelists are, in a sense, inadvertent historians, if there is such a thing, in
that they are not writing in the role of historians. Their novels are not
works of history, but rather, can serve as primary source documents for
future historians. They are sources of information about what life was like
where and when the events of the novel occur. Historical novelists, on the
other hand, can be considered to be historians, although this depends on
the extent to which they adhere to primary sources and consult secondary
sources in constructing their accounts, that is, their novels. There is a
huge variation in terms of historical novelists’ sense of responsibility to
adhere to the historical evidence. These ideas are discussed in Chapter 3.

The concept of artist as historian is not as applicable to commemorative
art or to historical paintings as it is to historical novels. In the case of
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commemorative art, there is an “artist for hire” element, since it is art
that is typically commissioned by individuals or government bodies that
want to represent an event or people from the past in a particular way. It
is also less straightforward in the case of historical paintings, since they are
typically more like period novels, in that they are painted in a particular
time and depict that time and can be used later as primary sources in
order to learn about that time.

Visual art is a primary source of information about the past, and
it is particularly useful when written sources do not exist. We explore
the potential of certain visual art, in particular the Bayeux Tapestry , The
Death of General Wolfe, and the First German Attack at Ypres as both
primary sources and primary accounts. These examples of visual art are
primary sources that can be used to gather evidence about the events
they depict, but they are also constructed accounts that are designed to
convey particular messages.

Visual art can also provide a revisionist history by presenting counter
narratives to existing constructed accounts. We see this in the work of
Canadian Indigenous artist, Kent Monkman who has transformed the
famous painting, The Fathers of Confederation by Robert Harris into
The Daddies , a startling critique of the values embodied in the original
painting. Visual art is discussed in Chapter 4 of this volume.

The Power of Art

The arts can engage students in a range of ways. Cultural scholar Ann
Rigney contends that fiction (defined by her as “a general umbrella
term to designate cultural practices that are governed by the principle
of ‘poetic licence’”20) “is a stepping-stone medium for encouraging
people to look beyond their present social frame of reference.”21 History
educators Evelyn B. Freeman and Linda Levstik point out that fiction,
for example, “presents history in a subjective form that is closer [than
didactic historical accounts] to the way in which young children explain
themselves and understand the world…. They will also discover the conse-
quences of human failure in relationships, both personal and historical.”22

Freeman and Levstik further explain that historical fiction supports a
range of common social studies knowledge and skill goals. Student
interest in compelling fictional historical characters stands in stark contrast
to research findings about the teaching of history in schools, which is
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often described as dull, boring, and disconnected from students’ lives and
interests.23

Historian John Demos uses the novel Cold Mountain by Charles
Frazier as an example of the power of a novel to bring history to life.
He says, “to follow Frazier’s central character on his journey home from
Civil War soldiering is to know the life of that time and place in a
wholly immediate way.”24 Frazier provides details about the devastation
of war, including the general disorientation, the destruction of homes and
livelihoods, the subsistence level to which the rural poor were reduced,
and the prevailing racism. Tuchman highlights the importance of such
corroborative details and their role in “keeping one grounded in historical
reality.”25

We suggest that there are ways to engage the power of fictional
accounts to enliven and enrich the more formal study of history in schools
and universities. History education scholar Peter Seixas makes the same
point. Seixas uses Canadian novelist Lawrence Hill’s The Book of Negroes26

as an example of a useful source for wrestling with the implications of
ethical questions in history and the present. He acknowledges the power
of the novel in encouraging readers to “imagine themselves into the
consciousness of [Hill’s] protagonist,”27 but describes that power as “a
double-edged sword.”28 The narrative force that draws the reader in and
connects him or her to the experience of the characters also mitigates
against alternative readings of the situation and “can trump our attempts
to historicize and take into account the foreignness of the people of the
past.”29

While double-edged swords are dangerous because they can cut both
ways and wound the bearer rather than the enemy, they were developed
because, used skilfully, they are a more powerful weapon than a blade
with a single edge. We contend that in the hands of an effective teacher
the double-edged sword of fiction can be a powerful tool in the teaching
of history.

As Canadian literature scholar Herb Wyile has put it: “Both history and
literature, then, make meaning of the past, and any attempt to see the one
as ‘science’ and the other as ‘entertainment’ is reductive to say the least
– especially when it comes to a genre like historical fiction.”30



10 P. CLARK AND A. SEARS

The Value of History Education

Canadian historian and history educator Ken Osborne has offered three
arguments that can be made to students about the importance of history
education. The first is that history is “gripping, as it deals with what has
actually happened and how we find out about it.”31 He suggests that the
best way to approach history in a way that will arouse students’ interest is
to present problems that they can explore. The focus is on human agency
as students consider the problems which people in the past confronted,
the limited information with which they had to work, and the values and
expectations of the social, economic, and political contexts in which they
operated.

Osborne’s second argument is that history provides a “form of intel-
lectual self-defense.”32 He offers seven ways in which this argument could
be developed:

First, history armours us against all those people who claim to know it and
are only too anxious to tell us what it proves. Second, it releases us from
the grip of the past which so easily holds us captive and shapes our lives.
Third, it teaches us how to be constructively sceptical (but not cynical
or blindly rejectionist) when faced with appeals and arguments. Fourth,
it protects us from being misled by the taken-for-granted conventional
wisdom of our own times. Fifth, by showing us a wide variety of alternative
belief systems, social practices, cultural norms, and the like, it enlarges our
awareness of alternatives and choices. Sixth, it helps us understand and
take part in the debates that are going on around us about the future of
Canada and of the world more generally, debates that are going to affect
us whether we like it or not. And, finally, it makes us less short-sighted
and narrow-minded than we would otherwise be by helping us situate the
present in the context of the transition from past to future so that we are
not governed solely by the short-term imperatives of the here and now.33

Osborne’s third argument is that history “enlarges our experience by
showing us a wide range of human institutions and behaviour, thereby
freeing us from the constraints of the present.”34 Eminent British histo-
rian of education, Richard Aldrich would agree. He has pointed out that
history affords:

an acquaintance with a much greater range of human experience than
would be possible simply by reference to the contemporary world; an
enlarged understanding of that experience which may promote a richer
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understanding of one’s own potential and possibilities; opportunities for
creating interpretations of human experience which may be of interest in
themselves and which, though not directly transferable from one situation
to another, may promote the capacity better to interpret other situations
– both historical and contemporary; a more sophisticated awareness of the
nature of knowledge and of truth.35

The Place of Historical Mindedness

Ken Osborne has proposed a conception of history education that he calls
historical mindedness. He describes this as a broad understanding of the
past that “is a way of looking, not so much at history, but at the world
at large, that derives from a familiarity with the past and with trying to
understand and interpret it.”36

We think of this as adding a fourth approach to history education. The
first approach that has dominated history classrooms is a focus on what
historians know (the names, dates, narratives, and counter narratives of
the discipline of history—often referred to as content). This has often
had a nation-building focus. Every nation has its own narratives. In the
case of Canada, this has involved presenting students with a chronological
framework of important events around a theme of overcoming adversity
and making progress towards nationhood and greater autonomy from
Great Britain, an approach that is characterized by textbook titles such
as Challenge & Survival or Bold Ventures. This approach has always had
an important place in the teaching of Canadian history and is certainly an
important aspect of history education in the history of other nations as
well. Aspects of it have persisted regardless of other influences.

The second approach has to do with developing facility with how
historians know (the processes and procedures of doing history—often
referred to as historical thinking). Historical thinking is found in most
Canadian provincial/territorial curricula and authorized resources. This
approach, as it is currently interpreted in Canada, has been conceptual-
ized and guided by the work of Peter Seixas of the Centre for the Study of
Historical Consciousness at the University of British Columbia. He first
articulated a framework of six second-order or procedural concepts in
his article, “Conceptualizing the Growth of Historical Understanding,”
published in The Handbook of Education and Human Development in
1996.37 The historical thinking framework has evolved over the years to
its present iteration of six concepts:
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• The problem of historical significance: From the entire human past,
what is worth learning about?

• The problem of evidence: How do we know what we know, how can
we use the traces, the leftovers, of the past to support claims about
what happened?

• The problem of continuity and change: How are historical changes
interwoven with continuities?

• The problems of cause and consequence: What are the layers of
cause that led, over time, to any particular event? What are the
consequences that rippled out afterwards?

• The problem of historical perspective-taking. What was it like to live
in times so different from our own; can we truly understand?

• The ethical dimension. How can we in the present, judge actors in
different circumstances in the past; when and how do crimes and
sacrifices of the past bear consequences today; and what obligations
do we have today in relation to those consequences?38

The underlying ideas are that (1) history and the past are not the same
because history is a subset of everything that happened in the past and
(2) history is composed of accounts developed from interpretations by
historians based on the myriad of primary sources that are remnants of
the past. It is important to note that this focus on the processes of doing
history does not imply an emphasis on skills rather than content. As Seixas
and Tom Morton make clear, “the six historical thinking concepts make
no sense at all without the material, the topics, the substance, or what is
often referred to as the ‘content’ of history.”39

These first two approaches have dominated history education in school,
and in the literature are often presented as unfolding chronologically with
the former representing a tradition bound archaic approach to teaching
history that is gradually being superseded by the later more progres-
sive and constructivist approach. Ironically, this is indicative of a naïve
progress-oriented understanding of history that researchers argue is often
characteristic of how young children think about the past. As Osborne
and others have shown conclusively, these approaches have co-existed for
more than 100 years, and are not always as simplistic or antithetical as
popularly presented.40 Over time, one or the other crescendos and for a
period becomes the dominant approach in the field, but not so much that
the other is entirely silenced.41
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We propose there is a third, related approach critically important to
how people engage with the past that is often absent from academic
history education, and it involves wrestling with the relationship between
individual and collective memory, and personal and communal ways of
engaging with and understanding the past, particularly in terms of how it
shapes the present and the future—often called historical consciousness.
As Seixas points out, attention to historical consciousness has been largely
missing in history education in the United Kingdom, North America, and
other regions influenced by British and American approaches.42 We argue
the arts provide a dynamic vehicle for attending to it in school history.

Osborne suggests that historical mindedness has elements of all three
of the other approaches. He writes that historical mindedness,

combines historical thinking with historical knowledge (yes, even dates
and events), together with the ability to take the long view, to locate the
present in the context of a transition from past to future, and, not least,
to appreciate what G.M. Trevelyan described as the ‘poetry of history,’ a
recognition that the people of the past were once as real as we are, with
their own hopes and dreams, frustrations and ambitions, loves and hates.43

In the case of the facts-based nation-building narrative, he points out
that learning narratives of Canada’s trajectory does not presuppose “a
return to the exclusionary nation-building narrative of a generation ago,
with all its claims of definitiveness and authority.”44 Students do not
need a compendium of handy facts about Canadian history, but they
do need some idea of important themes that will help them to better
understand the dilemmas that arise in the present. Historical mindedness
includes facility with all three approaches, including the ability to reflec-
tively assess the impact they have on shaping human understanding of,
and engagement with, the past, present, and future.

The Place for a Sense of Wonder

Historical thinking has been criticized for being too academic and sterile.
As one scholar put it, “It is as if the historical procedures identified as rele-
vant for student study have been extracted in labs from historians who lack
hopes, fantasies, or racialized, gendered, classed, and desiring bodies and
who also lack political intelligence.”45 British Columbia teacher Patrick
Clarke has referred to it as a “very safe, rationalistic pedagogy that leaches
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out almost all of the romance in history.” He points to the danger of
“unremitting pondering” that avoids what he calls the “romantic mythol-
ogy” that can lead to citizens who are passionately engaged with the task
of bettering the societies in which they find themselves.46

Historian Gerald Friesen would agree. He highlights the importance
of inspiring a sense of wonder in students, something that he sees as
lacking in historical thinking approaches. Friesen suggests that “Using
primary sources, discussing historical context and historical significance,
identifying decisive moments of change, debating evidence, uncovering
uncertainty about meaning, considering morality and ethical choices will
all endure. But so, too, will the teacher’s obligation to inspire a sense of
wonder.”47 He contends that teachers must fire students’ imaginations
and “kindle an infectious delight.”48 He quotes from historian G.M.
Trevelyan: “The poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that
once on this earth, once on this familiar spot of ground, walked other
men and women, as actual as we are today, thinking their own thoughts,
swayed by their own passions but now all gone one generation vanishing
into another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like
ghosts at cockcrow.”49 He wants students to wonder about the lives of
people in the past and to use their imaginations, grounded in knowledge
about the historical contexts in which these people lived, to develop a
rich understanding of the challenges they faced, and the possibilities and
limitations of their lives.

We believe engaging with the arts in history classes provides the oppor-
tunity to bring together all of these approaches to history education in
ways that will stimulate students’ interest in history, help them to see the
connections between history and contemporary concerns and broaden
their understandings of, and empathy with, historical agents’ circum-
stances, including motives, desires, ambitions, limitations, and oppor-
tunities, and ultimately, spark a sense of wonder about the possibilities
inherent in studying history.

The Value of the Arts in History Education

It is our hope that the arts discussed in this book—fiction, visual art, and
commemorative art—will deepen students’ historical understandings by
revealing perspectives, motives, and consequences beyond those they have
directly experienced, thereby giving rise to insights that broaden their
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understanding of the possibilities for historical figures in the particular
eras in which they lived.

We also offer three more specific reasons for teaching history in a way
that includes the arts. The first and most evident reason to include the
arts in teaching history is that the arts are powerfully engaging. They
draw students in and add another dimension to their learning. The arts,
and historical fiction, in particular, allow students to connect with people
from the past in ways that are not available in the historical accounts
they read in textbooks and other sources because they provide a window
into people’s motivations; fears; affections; social connections; economic,
social, and political aspirations; and other personal aspects of their lives
that students would not be privy to by simply consulting the historical
record. Reading historical fictional accounts will increase students’ interest
in historical nonfiction accounts. Readers see historical fictional characters
as real. It is difficult to imagine how a teenager who has read Rilla of
Ingleside by L. M. Montgomery, could not find an historical account
of the Canadian home front during the First World War compelling, for
example. Or, students could gain deep insights about the possibilities for
women in provincial life in England in the first half of the nineteenth
century by reading about protagonist Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch
by George Eliot (Mary Anne Evans) that would scaffold, and increase
their interest in, the information they encounter in nonfiction accounts.
We discuss this point in greater depth in Chapter 3.

Second, the arts help students learn to interrogate all representations
for their implicit meanings. For example, a painting, or any other form of
art, is a product of deliberate decisions by the artist. Students can ask who
(which individuals or what type of person) was the artist trying to please
and why. The arts present opportunities to closely examine how personal,
social, religious, economic, and political motivations affect artistic repre-
sentations. For example, students could ask why the artist Benjamin West
chose not to include the people who actually did witness British General
James Wolfe’s death in his painting The Death of General Wolfe and,
instead, depict people who were not present. They could ask what was
the purpose of the Christian iconography in the painting: why are the
people arranged like a Pieta? With some help from their teacher, students
can come to understand how this painting represents the founding myth
of English Canada, the victory of the British Empire over the claims of
the French in British North America, and how this determined the choices
the artist made. These ideas are discussed in Chapter 4.
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Third, students can develop an understanding of how the arts can
shape collective memory and historical consciousness. All art can do this,
but commemorative art, with its “uplifting and sacred stor[ies],” is partic-
ularly powerful in this regard. As historians Ian McKay and Jamie Swift
note about what they call “Vimyism” with reference to the Vimy Cana-
dian National Memorial in France, “Vimyism thus offers Canadians an
uplifting and sacred story of their origins—something to believe in.”50 It
is important that students are aware of how commemorative art shapes
collective memory and historical consciousness so that they are able to
engage it as a historical source and subject it to critical interrogation.
This is discussed in Chapter 5.

Navigating This Volume

In Chapter 2 we address five scholarly conversations about history, history
education, and the relationship between history education and the arts.
We will return to these conversations in various ways in the chapters that
follow. The first conversation is about the nature of history and historical
truth and the role of interpretation in history. We explore the question:
Is history a science or an art? Historian Peter Novick has described the
boundary between history and fiction as “fuzzier than as traditionally
represented:”51

What we are doing is exploring and thinking about the past with as much
energy and intelligence as we can muster and then making up interesting,
provocative, and even edifying stories about it as contributions to collective
self-understanding(s). We would make no greater (but also no lesser) truth
claims than poets or painters: no greater (but also no lesser) claim for
support from society for this endeavor.52

The second scholarly conversation is about connections between
history and the arts. This conversation considers the value of fictional
representations of various kinds for promoting engagement with the
past—for acquainting us with the “allure”53 of the past, as Ann Rigney
puts it. It looks at how history and the arts can be connected in order
to create new and richer narrations that broaden and deepen our under-
standings of the past. These help us to better understand the present and,
in turn, the future. The rise of cultural history is an aspect of this conver-
sation. Cultural historians acknowledge the significant place of fictional
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representations in our contemporary world and suggest that they warrant
recognition as sources for engagement with, and understanding of, the
past.

The third scholarly conversation is about collective memory and histor-
ical consciousness. History educator Peter Seixas says that collective
memory “retains the immediacy of individual memory, but it also depends
on what French historian Pierre Nora has called ‘lieux de memoire,’ or
sites of memory. Our common, collective or public memory is built and
maintained through a range of structures, symbols, and practices: statues,
commemorations, place names … films.”54 Anna Clark and Carla Peck
define historical consciousness as “the ways people orient themselves in
time and how they are bound by the historical and cultural contexts which
shape their sense of temporality and collective memory.”55

The fourth scholarly conversation explores the question: What place
do Indigenous perspectives have in history education? This question is
topical in nations with Indigenous populations. We focus on the Cana-
dian context for two reasons. We are most familiar with Canada and the
question is more central here than in some other countries, for example,
the United States, where it appears to be less apparent, at least to date.
We review the positions of several Canadian scholars, Indigenous and
non-Indigenous, who have different views on this question and consider
possibilities for a way forward.

The final scholarly conversation is about history education. One of the
key themes addressed in this conversation deals with the ways individuals
and collectives construct narratives about their place in the world and the
sources on which they draw in doing so. A central finding of a large body
of research in this area is that individuals and groups understand them-
selves and their place in the world temporally; they have a well-developed
sense of historical consciousness that includes a deeply rooted sense of
place as well as understandings of their past which shape their views of
the present and future.56 Whether or not we accept the arts as potential
sources for historical investigation or as accounts of the past worth consid-
ering in history class, teachers are left with a dilemma: for the broader
public, including many of our students, the arts, particularly in the form
of books and films are a common source for the collective stories learners
bring with them to class. The cognitive frames of students have been and
continue to be shaped by the arts and a plethora of evidence demonstrates
that failure to engage with this kind of prior knowledge renders teaching
largely ineffectual.57


