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About the Exhibition

From March 10 to October 9, 2017
Hockey asks why the game matters to Canadians. Hockey is more than a sport. Canadians also encounter the game as consumers, fans, artists and volunteers. Hockey is “Canada’s game” because of its deep roots in this country. Diverse groups have always played hockey, and these players are featured in the exhibition alongside well-known legends of the game. The exhibition takes visitors on the ice to share in hockey’s most memorable moments, greatest goals and triumphs. It also goes behind the scenes to look at the team behind the team, and into the stands to reflect on the important ways that fans and the media shape the game. 
Because of hockey’s historical, social and cultural importance, the Canadian Museum of History developed the exhibition expressly to coincide with the 150th anniversary of Confederation in 2017.This year also marks the 125th anniversary of the Stanley Cup, and the centennial of the National Hockey League (NHL). 
The layout of Hockey is designed to evoke the inside of an arena, with 280 artifacts organized into the following eight thematic zones:

1. From pond to arena
Visitors begin by discovering how hockey became Canada’s game, exploring its likely origins in games played by Indigenous Peoples and European settlers. Historical artifacts include the oldest known hockey stick, from the 1830s, and the earliest hockey skate blades, developed in 1865. The first vulcanized rubber pucks, also developed in the 1800s, were an improvement over balls, slices of wood, frozen clumps of dung, potatoes or even rocks. 

Hockey’s explosion in popularity around the turn of the century spawned amateur and professional leagues, trophies and a demand for souvenirs and merchandise. These included trading cards, such as a set produced by Imperial Tobacco in 1910–1911 to celebrate players of the National Hockey Association. Maurice “Rocket” Richard’s 1949 All-Star jersey and his Stanley Cup championship ring show how some of the best players became popular heroes. 

2. Game on!
Equipment breakthroughs have improved players’ performance, speed and safety. A variety of hockey sticks — including ones used by Stan Mikita, Wayne Gretzky and goalie Manon Rhéaume, the first woman to play in the NHL — show that hockey equipment has become more sophisticated over time. Jacques Plante’s fibreglass goalie mask, which he wore in 1963, reminds us how vulnerable players were before the advent of helmets, visors, protective pads and other modern armour. 
Also on display are the skates Hayley Wickenheiser wore as captain of the gold-medal-winning Canadian women’s national team, and equipment designed and used by sledge hockey pioneer Dean Mellway. Sidney Crosby’s highly recognizable Pittsburgh Penguins jersey helps to show how uniforms evolved from woollen home-knit sweaters to colourful synthetics emblazoned with team logos, communicating team identity for players, pride for fans and profit for corporations. 

3. The team behind the team

Next, the exhibition looks behind the bench and between the lines to see the coaches who give teams strategy and structure and the officials who enforce the rules. Highlights include artifacts — ties, trophies, a bobble-head doll — from the careers of legendary coaches like Pat Burns, Jacques Demers (now a Canadian senator) and Roger “Captain Video” Neilson, who pioneered the use of video replays for training. Medical professionals, trainers, statisticians and equipment managers, among other behind-the-scenes players, also get their due.

This section pays homage as well to the largely unsung heroes across Canada who nurture junior players. It includes the story of Jean-Gabriel Pageau, whose family, community and many others supported him along his path from the Gatineau Olympiques and the Chicoutimi Saguenéens to being drafted by the Ottawa Senators in 2011.

4. For the love of the game 
Here, the spotlight is on the fans who cheer the loudest and buy products with team logos. They are the ones who have made hockey jerseys a Canadian wardrobe staple. Key artifacts here include a ticket box, turnstile and seats from Maple Leaf Gardens, and products featuring the names or likenesses of famous players, including a 1970s Bobby Orr lunch box and a Jean Béliveau souvenir jersey.

5. Those unforgettable moments 
Hockey’s most memorable moments — great goals and Team Canada victories — are showcased in this section. These are the moments that cemented Canada’s international reputation as a hockey nation. Great victories also become shared stories: Canadians remember where they were when Paul Henderson scored his iconic goal in the 1972 Summit Series. One of the jerseys Henderson wore in Moscow is on display, as are the jerseys worn by other Canadian players during the Olympics and similarly memorable games.
6. Hockey Inc.
The business of hockey is reflected in the artifacts of this zone. Gaining (or losing) a franchise can have a huge impact on a city. Winnipeg lost and gained their professional hockey franchise. Québec Nordiques fans still hope for the return of a team. These shifts in fortune, combined with famous trades, the draft, lockouts and strikes, create drama and excitement for fans. They are also a reminder that fans have emotional and personal connections to their team. 

Salaries have increased exponentially, but issues like licensing rights for a player’s image, salary caps, free agency and hockey-related revenues have resulted in labour disputes. This zone finishes with a series of editorial cartoons about NHL strikes and lockouts.
7. Hockey makes headlines
The exhibition’s “press gallery” highlights how sportscasters and journalists have helped make hockey a part of family rituals and collective memory. Famous Hockey Night in Canada and La Soirée du Hockey broadcasters are represented here, from Foster Hewitt, to Don Cherry, to Claude Quenneville, to René Lecavalier to Cassie Campbell.
8. Passion for the game
Hockey is integral to Canadian culture, which is the difference between this country and other hockey-playing nations. It isn’t just that Canadians love to watch or play hockey, it’s that the sport, its icons and its iconography permeate our popular culture. Sometimes the hockey references in art, music and literature are celebrations of shared cultural values. At other times, they reflect more difficult issues in Canadian society.
This final section highlights hockey‘s importance on the Canadian cultural landscape. The sport crops up in movies (Slap Shot, The Mighty Ducks, Wayne’s World), literature (Roy MacGregor’s Screech Owls series, Luc Gélinas’s C’est la faute à Ovechkin) and music (Shania Twain’s NHL jersey-inspired outfits at the 2003 Juno Awards). It’s a powerful symbol in art: In Toronto #7, Anishinabe artist Bev Koski beaded over a Chicago Blackhawks logo to make a statement about the appropriation of Indigenous imagery. Saul Miller’s 1998 painting The Rocket Scores depicts Maurice “Rocket” Richard as a religious icon, the Toronto Maple Leafs as clumsy barnyard animals and referees as the blind mice of nursery rhymes.

For everyday Canadians, hockey remains a popular pastime in many forms and has inspired countless tabletop games, board games, arcade games, hockey-themed toys and collectibles for children and adults alike. Highlights include examples of tabletop hockey games from the 1940s and 1960s, the Lucky Puck video game from the 1980s and a Great Gretzky action figure from Mattel.

As a vehicle for social change, hockey has inspired or instigated initiatives such as Brian Burke’s You Can Play project to end homophobia in sports, 13-year-old Justine Blainey’s successful campaign to play hockey with boys in the mid-1980s and former NHL player Sheldon Kennedy’s efforts to raise awareness for survivors of sexual abuse. 

Hockey is ultimately a community game that brings people of all ages together, boosts local pride and civic spirit, and continues to shape everyday life in Canada.
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