
fig. 1 Bethune Memorial House, Gravenhurst, Ontario, 2006. (photo: Parks 
Canada) 
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THE UNMASKING OF 
DR. NORMAN BETHUNE 

T he role of the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada (HSMBC) 
is to commemorate important events in Canadian history and honour 

Canadians who have made a nationally significant contribution to the country. 
In 1972, when the Board adopted a new criterion that "Canadians who have 
made an exceptional contribution outside Canada may be considered for 
commemoration,"! Dr. Norman Bethune (1890-1939) was immediately 
recommended as a person of national historic significance.2 This endorsement 
coincided with Canada's official recognition of the communist People's 
Republic of China in 1970, and Prime Minister Pierre-Elliot Trudeau's belief 
that Canada should no longer ignore Bethunes heroic accomplishments. 

Born in Gravenhurst, Ontario, Norman Bethune was studying medicine 
at the University of Toronto when he enlisted as a stretcher-bearer with the first 
Canadian contingent leaving for France at the outbreak of World War J.3 In 
1916, after completing his studies he served in the Royal Navy and spent several 
years in Europe before moving to Detroit in 1924 to set up a medical practice. 
In the early twenties he developed pulmonary tuberculosis and after three years 
of illness, he underwent an experimental pneumothorax operation. By 1928, he 
was again in Montreal working under the surgeon Dr. Edward Archibald at the 
Royal Victoria Hospital. Here and at Hopital du Sacre-Coeur in nearby 
Cartierville, he gained great distinction as a chest surgeon and pioneer in the 
treatment of tuberculosis. 

During this period Bethune also formed the Montreal Group for the 
Security of People's Health, which lobbied the Canadian government for radical 
changes to medical care and health services. In 1936 he travelled to Spain as a 
volunteer with the Canadian Red Cross where he organized a Canadian Mobile 
Blood Transfusion Unit for the front-line treatment of Republican Army soldiers. 
Bethune was now committed to communism and in 1938, at the time of the 
Second Sino-J apanese War, the American and Canadian League for Peace and 
Democracy asked him to travel to China. As health consultant to the northern 
border regions of Shan-Shi, Tas-Ha-Erh and Hebei, Bethune coordinated 
medical services for the wounded, opened the International Peace Hospital and 
established short-term training courses that graduated medical personnel every 
six weeks. Performing countless surgeries day and night at the front, Bethune 

101 



died of blood poisoning on 12 November 1939 after cutting his finger while 
operating on a soldier. 

Before Bethune's official recognition by the Canadian government in 
1972, few people in this country were aware of his achievements; since then, his 
life has been interpreted and celebrated at home and in China and Spain. This 
discussion investigates the presentation and interpretation of Bethune~ symbolic 
identity evident in two pennanent commemorative sites: the Bethune Memorial 
Museum in Gravenhurst and Place Nonnan Bethune in Montreal. Crucial to 
this investigation is the definition of his memory by various agencies, especially 
the Bethune Foundation, which was active in Montreal in the 1970s. 

Nonnan Bethune Memorial Museum 
After the Canadian government re established diplomatic relations with China, 
several Chinese delegations insisted on visiting the Presbyterian manse in 
Gravenhurst where Bethune was born on 3 March 1890. By the time the 
Department of External Affairs purchased the manse from Trinity United 
Church in 1973, it was becoming a shrine.4 As an editorial in The Muskoka 
Sun commented: 

It has been the influence of Chinese friends that has brought more focus to 
bear on this Canadian. Pilgrimages to his birthplace in Gravenhurst 
resulted first of all in marked inconvenience to the resident United Church 

Minister, and then in a realization that Canada had failed to understand a 
man who was accorded such stature in another land. The establishment 
now, of a shrine ... points the way to a recognition of a notable Canadian, not 

perhaps a successful one, but a man who made praiseworthy contributions 
to the world in his lifetime. Our "heroes" are not all victors, and in recognizing 
others we are showing awareness of the quality of humanity in the life 
ofCanada.5 

While Chinese delegations are often cited as the key factor in establishing 
the Bethune Memorial Museum, the critical force was the Bethune Memorial 
Committee based in Montreal, later incorporated as the Bethune Foundation! 
La Fondation Bethune.6 In late 1971, twelve of Bethune's friends and associates 
decided it was finally time to perpetuate the man~ memory and spirit) The 
impetus was the Norman Bethune Symposium held at McGill's Redpath Hall 
on 25 November. The keynote speaker was Hazen Sise who also had been 
corresponding since 1967 with Peter H. Bennett, the secretary of the HSMBC, 
on behalf of Bethune.8 When his proposal to the government agency was twice 
refused on the grounds that Bethune's contributions to medicine were not 
extraordinary, Sise argued that the "prime motive for commemoration 
should not be his medical achievements per se" but ought "to concentrate on 
his having turned his back on what would have been a great career in the 
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fig.] Parlour of B~thun~ M~morial House, 2008. (photo: Parks Canada) 

conventional s~ns~ in order to concentrat~ on all hi s innat~ qualities or 
driv~s - courag~, energetic commitment to humanity, inventiv~ skill and 
prescience ...... At the symposium, he articulated Bethune's importance as a role 
model: "The function or the arUst is to disturb. His duty is to rouse the sleepers, 
to shak~ the complac~nt pillars or the world. H~ reminds th~ world or its dark 
ancestry, shows th~ world its present, and points the way to its new binh. H~ is 
at once the product and preceptor or his time. "9 In his closing remarks Sise 
quoted Prime Minister Trudeau, who in April 1971 had complained on the 
Ooor or th~ l-Ious~ or Commons that this great Canadian was more recognized 
in China than in Canada. Finally, Sise announced the establishment of the 
Bethun~ Memorial Committee to remedy "this lamentabl~ siNarion," and was 
its chair until his death in 1974. 

The conunittee~ mandate was to expand awareness or Bethune's oonttibution 
to society and to inspire peopl~ and organizations to emulat~ his spirit or 
i n t ~ mationalism and service to hwnanity. With such g02is at the rorefront, Sise 
was active in various projects, including organizing a photographic exhibition 
on Bethune, lO sponsoring symposia and encouraging student and teacher 
exchanges through China-Canadian scholarships. H~ also pursued the 
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acquisition of the manse where Bethune was born. ll Although the family had 
left Gravenhurst when he was only three, "For years Norman spent his summers 
at Gravenhurst. Here, in the Muskoka Lakes, he developed a passion for 
sw i mming ... and showed delight with the forests and the summer skies."u After 
the manse was purchased in 1973, it was restored to its late nineteenth-century 
condition to reflect the time period when it was occupied by the Bethune 
family. In 1976, the museum opened under the supervision of Parks Canada and 
in 1996 it was finally designated as a national historic site. 

As one arrives at the Bethune Memorial House, the view is pure nostalgia: 
a clapboarded house, a maple-shaded street, a proper garden (fig.l).13 Once 
inside, visitors see cloaks and hats hanging in the hall and the minister's visiting 
cards resting on a table, as well as the original wallpaper that was custom­
reproduced and new carpets that were made in late-nineteenth-cent:my patterns. 
The rooms are furnished with artifacts that are true to the time and period, such 
as baby clothes and an antique cradle and pram in the master bedroom, 
although none of the objects is original to the house. The texts on the wall, the 
tract by the bed and the harmonium in the drawing room further betray a middle­
class Presbyterian household (fig.2). On the ground floor, the study includes 
a massive desk, a bookcase holding an assortment of religious texts and a 
composite photograph of the minister's Divinity class at Knox College. 

Organic unity and preservation are the guidelines of restoration14 and 
therefore, the purpose of scholarly research is to guarantee that the setting and 
objects on display reflect historical fact. In the case of the Bethune Memorial 
House, the restoration team was troubled by the fact that no one knew which 
room Bethune was born in and respectful Chinese visitors were most interested 
in this particular room. Although his birth certificate stated he was born at 
home, Margie Lou Shaver, curator of the National Historic Parks and Sites 
Branch of Parks Canada, was reluctant to merely guess where Bethune's mother 
actually gave birth: "an attempt at isolated and conjectural refurnishing in a 
structure considered of significance in our external relations can only reflect 
adversely on the credibility of this Branch and place us in an indefensible 
positiOn."15 In the end, visitor expectations won out, confirming that the effect 
on the visitor sometimes takes precedence over strict historical accuracy. 

In addition to reflecting late Victorian taste, the restoration of the house 
was designed thematically to communicate Bethune's convictions about social 
justice and human welfare. At the end of the tour, visitors enter a memorial 
room showing images ofBethune from diffennt periods of his life. His graduation 
photograph from the School of Medicine at the University of Toronto is on 
display and nearby a large replica of a Chinese painting shows Bethune performing 
surgery in a makeshift hospital in the Shanxi-Hobei border region of China, 

104 



where the fighting was fierce. White lab jackets are provided for visitors to wear 
when they take photographs of themselves in front of the memorabilia: tourists 
are invited to imagine themselves as Bethune, to impersonate the man they have 
come to admire. 

Despite the painstaking attention to historical detail and the visitors' 
expectations, it is questionable whether the Bethune Memorial House truly 
acknowledges his brilliant and often difficult character. It might be surprising 
to know that Bethune regarded Canadian society, especially the medical 
profession, with contempt and considered it complacent, self-absorbed and 
corrupt, without care or compassion for the sick and destitute. Is it possible to 
see the Bethune Memorial House as an ironic commentary on the environment 
against which Bethune rebelled? Indeed, the memorial may present an unusual 
example of what museologists label "heritage dissonance." Bethune chose to 
depart from certain aspects of his own heritage and the memorial reminds us 
that no individual has a single identity and that the very construction of identity 
is complex. Over the course of his life Bethune belonged to a variety of 
communities and connected differently with each of them. 

In contrast, the Visitor Centre next to the Bethune Memorial House 
clearly docmnents the activities of Bethunes life, including his social commitment, 
his medical achievements and his self-sacrificing death in China. The Centre 
attempts to do full justice to the many experiences that identify the man, such 
as his battles with tuberculosis as a patient and doctor, his efforts as an innovative 
thoracic surgeon, his service to the wounded on the battlefields of Spain and 
China, his contributions as a poet and artist and his work organizing art classes 
for poor children in Montreal. It also commemorates numerous contemporaries 
who were deeply affected by Bethune, such as social activists and physicians 
Wendell MacLeod, H.E. Shister and Francis McNaughton, blood specialists 
Paul Weil and Charles Drew, as well as architect Hazen Sise, writer Ted Allan 
and artists Fritz Brandtner, Marian Scott and Paraskeva Clark. 16 

The Centre also displays visual evidence of his life (figs.3 and 4), 
including copies of some his own paintings: TB's Progress, 17 produced in 1926 
when he was a patient at the Trudeau sanatorium in Saranac Lake and Night 
Operating Theatre (fig.5),18 a bird's-eye view of Bethune performing emergency 
surgery at the Sacre-Coeur Hospital. There is also his self-portrait painted 
under the tutelage of Marian Scott.19 These images co-mingle with representations 
that originate primarily in China, including a photograph of a statue of Bethune 
in front of the International Hospital in Shijiazhuang near his tomb, along 
with a colour print titled "Our Doctor Bethune" that appeared in a picture 
book published by the Foreign Language Press in 1975. This illustration was 
accompanied by the annotation: "Though always on the move in this wartime 
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fig.3 Bethune Memorial House Visitor Centre, 2009, images from his life in Spain 
and China. (Photo: Parks Canada) 
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fig.4 Bethune Memorial House Visitor Centre, 2009, images of his life in Canada. 
(photo: Paries Canada) 
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situation, Comrade Bethune gave medical cue not only to the wounded 
soldiers but also to the people. So the people affectionately called him 'Our 
Doctor Bethune'." 

Visitors to the memorial site are directed first to the Centre, where they 
tour the exhibition and watch a ten-minute video excerpted from a 1964 
National Film Board of Canada documeotary;20 they then continue on to the 
Bethune Memorial House. This strategy is a recent deveJopment: when the 
museum first opened, greater emphasis was placed on the home and daily life of 
the Bethune Family. The staff dressed in Victorian costume and acted out 
household taSks: Monday was washday, Tuesday was ironing, Wednesday was 
se\\ling, Thursday was deaning and Friday and Saturday were baking and cooking. 
A Bible and silver tea set were displayed on Sunday. This privileging of 
Victorian life coincided with the Canadian government's reluctance to define 
Bethune politically: while it celebrated the Victorian aspect of the house and 
honored the doctor who once briefly lived there, it denied that he was an actively 
engaged communist.11 

fig.5 Nonnan Bethune, Night Operating Theatre, 1936, oil on canvas, Medical 
Library, Royal Victoria Hospital, Montreal. (pboto: Royal Victoria Hospital Multi 
Media Services Department) 
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fig.6 Cenlmic 
figure of Dr. 
Bethune on ~ chest· 
nut horse. Gifted to 
Bethune Memorial 
I louse by the 
Chinese Association 
of Science and 
Technology in 1982. 
(Photo; Parks 
Canada) 

Today the Bethune Memorial House finds most of its meaning through 
Bethunes symbolic importance in China. Although efforts have been made to 
bring Canadians from other parts of the country to Gnvenhurst,22 the majority 
of visitors are from China Of vacationing Chinese Canadians. Significantly, 
they are welcomed to the Visitor Centre by guides who speak Mandarin . Ovef 
the yeafs, visitors have brought gifts, including statues of Bemune (fig.6). 
However, few of these presents rel2te specifically to Bethunei the rest are 
Chinese memorabilia of all cypes.ll The gift·giving ritual can take the fonn of 
an official presentation by a visiting business group or may be an anonym 0 u s 
gesture from someone touched by their experienct:. The growing collection of 
hundnxis of donated objectS has led to the implementation of policies for 
their evaluation, management and maintenance;2" they are displayed in the 
ViSitor Centre on a rotational basis and ocasionaDy exhibited at other venues. 
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The representations of Bethune are of particular interest because they 
encompass the full spectrum of images circulating in China. For example, on 30 
August 1976, an embroidered picture of Bethune was presented by a delegation 
of seventeen Chinese diplomats and officials; Bethune also appears in woodcuts 
reminiscent of brightly coloured Chinese folk prints. In one poster, "Time is 
Money," he rides a galloping horse; in another created by the Salt City Peasants, 
Workers and Soldier Cultural Revolution Committee, he floats in the sky while 
his memory lives on in the minds of the workers marching below. The workers 
carry Mao Zedong's Red Book, which includes the essay "In Memory of 
Norman Bethune,"25 written by Mao soon after Bethune's death. Another 
Cultural Revolution block print titled Raise Mao's Theory Highly and Raise the 
Greatest Red Flag, portrays Lin Biao, a brilliant Red Army commander who is 
also holding Maos book. Below the picture is the caption: "Serve the People, In 
memory of Bai Qui En [the name Bethune was given in China]. Yu Gong can 
move the Mountain." The proverb implies that everything, even the most 
difficult task, can be accomplished one step at a time. 

Thus it is no surprise that the Bethune Memorial House has become an 
excellent resource for promoting Canada's relationship with China, often 
providing the backdrop for events that cemented agreements between the two 
countries. For example, a photograph taken on 9 August 2007, records the 
Honourable Tony Clement, MP and Minister of Health, and Dr. Alan 
Bemstein, President of the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, announcing 
the creation of the Canada-China Norman Bethune Health Research 
Scholarships for young Chinese students wishing to study at the doctoral level 
in Canada. The many such publicity photos taken at the Bethune Memorial 
House serve as reminders that heritage is made up of parts of the past that may 
be selected for contemporary purposes, whether economic, cultural, political or 
social. Those who use historic sites for gain are, in effect, capitalizing on the 
business of heritage. 

Another recent example of the use of the Bethune Memorial House is 
"The China Market Study" completed in 2007 by the Manning Consulting 
Group.26 This was "an assessment of the opportunities and issues facing the 
District of Muskoka, the Town of Gravenhurst and Parks Canada's Bethune 
Memorial House National Historic Site in attracting and developing the 
in t e mational Chinese traveller and domestic ethnic Chinese traveller markets." 
It was produced in conjunction with a (failed) proposal to expand the interpretive 
centre at the site and build a Chinese Canadian Culture Centre in Gravenhurst. 
The study followed Canada's similarly unsuccessful 2005 attempt to gain 
Approved Destination Status that would permit Chinese citizens to travel to 
Canada for leisure. Historical manipulation is, however, at work in Microbix 
Biosystems Inc.'s proposal of 2008 to construct a replica of the Bethune 
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Memorial House in China on the grounds of the Toronto-based company's new 
influenza vaccine fucility.27 Jointly owned by Microbix and the Hunan government, 
the $200 million facility would be one of the world's largest flu vaccine plants. 
According to Mark Cochran, the principal director and acting chairman of the 
board, Microbix decided to use Bethune as he best symbolized Canada for 
most Chinese people: "The idea is to build a precise replica, a board-by­
board reconstruction," and that it is not "just the building, but the contents as 
well. We're going to look at what's in Gravenhurst and see if we can find antique 
pieces that match .... We want to make this house available to Chinese who can't 
otherwise come to Canada to see it. It's simply for the people." It is also, most 
pointedly, the business of heritage. 

Bethune Statue, Place Norman Bethune 
Connecting Bethunes image with governmenta~ commercial or related enterprises 
is another means of capitalizing on his memory. This is exemplified by the 
various uses of a statue of Bethune that was given to Montreal by China in 1976 
and placed in a small downtown park known as Place Norman Bethune, near 
Concordia University, in 1978. In the spring of 2006, representatives from 
Concordia and Montreal mayor Gerald Tremblay travelled to China as part 
of an urban development mission to sign a memorandum with the Chinese 
architectural firm Werkhart International, to create an annual graduate 
s c h 0 larship in urban studies at Concordia,28 The delegates also attended the 
opening of the J ardin de Montreal Pavilion in Pudong Century Park, Shanghai; 
an accompanying display included plans by the architectural firm Groupe 
Cardinal Hardy to upgrade Quartier Concordia by widening the sidewalks, 
creating bike paths and improving the landscaping, signage and lighting,29 The 
centerpiece of this project was the sculpture of Bethune. Place Norman 
Bethune was intended to provide a strong visual identity for the University, 
one that was described in the original planning competition, as "the university's 
tradition of social justice and artistic innovation." According to a City of 
Montreal press release in 2008, the square is "across the street from Concordia 
University, a popular choice for Chinese international students." 

Quartier Concordia was formally opened on 14 October 2008 with the 
reinstallation of the statue, newly restored and cleaned by the City of Montreal. 
The ceremony concluded Phase 1 of the $22 million invested in the project, of 
which $3 million was spent on the revitalization of the square. The re dedication 
ceremony, which took place in front of the monument that had been first 
installed 30 years earlier, was attended by His Excellency Lan Lijun, the 
People's Republic of China's ambassador to Canada, Concordia's president 
Judith Woodswonh, the Right Honourable Adrienne Clarkson, former 
Governor-General of Canada, and mayor Gerald Tremblay. The event 

111 



fig. 7 Place Nonnan Bethune, at the intersection of Guy Street and Boulevard de 
Maisonneuve, Montreal. (photo: Brenda Dionne) 
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launched a year of events to mark the eightieth anniversary of Bethune's arrival 
in Montreal and the seventieth anniversary of his departure for China. 

Bethune lived in Montreal from 1928 to 1936, longer than in any other 
place, and his profound commitment to social causes took root during those 
years. However, the role of Montreal's Bethune Foundation in the creation of 
Place Bethune (fig.7) has been poorly acknowledged. In the chronology posted 
by Concordias Media Relations in 2009, no mention is made of the fact that the 
minutes of the Foundation's annual meetings and various correspondence show 
that the members believed that they had initiated the project. The quest for a 
monument to Bethune began on 23 January 1974 when Hazen Sise wrote to 
City Councillor John Lynch-Staunton,30 stating that the redesigning of Beaver 
Hall Square near Place Ville Marie offered an ideal opportunity: "For years it 
has become an increasing embarrassment that there is nowhere in Montreal a 
statute or a monument or even a plaque to memorialize Norman Bethune in the 
city where he did his significant work - apart from Spain and China." Sise 
emphasized that Beaver Hall Square is a highly appropriate site: "In the [nearby] 
studio, with a few friends (notably Fritz Brandtner and Marian Scott) Bethune 
had pioneered in Montreal a new method of teaching art to children. In that 
studio were held some of the meetings of the Montreal Group for the 
Security of the Peoples' Health, which, in 1935, produced a manifesto which 
an ti ci pa tedmedicare." 

Sise's proposal was rejected, but a year later Montreal's Executive Council 
designated the de Maisonneuve Boulevard site as Place Norman Bethune; 
Sise and several members of the Foundation were in full agreement.31 On 12 
April 1976, Foundation members Abraham Cohen and Mary Rosamond Weil 
accompanied the City of Montreal's Jean Dupire to the Ottawa embassy of the 
People's Republic of China to discuss the possibility that a statue of Bethune 
would be produced in China and presented to Montreal. Later that same year, 
a full-length standing sculpture produced in a Beijing factory by Situ Chieh, 
Hsieh Chie-sheng, We Chang and Tsui Wu-chin, arrived in Montreal. It was 
first exhibited at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, then in the Chinese 
Pavilion at the former Expo '67 site and in downtown Place Desjardins. Leaflets 
outlining Bethune's life and a photography exhibition prepared by the 
Foundation accompanied these presentations.32 The statue was finally installed 
in Place Norman Bethune in 1978. Although many members of the Foundation 
felt the figure should be looking eastward towards China instead of southward 
towards an office building, Weil insisted she was in favour of its position 
because it was highly visible from passing traffic. Little did she realize that the 
pigeons she described in her report of the opening ceremony as providing "a 
dramatic flight picture for TV Peking and sound effects for Radio Peking"33 
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would be the statue's undoing. Nor could she or the other members of the 
Foundation, many of them faculty and associates of McGill University, have 
anticipated that thirty years later, Concordia would claim a strong affiliation 
with Bethune while ignoring his long-standing relationship with McGill and 
its hospitals. 

The small triangular square and its sculpture were also ignored by the 
City of Montreal Although located in one of the busier downtown intersections, 
near bus stops, the Guy-Concordia metro station, shops, restaurants and 
a p a rtment towers, the square fell into serious disrepair and the statue was 
scarred by bird droppings. Nonetheless, the area became a site for protests 
against politicians, corporations, the military and perceived domestic and 
in t e rnational injustices.34 It has been a rallying point for numerous activist 
organizations, including the South Asia Center, VAssociation des Jeunes 
Libanais Musulman-Montreal, the Centre for Philippine Concerns, Le 
Collectif oppose la brutalite policiere, the Grass Roots Association for Student 
Power, the International Solidarity Movement, the Quebec Public Interest 
Research Group and Solidarite sans frontieres/Solidarity WIthout Borders and 
so on. An article published by the student-run newspaper, The McGill Daily, in 
October 2007 exemplified the square's continued political identity; it called for 
a march in solidarity with protesters in Burma, culminating with a gathering at 
"the Bethune Monument of International Solidarity."35 

Coinciding with a surge of local interest in China-Canada relations, the 
monument has been further re-appropriated and its meaning codified in an 
interlocking network of cultural, social, economic and political ideologies. 
WIthout question, the City of Montreal in partnership with Concordia 
University, has orchestrated the re-configuration of the Bethune monument to 
seJ.Ve and justify the policies and actions of its corporate allies. Inevitably, 
distortions and misrepresentations of Bethune's memory have occurred. This 
may be due to the City~ failure to affix an historical plaque to the monument 
that would identify Bethune with more than just the dates and places of his 
birth and death.36 Most public sculptures dedicate space, often on the 
pedestal, for recording aspects of the subject's life and the reasons for his or 
her commemoration. Why has Montreal not attached an explanatory plaque to 
the Bethune statute? One wonders if City Hall still considers Bethune, who 
became a communist in 1935, to be a controversial figure or simply, do they 
know him only as a symbol of Canadian-Chinese business relations? 

The McGill connection has all but disappeared from the discourse on the 
Bethune statue, but ironically, Norman Bethune's contributions have been more 
accurately commemorated at McGill University. The OsIer Library of the 
History of Medicine holds a rich archival collection on his life and work 
amassed in the 1960s and 1970s.37 This unusual and eclectic assortment of 

114 



materials and artifacts, known as Bethuniana, arose from the generosity of 
Bethune~ friends, colleagues and admirers, as well as authors of biographies on 
Bethune: Roderick Stewart, Ted Allan and Eugene Perry Link. Over the years 
various exhibitions of Bethuniana have been mounted at the entrance to the 
library; they have succeeded in acknowledging Bethunes medical innovations, 
his pioneering techniques as a thoracic surgeon and his significance as an 
advocate of socialized medicine - the very same contributions the Historic Sites 
and Monuments Board of Canada had originally refused to recognize as 
sufficiendy significant for official commemoration. 

Norman Bethune is now remembered through an astonishing variety of 
testimonials: the Bethune Memorial Museum, the Bethune Statue at Place 
Norman Bethune, monuments and exhibitions, artifacts objects, paintings, 
sculptures, photographs, prints and texts are all devoted to his memory. In 
recent years, the way in which he is remembered is also changing. When the 
Bethune Foundation helped organize a symposium at McGill in 1979 to mark 
the fortieth anniversary of his death, it approached his times and achievements 
through biography. Most of the speakers at that conference and whose talks 
were subsequendy published in Norman Bethune: His Times and His Legacy, had 
known Bethune personally and spoke about his accomplishments. Almost a 
decade later, a different perspective was evident at the symposium organized by 
Dr. Catherine MacKenzie of Concordia University to accompany the exhibition, 
Crossing Cultures: Images of Norman Bethune in China, which was held at 
Concordia's FOFA Gallery in conjunction with the re-installation of the 
Bethune statue in October 2008. The presentations were less about Bethune 
and more about the role of art-making and imagery in capturing his memory.38 

The talks focused on objects produced in Bethune's lifetime, including paintings 
by his artist friends in Montreal, photographs taken by Sise during the Spanish 
Civil War and Sha Fei's photographs of Bethune in China. The various ways 
Bethune has been portrayed - in woodcuts, posters and woven tapestries after 
his death and during the Cultural Revolution, and in films, exhibitions and 
museum displays in Canada and China from the 1970s to today - were also 
p resented. How Bethune will be remembered in the future remains to be 
seen. At the intersection of personal significance, political correctness and 
civic interpretations, the visual and conceptual manifestations of Bethune will 
surely take on new meanings as the twenty-first century progresses. 

LOREN LERNER 
Art History Department 
Concordia University 
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Resume 

LE DR NORMAN BETHUNE DEMASQUE 

Le role de la Commission des lieux et monuments historiques du Canada est 
de designer d'importance nationale une realisation speciale, un evenement 

marquant de l'histoire du Canada ou une contribution particulierement 
remarquable au Canada. Lorsque, en 1972, la Commission adopta un nouveau 
critere et que « les Canadiens qui ont fait une contribution exceptionnelle a 
l'exterieur du Canada pourront etre l'objet d'un avis favorable de la 
Commission », le Dr Norman Bethune (1890-1939) fut immediatement 
recommande comme personne d'importance historique nationale. Cette 
recommandation co'incidait avec la reconnaissance officielle par le Canada de la 
Republique populaire de Chine, en 1970, et le fait que le premier ministre 
Pierre-Elliot Trudeau considerait que le Canada ne pouvait plus ignorer les 
realisations hero'iques de Bethune a l'exterieur du pays. Le present article examine 
l'association de Bethune avec des valeurs, significations et attraits divers a 
t r avers deux lieux commemoratifs. 

Le premier est le Bethune Memorial Museum a Gravenhurst, Ontario, 
le presbytere protestant OU Bethune est ne. La residence a ete achetee par le 
go uvernement federal en 1973 et restauree dans l'etat OU elle etait a la fin du 
XIXe siecle, afin de rappeler l'epoque OU elle etait habitee par la famille 
Bethune, en prenant quelques libertes avec l'exactitude historique. Le musee, 
inaugure en 1976, comprend un centre pour les visiteurs adjacent a la maison, 
OU l'on presente un film et une exposition sur les activites de la vie de Bethune, 
y compris son engagement social, ses innovations medicales et sa mort en 
Chine, quoique laissant a peine soup~onner son mepris pour la profession 
medicale au Canada. En depit des efforts pour attirer des touristes canadiens a 
Gravenhurst, la majorite des visiteurs viennent de Chine ou sont des Canadiens 
d'origine chinoise en vacances. lis ont apporte une enorme quantite de presents 
en hommage a Bethune, des objets de toute sorte, petites statues, objets d'art et 
photographies. En consequence, la Maison-Commemorative-Bethune tire 
maintenant une grande partie de sa signification a travers son identite symbolique 
avec la Chine. 

Le second lieu est la Place Norman-Bethune, petit parc pres de 
l'Universite Concordia, dont le centre d'interet est une statue en pied grandeur 
nature de Bethune, fabriquee a Beijing et donnee a la ville de Montreal par 
la Chine en 1976. Apres des annees d'incurie, le site a ete refait et ameli ore 
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pour devenir le centre d'attraction du quartier Concordia. Le pare a ete 
officiellement rouvert le 14 octobre 2008 par la reinstallation de la statue, 
restauree et nettoyee aux frais de la ville mais depourvue d'une plaque rappelant 
ses realisations. Bien que la fonction de la Place Norman-Bethune ait ete de 
donner une identite a l'universite, elle est devenue un point de ralliement social 
et politique pour de nombreuses organisations activistes locales. 

La maniere dont diverses agences, particulierement la Fondation 
Bethune, active a Montreal dans les annees 1970, ont caracterise la memoire de 
Bethune est d'importance cruciale pour I' etude de ces deux Iieux commemoratifs. 
Le president de la Fondation etait Hazen Sise, architecte qui a servi avec 
Bethune en Espagne. Depuis 1967, Sise avait entretenu une correspondance 
avec la Commission des lieux et monuments historiques du Canada pour que 
Bethune soit reconnu. Les proces-verbaux des assemblees annuelles de la 
Fondation ainsi que diverses correspondances revelent qu'elle avait eu l'idee 
d'acquerir la Maison-Commemorative-Bethune et que le developpement de la 
Place Norman-Bethune etait leur propre initiative. Le croisement des sentiments 
personnels, de la rectitude poIitique et des interpretations civiques, a fait que la 
memoire de Bethune, au Canada, a ete manipulee a des fins contemporaines, 
qu'elles soient d'ordre economique, culturel, politique ou social. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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