
A nationally recognized and thought-provoking contemporary
art installation about the impacts of Canada’s residential school
era is coming to Vancouver Island University (VIU) this fall.

The Witness Blanket, created by First Nations artist and
master carver Carey Newman, is a wood-based art installation
made up of hundreds of items reclaimed from residential
schools, churches, government buildings and traditional and
cultural structures across Canada. The installation bears witness
to one of the darkest chapters in our nation’s past. A past that,
until recently, was not openly talked about or acknowledged. It
is coming to VIU as part of the national cross-country tour of
the witness blanket, which most recently was installed in
Government House for the royal visit.

‘Since we first launched the tour of the blanket in Victoria in

2014, the blanket has travelled thousands of kilometers to
remote villages, townships and city centres across the country,’
says Newman. ‘Our hope is people from every community
across the country join us by standing witness to this important
part of Canadian history. We, as a country, need to collectively
honour the survivors, remember the children who were lost and
find a better way forward.’

The Witness Blanket will be at The View Gallery at VIU’s
Nanaimo Campus until November 30. VIU partnered with the
Regional District of Nanaimo on the application to bring the
installation to Nanaimo, and the RDN has also supplied some
of the funding to bring the exhibit to the university.

To accompany the exhibit, VIU’s Office of Aboriginal
Education is offering a workshop on reconciliation called ‘The
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Witness Blanket installation comes to VIU
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First Nations artist and master carver Carey Newman stands in front of the Witness Blanket at Government
House.



Blanket Exercise’, which leads participants through the history
of treaty-making, colonization and resistance, using blankets to
represent First Nations peoples living on the lands in what is
now called Canada.

The exercise, led by VIU’s Elders-in-Residence, will be
offered to interested members of the public several times during
the exhibition, and will continue on afterwards. 

The Witness Blanket, consisting of 13 wood panels, is more

than eight feet tall and 40 feet long. The more than 800 collected
objects that are part of the installation include braids of hair, a
Métis sash, a scale, a weather-beaten shoe, the door to the
infirmary of St Michael’s Residential School in Alert Bay and a
stone from a community greenhouse in Inuvik. A multi-media
presentation within the installation connects viewers to
residential school experiences in a personal way. 0
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