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“I could still feel the warmth of them” 
(R. A. Sebastian, Personal Communication, August 3, 2018).

	 These words were spoken to me by Indigenous artist, Ron A. 
Sebastian, in August 2018, when I interviewed him about his creation 
of the Ceremonial Chairs, Talking Stick, and Senate Chamber doors that 
he was commissioned to make for the University of Northern British 
Columbia (UNBC) starting when UNBC opened in the 1990s. Ron, a 
Northwest Coast Indigenous artist is Wet’suwet’en and Gitxsan and re-
sides in the community of Hagwilget, BC. He holds the hereditary name, 
Gwin Butsxw (Likes-to-be-Packed) and is from the House of Spookw in 
the Lak Gibuu (Wolf) Clan. Ron reflected on the warmth of the Cere-
monial Chairs as he recounted his visit to UNBC in June 2015 during 
UNBC’s 25th Anniversary celebration. Ron was a special guest at the 
event and as he moved around the room with the Talking Stick amongst 
the modest size crowd at the Charles Jago Northern Sport Centre on the 
UNBC Prince George campus, I remember him humbly smiling with 
pride while holding his magnificent work of cultural representation and 
Indigenous knowledges.
	 Initially conceptualized by Ron to be “Chief’s Chairs,” UNBC’s 
Ceremonial Chairs are occupied by the President and Chancellor every 
year in front of UNBC’s graduating classes at the Prince George campus 
on the territory of the Lheidli T’enneh Nation. The Talking Stick, also 
called a Speaker’s Staph (Wade, 1995), and normally called a mace at 
universities in Canada, is considered to be a symbol of power, authority, 
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and governance in Indigenous communities (Shearer, 2000; Stewart & 
Tait, 1993), and is utilized annually at UNBC’s Convocation. Although 
UNBC holds annual Convocation celebrations throughout the region it 
serves, the Ceremonial Chairs and Talking Stick are normally only used 
in Prince George, on the official day all UNBC degrees are conferred. 
	 But the Ceremonial Chairs and Talking Stick are only part of 
Ron’s contributions. UNBC is home to Senate Chamber doors that were 
carved and painted by Ron, and he contributed to the design of UNBC’s 
Coat of Arms Ron has also donated many pieces of framed pictures on 
UNBC’s Prince George campus and he carved the Raven that is dis-
played in the UNBC Robert Frederick Gallery. UNBC writes, “UNBC’s 
Coat of Arms, as well as key art pieces, the talking stick, convocation 
chairs and Senate Chamber doors carry symbols of UNBC’s relation-
ships and agreements with First Nations people, the land, animals and 
plants at the university” (2016-b). Representing Indigenous knowledges 
and Indigenous knowledge systems,  Ron’s artwork occupies a space of 
conventional university practice and ultimately permeates Indigeniza-
tion in unprecedented and foundational ways. Ron has now received an 
honorary doctorate from the university.
	 I did not know Ron when he was commissioned by the univer-
sity to create the Ceremonial Chairs, Talking Stick, and Senate Chamber 
doors, but I do know, and clearly remember, the first time I ever saw the 
Ceremonial Chairs and Talking Stick at a Convocation ceremony. Al-
though I started attending UNBC in 1995 as an 18-year-old Indigenous 
(Métis) undergraduate student, I had not yet attended a Convocation 
ceremony at UNBC until I graduated with my Bachelor of Arts degree 
in 2001. When I saw the Chairs and the use of the Talking Stick by uni-
versity dignitaries I was mesmerized. I could not have imagined the im-
pact Ron’s work would have on my time at UNBC and my perspectives 
about Indigenization in the academy. I always wanted to interview Ron 
about the work he did for UNBC and write a paper with him. As an As-
sociate Professor in the Department of First Nations Studies at UNBC, 
it  is my privilege and honour to collaborate with Ron to share his story 
and offer an account of how early Indigenization efforts at UNBC exist 
in profound and enduring ways.

Prioritizing Indigenous presence 

	 It is not surprising that UNBC can boast to have some of its 
institutional structures and practices embody Indigenous knowledges. 
UNBC, a public, post-secondary institution that was created following 
the dream of Northern residents in BC to have access to higher educa-
tion closer to home, began with a campaign in 1987 by local residents 
who created the Interior University Society (IUS), to ensure that the en-
ergy behind the desire for a university in the North would be realized. 
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Throughout the evolution and growth of UNBC, there has always been 
a stated commitment to Indigenous education and Indigenous learners. 
As part of the research for my PhD, Weaving Indigenous Knowledge 
into the Academy: Promises and Challenges from the Perspectives of 
Three Aboriginal Post-Secondary Institutes in British Columbia, I had 
an opportunity to learn more about the Indigenous-related institutional 
history of UNBC, and I am pleased to share some of my PhD research 
here (Robinson, 2016).
	 UNBC alumni Robert van Andrichem (2008) writes that when 
a university in the North was being planned, “[IUS] members toured 
the northern region selling the idea to residents, secured the services of 
a Swedish academic named Urban Dahllof with expertise on northern 
universities, and lobbied government politicians and bureaucrats” (p. 
87). Then, on June 22, 1990, “the Provincial Legislature passed Bill 40, 
The UNBC Act, with all-party support” (UNBC, n.d.-b). The news of a 
new university in BC was unprecedented and captured the attention of 
people in the province and beyond. The story of such a prospect was 
printed in our local newspaper in my hometown of Smithers, BC, when 
I was still in high school. In planning for post-secondary education 
and contemplating moving away from my family and friends, news of 
UNBC dramatically changed my future post-secondary considerations.
	 When I began attending UNBC in 1995, there was an atmo-
sphere that made my transition to university life much easier. As an 
emerging institution with a small student population, my meeting new 
people and becoming familiar with the ways of academic life did not 
seem as intimidating as I had anticipated. Again, van Andrichem (2008) 
writes:

During its formative years, UNBC aimed to be a university ‘in 
the north and for the north.’ This slogan was intended to char-
acterize UNBC as a university like every other (with a broad 
range of undergraduate, graduate, and professional degree 
programs; a strong focus on research, excellence, and scholar-
ly inquiry; and a commitment to community service) and one 
uniquely situated as a resource for the northern region. (p. 88)

The region that UNBC is committed to serving has a population that 
is the size of metropolitan Victoria and covers a land mass more than 
twice the size of France (Jago, 2004, paragraph 1). However, as an In-
digenous undergraduate student, the mantra I came to know and un-
derstand at UNBC was the university’s desire to emerge as a leader in 
Indigenous education and Indigenous community engagement. Indeed, 
the 1990 Provincial Advisory Committee on Post-secondary Education 
for Native Learners (PACPENL) report recommended:

The Ministry of Advanced Education, Training and Technology 
fully support the… recommendation for a division of Aborig-
inal Studies within the Faculty of Arts and Science within the 



R. Robinson  & R.A. Sebastian135

The Canadian Journal of Native Studies XLI, 2 (2024)

new Northern university; and that First Nations be represented 
on the University of the North’s Board of Governors and Sen-
ate. (p. 16)

Indigenous students and members of the Indigenous communities be-
came involved with course development and delivery and many faculty 
and students in the UNBC community welcomed the opportunity to 
share and integrate Indigenous knowledge in the post-secondary class-
room (Evans et al., 1999).
	 UNBC was the first university in Canada to offer a Bachelor of 
Arts and Master of Arts program in First Nations Studies (Anderson & 
Nyce, 1998, p. 288, Thornton, 1998, p. 90) and the university motto, “En 
Cha Huna”, meaning “that person also lives”, was adopted in honour 
and in the spirit of the Carrier (Dakelh) Peoples and their belief in the 
interconnectedness of all beings.  The UNBC Prince George campus sits 
on the traditional territory of the Lheidli T’enneh Nation and the motto 
is intended “to foster the rich cultural diversity of Northern British Co-
lumbia and its peoples” (UNBC, 1997, p. 2).
	 In fact, the 1997 Final Report of the University Planning Com-
mittee reads: “UNBC has a special responsibility to serve the needs of 
the First Nations peoples of Northern British Columbia… the University 
is deeply committed to making university education available and a re-
warding experience for First Nations students” (p. 10). The report also 
explains that influencing the academic character of UNBC was an initial 
mandate that included five priority areas: Environmental Studies, First 
Nations Studies, International Studies, Women’s/Gender Studies, and 
Northern Studies. These emerged as the dominant disciplines that, from 
my perspective, both faculty and students were encouraged to explore.
	 Evans et al. (1999) note that, “a crucial direction in UNBC’s in-
novative programming is the area of Indigenous studies, or First Na-
tions Studies, and the institutional desire to make the University a place 
for Aboriginal people” (p. 193). One prominent example of fulfilling this 
desire, and also meeting the recommendation of the PACPENL (1990) 
report, is the fact that UNBC established a Senate Committee on Indige-
nous Initiatives (formerly called the Senate Committee for First Nations 
and Aboriginal Peoples). This sub-committee to the larger body of the 
university is a unique example of creating a space for Aboriginal voice 
in the academic governance of UNBC. It meets on a regular basis to re-
view course curriculum and delivery before being forwarded to Senate 
for final approval.
	 This process has given university faculty who might not oth-
erwise be affiliated with Indigenous programming at the institution an 
opportunity to see the engagement of the community and hear their per-
spectives on how particular courses could be realized. Evans et al. (1999) 
understand that “many complex issues are associated with developing 
and delivering Aboriginal curriculum, including the appropriation of 
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community knowledge into courses and the voice of presentation in 
the classroom” (p. 194). Having the Senate Committee on Indigenous 
Initiatives is one way to mitigate some of those complex situations I 
know from my own experience, that there are often major educational 
opportunities related to Indigenous knowledge, histories, and values 
that emerges as a part of the Senate Committee process.
	 Undoubtedly, universities hold a vital role in regional devel-
opment and in growing capacity for qualified and skilled graduates. 
UNBC was, and still is, a prominent source for actualizing this poten-
tial in Northern BC (van Andrichem, 2008, p. 81). Although UNBC has 
struggled over the last few decades in meeting its targeted enrolment 
numbers, and there were and are shifts in academic, community-relat-
ed, and Indigenous-led priorities, it is reassuring to me that there is still 
a demonstration of commitment to realizing the goals of the university’s 
“special responsibility.”
	 In the 2010  University Action Plan then UNBC President George 
Iwama stated that UNBC will continue to encourage First Nations con-
tent in all programs; develop offerings in Law with an emphasis on 
Northern and First Nations’ opportunities; foster participation from 
First Nations alumni to transform the communities we serve; increase 
the number of joint research projects with Northern communities, and 
especially with BC First Nations; and bring First Nations’ interests more 
effectively to our identity as a Green University (p. 1 - 2). Evans et al. 
(1999) explain that “one of the roles the University has in the building 
of northern BC is the facilitation of cross-cultural communication, learn-
ing, and understanding” (p. 193). UNBC continues to articulate its plans 
regarding relations with Indigenous Peoples and institutional Indigeni-
zation efforts.

Symbolic Foundations

	 In addition to highlighting the formal documentation related to 
early Indigenization efforts at UNBC from the position of government 
and the community, it is important to capture the role and significance 
of Ron Sebastian’s contributions to UNBC through his art, Indigenous 
knowledge, and cultural expression. The Ceremonial Chairs, Talking 
Stick, and Senate Chamber doors, Coat of Arms, and many prints Ron 
has donated to UNBC are profound examples of Indigeneity and sym-
bolize a story, and a history, of a critical relationship at UNBC.
	 As I capture in my interview with Ron in August 2018, he be-
gan his work as an artist almost 45 years ago following an injury he had 
while working as a logger and faller. When Ron became introduced to 
Indigenous art, he realized he was a “natural artist” and knew he would 
continue with art because, as he says, “it is really important for [our] 
culture and to not lose that part of First Nations history… I started my 
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own business, had a gallery for 14 years, and now I have a small gallery 
in my basement at my home” (R. A. Sebastian, Personal Communica-
tion). He explained:

Our history. It’s quite the history, really. For Native People you 
know, they sure came a long way with all the suffering they’ve 
gone through. Especially like my parents and I didn’t want to 
see that in my life… I was born in the Pacific Ocean, on an Oha-
ra2 fish packer going to Prince Rupert. My mother was a camp 
cook and so I lived in camps and then my Grandparents had a 
huge farm [in Hazelton] so that’s where we used to go and my 
Grandmothers used to live on by the Royal Bank up there [in 
Hazelton] and we used to have all kinds of smoke houses so I 
got raised up around here and then my mother lived in Prince 
Rupert. She moved Prince Rupert, so we used to go back and 
forth. I did a lot of good things in Prince Rupert while I was 
there. I used to play baseball for Hazelton and for Prince Ru-
pert, so I have a lot of good memories... (Personal Communica-
tion, August 3, 2018)

Ron has had a lifetime of traditional teachings and described he learned 
more about art by:

…studying designs… even going into the Royal Museum in 
Toronto and also the National Museum of Man in Ottawa to 
study the designs… I gave it a good four and a half years of 16 
to 18 hours of work a day. (Personal Communication, August 
3, 2018)

His work is found in areas of the world far beyond Northern British 
Columbia. He said:

I’ve got a Talking Stick in the Victoria Museum and I believe at 
one of the universities in Vancouver. I also have a 10 feet by 10 
feet mural in Hull, Quebec in the old Indian Affairs building 
there and a small totem pole in London for a Doctor in London. 
Then there is the doors for the Tourism Centre in Prince George 
also. I did that with students and that turned out quite well. 
(Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 

Undoubtedly, his passion and talent has been recognized by many.
	 As Ron was busy operating a store in New Hazelton and caring 
for his family, UNBC approached him to create the integral, and import-
ant, Ceremonial Chairs, Talking Stick, and Senate Chamber doors for 
the university. Ron said that:

[My relationship with UNBC] started somewhere in the early 
1990s... I forgot how I was introduced to UNBC when they first 
commissioned me with the [Ceremonial] Chairs, but I believe 
they did some research, and they came across me and I’ve been 
with [UNBC] ever since. (Personal Communication, August 3, 
2018)
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Finding a Master carver like Ron is undeniably UNBC’s good fortune.

UNBC’s Ceremonial Chairs

	 When one attends a UNBC Convocation ceremony, you are 
seated or standing in front of a platform where the Ceremonial Chairs 
hold a place of prestige and prominence. The beauty and cultural repre-
sentation of the Chairs stand out to the audience. When commissioned 
to make the Chairs, Ron was entirely aware of the task in front of him 
in creating the Ceremonial Chairs given the immense Indigenous rep-
resentation in the region of British Columbia UNBC serves and the fact 
that the University President and Chancellor would be using them. In-
cluding representation from all Nations and being mindful of the power 
and symbolism of the animals (Mills, 1997; Shearer, 2000; Stewart & Tait, 
1924) Ron would use in his crest carving and design was important. Ron 
explained: 

I pretty well covered [Crest/Clan representation] all the way 
from Quesnel to Atlin… I believe there is something like 1700 
different Crests that goes with different Clans, and they go all 
together, and it became really impossible to figure it all out, but 
it eventually all came together on the [Ceremonial] Chairs... 
(Personal Communication, August 3, 2018)

As described by UNBC (2016-a)::
[UNBC’s] Prince George campus is situated on the traditional 
territory of the Lheidli T’enneh and is part of the Dakelh (Car-
rier) First Nations… The South-Central Quesnel campus is sit-
uated on the traditional territory of the Lhatko Dene (Red Bluff 
Band), Nazko, Lhoosk’uz Den Nation (Kluskus Band) and ?Es-
dilagh First Nation (formerly Alexandria Band). Lhatko, Nazko 
and Lhoosk’uz are Dakelh (Carrier) First Nation and ?Esdilagh 
is a member of the Tsilhqot’in Nation. The Northeast campus 
in Fort Saint John is situated on the traditional territory of the 
Doig River, Blueberry, and Halfway River First Nations. The 
Northwest Regional Terrace campus is situated on tradition-
al Ts’msyen territory of the Kitsumkalum and Kitselas First 
Nations [and] includes a satellite campus in… Prince Rupert. 
Terrace also serves as the economic and central hub for many 
Haida, Haisla, Tahltan, Métis, Gitxsan, Wet’suwet’en, and Nis-
ga’a peoples. [UNBC] holds an affiliation agreement with the 
Wilp Wilxo’oskwhl Nisga’a Institute (WWNI), [and] WWNI is 
located in the Nass Valley and the village of Gitwinksihlkw, BC. 
(p. 4)

But putting the ideas Ron had for the Ceremonial Chairs together did 
not come easily. Ron explained:

When I first got the contract, I was thinking of Chiefs Chairs, 
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but Chief Chairs are built on the floor [so] you have to sit down 
on the floor. I couldn’t see the President and the Chancellor 
sitting on the floor, so I designed the Chairs as a throne-type 
Chairs; one for the President and one for the Chancellor. (Per-
sonal Communication, August 3, 2018)

Then Ron noted:
My first thought was, “How can I put the chairs together so 
they wouldn’t fall apart for years to come?.” That was some-
thing I really worked on and now it has been 25 years or more 
and they still look like [I made] them yesterday. (Personal Com-
munication, August 3, 2018)

Made from Western Red Cedar, Ron got the wood from the Westcoast 
because “Western Red Cedar is a lot better than our cedar [in the Ha-
zelton, BC area]. Our cedar kind of has the wide grain and the Western 
Red Cedar has got the tight grain, and it seems to be a lot softer” (Per-
sonal Communication, August 3, 2018). The Chairs were made in the 
basement of Ron’s home in Hagwilget.  He brought everything to his 
house and described how:

I used acrylic paint. It is one of the finest paints that Native carv-
ers use nowadays. In choosing the colours [I used] our tradi-
tional way of designing it… and put all the colours and designs 
in the right places. Like for instance, when you do a design like 
on a raven your outline is always black and you never use the 
colour red inside an ovoid. You don’t ever, unless the whole de-
sign is painted red. So those were pretty strict rules [Indigenous 
artists] had many years ago and the research that has been done 
on it got me to know the paint they used to use, the tools they 
used to use. Artists didn’t have [all the paint and tools] we have 
today. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018)

Indeed, creating the Ceremonial Chairs was a tremendous amount of 
work and commitment. Ron described:

When I first started it [I was doing] 16 - 18 hours [of work] a 
day. [At the same time] there was just no ending to learning or 
even knowing our culture. We [used to] govern ourselves and 
we had laws and also had our own policemen, yeah, Watch-
men. So that was all before the people from all over came in. A 
lot of our customs changed. (Personal Communication, August 
3, 2018)

Despite this, Ron has been able to draw on traditional teachings to mas-
ter his artistic expression. However, he does remember a time when the 
Ceremonial Chairs almost didn’t make it to UNBC. Ron recalled that 
when he was transporting the Chairs from his home in Hagwilget to 
UNBC:

We just about lost the chairs at Bednesti (45 minutes West of 
Prince George) … there was a truck coming around the corner 
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too fast and I had to swerve over… That was scary (Personal 
Communication, August 3, 2018)

Ron has been able to witness the reaction from students in Northwest-
ern British Columbia from Hazelton, Witset (Moricetown), Smithers, 
and Terrace and he is proud for people to know that he is the person to 
offer the Ceremonial Chairs for the world to see. Ron also completed the 
creation and design of the Talking Stick for UNBC.

The Talking Stick

	 The Ceremonial Chairs are not the only work of Ron’s creation 
people can see at a UNBC Convocation ceremony. Each year, as part 
of the Convocation ceremony and ceremonial procession, the Talking 
Stick is brought to the main stage where it is tapped four times to sig-
nal the start of the graduation. The Talking Stick is made from Western 
Yellow Cedar and Ron ensured the Stick would represent the diversity 
of Nations served by UNBC, and their Crests and Clans, in its structure 
and design. The Talking Stick is UNBC’s mace and is a notable repre-
sentation of conducting the order and business for UNBC’s graduating 
students. As described by the University of British Columbia (UBC), 
“the University Mace is a symbol of the authority of the Chancellor. It is 
displayed on ceremonial occasions, most notably during the congrega-
tion ceremonies but also during the Installation of a President or Chan-
cellor” (n.d.). UNBC’s Talking Stick, with its intricate art and design of 
Crests and Clans, is emblematic of the Nations and knowledges UNBC 
represents.
	 When I asked Ron about the number of clans represented in the 
Talking Stick, he said:

I believe there is 17… The main Clans were the most important 
to put on there. That was the Wolf, the Killer whale, the Fire-
weed, the Frog, and also the Eagle. Eagle in this area [Hazelton] 
is very few and the Eagle is found more towards the Coast. So, I 
put designs like the Bear clan or Wolf clan [on the Talking Stick 
as well] … the Killer whale… Fireweed… Grouse [Clan] and the 
Owl… I can’t remember all of them off hand… Anyways, on the 
Gitxsan side, there’s lot of Frogs. There’s a big frog, the small 
frog, and the flying frog. In that same House (kinship group) 
you could also have the Caribou and the Raven. In some places 
Caribou and the Frog are the same… the Eagle is [a Clan found] 
more in the Westcoast area. A lot of people see it as a big spiri-
tual bird with lots of power. Also like the Wolf in my Clan, we 
were good providers and hunters so there’s a lot that’s connect-
ed to our Clans. We also lost a lot of different Clans… walk-
ing around the gravesite you can find Clans that were lost… 
but [the lost Clans] would be connected to any one of the Clans 
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[that are still here]. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 
A notable “crest” on the Talking Stick is that of the Human Face. Ron 
notes that “having the human face is kind of representing everything… 
the human face covered everybody… different Clans, different nation-
alities (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 
	 Ron remarks how there is a particular etiquette that should be 
being considered by the individual holding the Talking Stick, including 
how many times the Stick may be “tapped” on the floor. Ron described 
that traditionally:

It depends on how many Chiefs are there. Different Clans. 
[When used in a traditional potlatch or feast] the Speaker should 
know how many Clans are there… if there’s only one, you only 
tap the floor once. If there’s two you hit twice and the same with 
3, 4, or 5. You would tap the floor for how many [Clans]. That’s 
part of welcoming the [witnesses] there. (Personal Communica-
tion, August 3, 2018) 

Ron noted the following when considering the creation of the Talking 
Stick: 

I really thought about it, and I thought putting the Talking Stick 
together for UNBC was important. I had to make sure that I 
didn’t put any designs that would hurt any other House (kin-
ship group). Like saying, “oh this my design.” I believe the art-
ists, like years ago for instance, if you wanted to put up a Frog 
pole, they would hire a Wolf Carver or Killer whale, and get dif-
ferent Clans to do it. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 

Ensuring he was following traditional practice and protocol in the 
Talking Stick design was imperative. In determining what designs to 
include, Ron described:

The salmon was what I used for the base. I think I used salmon 
there because everybody eats salmon! It’s one of [First Nations’] 
sources of living. We gather salmon for the winter and preserve 
them, so I figured this was a good choice. I just about used the 
halibut but [halibut] are [more associated] with the Coast. Salm-
on could also represent a lot of [Nations with lakes] I wanted to 
include] the lake salmon and char. (Personal Communication, 
August 3, 2018)

Indeed, both the Ceremonial Chairs and Talking Stick bring a uniquely 
Indigenous experience to the Convocation experience of UNBC gradu-
ates. 
 
Coat of Arms, Senate Chamber Doors, and other artistic expressions

	 Ron has also gifted the UNBC with many other examples of his 
talent as an Indigenous artist. As described by UNBC, the university’s 
Coat of Arms contains characteristic features of the University includ-
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ing:
The shield, in UNBC’s colours of green and gold, contains the 
open book, a traditional symbol of learning; the raven, a hardy 
resident northern bird known for its intelligence; and a conifer-
ous tree, the dominant flora and backbone of the northern econ-
omy. The wreath [the Crest] is created from symbols of Cana-
da, British Columbia, and the north: maple leaf, dogwood, and 
snowflake. The crest is a salmon, which is the base of the UNBC 
mace/talking stick, used there as indicative of all peoples in the 
region… To the left is the kermodei bear, representative of the 
northwest, and to the right is the woodland caribou, represent-
ing the central interior and northeast. (n.d.-a)

In referencing the inclusion of the salmon for the Talking Stick, Ron ex-
plains that when contributing to the design of the Coat of Arms, “I did 
the Coat of Arms [with] Blackfish, also called the Killer whale of the 
coast, and the salmon. I kind of designed the salmon like a salmon and 
also like a char because of the lakes. That took some thought too” (Per-
sonal Communication, August 3, 2018). Again, Ron was always mindful 
to his own principles of diversity when he did his work for UNBC.
	 The Senate Chamber doors, also made from Yellow Cedar, are 
a centerpiece of cultural representation at UNBC and are no exception 
to Ron’s representations of diversity. Ron began the work on the doors 
in the basement of his home when his children were young. He began 
by laminating the wood and did the work on the doors while they were 
lying flat. Eventually, Ron brought the doors to UNBC so they could 
be finished there. When it came to what designs were included, Ron 
explained:

The designs are slightly different than the Talking Stick. But I 
pretty well covered all the Clans. On the inside of the doors 
where I’ve got [the Clans] dancing, that was quite the project… 
I painted inside [of the doors], but I never carved [them]. Paint-
ing the design on the inside shows [the figures] dancing in [the 
Senate Chambers]. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018)

Ron also donated several prints to the university. He explained: 
I donated the prints. The Hailey’s Comet represented the sky, 
and the Caribou represented the Earth… [I also did] the Oc-
topus Dance, I did that design because we’re always mocking 
different animals when we’re dancing, so I have this Octopus 
putting on a mask. With the Hailey’s Comet I had the four main 
Clans on there. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 

Finally, and complementary to a dugout canoe on display in the UNBC 
Robert Frederick Gallery, Ron donated a carved Raven to watch over 
the canoe and the story it represents. Ron’s talents are everywhere you 
look at the at the university. 
	 When Ron visited Prince George during UNBC’s 25th Anniver-
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sary Celebration, it was a momentous time for him. Ron was UNBC’s 
special guest, and he showed the crowd the Talking Stick and sat in the 
Ceremonial Chairs. Ron said:

When recalling the 25th Anniversary Celebration, I could still 
feel the warmth of them. The warmth of the [Talking Stick] 
and also for the Chairs. As an artist, [I could feel the warmth 
when] I was carving the Chairs. Then when I got to sit in them 
in Prince George, that’s when I could really feel the power of 
the designs… There’s always something telling you that you 
did the right thing. (Personal Communication, August 3, 2018) 

Ron continued:
A lot of people don’t really know me as an artist, or a wood-
carver, or a jeweler. But I did a lot of work all over the world! 
The university is really special and special to watch, especially 
our Native Peoples at graduation. (Personal Communication, 
August 3, 2018) 

Ron ended our time together during the interview with a few parting 
thoughts. He said:

I believe [UNBC] should have some writeups about the Chairs 
and the Talking Stick and the designs in the hallways and give 
people more information so they can understand our culture a 
lot more. There’s quite a bit, when I really think about it, and 
there’s a lot of [information related to the] Clans and the [Senate 
Chamber] doors and [Ceremonial] Chairs and prints that really 
represents [Indigenous Peoples] … and have [them] more vis-
ible. I see some of the students that went [to UNBC and know 
I did the artwork], you can see in their eyes that they’re really 
proud and so proud that they went to UNBC. (Personal Com-
munication, August 3, 2018) 

Ron acknowledges that “it was quite the project that I’ll never forget, 
and it had a lot of meaning in my life, especially with my children grow-
ing up and watching me do [that artwork]” (Personal Communication, 
August 3, 2018). Undeniably, the Ceremonial Chairs, Talking Stick, and 
Senate Chamber doors, as well as the other art Ron has offered UNBC 
is a valued and cherished part of the university culture and something 
for UNBC to be proud of. At this time, UNBC is in process of moving 
the Ceremonial Chairs to a more visible place on campus and include 
information about the details of the Ceremonial Chairs, in honour of 
Ron’s wishes.
	 Ron leaves our time together wondering, “what would UNBC 
have come up with if they had picked another artist? What [UNBC has] 
could be totally different. Totally different” (Personal Communication, 
August 3, 2018). Every design and detail came from Ron as an artist and 
as I integrate my own thoughts and reflections, when contemplating the 
significance of Ron A. Sebastian’s work to UNBC and its Indigenization 
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efforts, I realize the impact of his work is infinite and provides a founda-
tion for transformative, meaningful, and enduring Indigenous perspec-
tives at UNBC that go beyond the physical presence of his art. At this 
time, UNBC is in process of moving the Ceremonial Chairs to a more 
visible place on campus, in honour of Ron’s wishes. The preservation 
of Indigenous knowledge and practice as an integral part of traditional 
university protocol leaves an influence beyond measure. 
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