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Visitors to the Judith & Nor-

man Alix Art Gallery (JNAAG) are 
encouraged to view the extraor-
dinarily beautiful, and thought 
provoking exhibit of John Hart-
man’s work, “Many Lives Mark 
this Place” as well as the beaded 
sculptures of Aamjiwnaang First 
Nation’s, Nico Williams, Biskaa-
biiyang | Returning to Ourselves 
on display now through Sept. 9.

Seeing the exhibit, it becomes 
more than a simple observation 
that curator, Sonya Blazek, had 
placed much creative thought 
and effort into exhibiting these 
objects of art. Once stepping 
out of the elevator onto the third 
floor, people are immersed in 
the transformational power of 
beauty. And then, once the eye 
becomes accustomed to seeing 
so much colour, there comes a 
humbling realization of the tru-
ths behind the artists’ creative 
expression of our collective cul-
ture.

Blazek earned a Bachelor of Arts 
(Honours) Degree in art history 
from Queen's University but 
began volunteering in galleries 
and supporting arts program-
ming at the age of 18.

“Everything from aiding art the-
rapists at care facilities to admin 
work at student and commercial 
galleries.”

Continuing that “after gradua-
tion I went on to volunteer at 
an artist run centre in Chatham 
called ARTspace and soon was 
hired for a number of contract 
positions there. ARTspace func-
tions as an extension of the Tha-
mes Art Gallery (TAG) which is a 

regional public gallery.”
“After a few years of working at 

ARTspace my skill set grew and 
my passion for working with 
artists grew with it. I eventually 
went on to be the assistant cura-
tor at the Thames Art Gallery and 
would spend a good number of 
years continuing to support the 
Chatham-Kent arts community. 
This was an incredible time in 
my life, I had the opportunity to 

learn hands-on from very inspira-
tional and kind individuals which 
eventually led me becoming the 
curator at TAG.”

By chance, a ticket for the 2012 
gala opening of the Judith & Nor-
man Alix Art Gallery was offered 
to her. Thinking that the building 
itself was incredible and the exhi-
bit spaces wonderful, the JNAAG 
caught her attention. Eventually 

noticing a job posting for an ope-
ning at the gallery, and after a 
successful 2017 interview, Blazek 
began her move to Sarnia, where 
she “promptly bought a bike and 
prepared my car trunk for beach 
visits. I've been here ever since.”

And exuding happiness for her 
chosen profession, she said that, 
“from interactions with guest 
lecturers, the supportive and 
ambitious volunteers, partici-

pants who radiate joy after par-
ticipating in one of our JNAAG 
programs, my co-workers who 
inspire me daily, while we brains-
torm, problem solve, poke holes 
in each other’s beliefs, study new 
theories, sweat, cry and laugh 
through deadlines. And proba-
bly the most exciting aspect is 
the artists. When I get to reveal 
an exhibition space to an artist 

and support their artistic vision 
and career, it's a source of great 
satisfaction for me.”

The current Nico Williams sculp-
ture exhibit is particularly special 
for Blazek as she expressed the 
importance attached to brin-
ging in an artist who is originally 
connected with the region, as 
Williams is from Aamjiwnaang 
First Nation. Although residing 
in Montreal, he  will be at the 
JNAAG’s reception on First Friday, 
May 5 from 7 to 9 p.m., where 
Blazek extends the invitation to 
“be sure to register and join us. I 
know you will not regret it.”

For Blazek, “it's almost always a 
beautiful return for the artist and 
also a celebratory opportunity 
for the community, to embrace 
the artist in their return. Nico is 
a successful young emerging 
artist, so it becomes a chance to 
show youth in the community 
the great possibilities and beauty 
of studying fine art or becoming 
an artist.”

“Apart from the sheer beauty of 
Nico's work, it is deeply layered 
with meaning, has humor, and 
is brimming with commentary 
on colonization. Each sculpture 
is unbelievably intricate and 
the true experience of the work 
has to happen in person due to 
the way the dazzling way light 
reflects off the surface of the 
beads. Nico's work is timely, rele-
vant and important for this com-
munity.”

The Judith & Norman Alix Art 
Gallery (JNAAG) is open Wed-
nesday through Saturday from 
11 a.m. to 4 p.m. with extended 
hours on Thursday to 8:30 p.m.

JNAAG curator excited to support the visions of artists 
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