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“Art washes away from the soul the 
dust of everyday life”
                                   
                                   

Pablo Picasso (1881 - 1973)
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This is the voicemail I received a few weeks ago, when I was 
scrambling for ideas to replace our planned Spring Semester 
exhibit that had just been cancelled following a family 

emergency for the contributing artist. Following up on a conversation 
with Jack O’Brien (Curator of the Naples Art Association), I finally 
rang the doorbell of Joan Sonnenberg. A diminutive, energetic redhead 
with a big smile and a tiny dog in tow welcomed me in. Everywhere 
I could see, there were paintings. On the walls, on the floor, stacked 
against doorways, windows, tables, and couches. Paintings from large 
to monumental size. Beautiful paintings. “I’m 85 years old”, she said. 
“I’ve been painting since I was five.”
Joan Brechin was born in Chester, PA, in 1930. The year Mickey 
Mouse made his first appearance in a comic strip, the start of the 
Great Depression, the first FIFA World Cup; the birth year of Neil 
Armstrong, Sean Connery, Warren Buffett, and Jasper Johns. As a child, she took scholarship art classes at 
the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh, then furthered her education at Chatham College and obtained a BA in Fine Arts from 
Carnegie Mellon University. She also studied different techniques of printmaking with artists in Pittsburgh and Canada. At 
Carnegie Mellon, Joan was the staff cartoonist for the Tartan Campus Newspaper, where she met Fred Sonnenberg, the editor. 
They married and raised four children.
Joan’s passion is her family and her art. Her parents had strong and opposing religious and political beliefs but were very accepting 
of their differences. Discussions were lively, opinions firm, the will to convince the other – and Joan – unwavering. As a result, 
Joan jokingly calls herself “bipolar”. Others call her “a walking dichotomy”. More accurately, she understood there are two sides 
to everything, and took the middle ground, a holistic approach that embraces life for all it has to give, every moment.  In the 
community she lives in, on her daily walks with her dog, she waves at every car that drives by. She is a keen observer and draws 
inspiration from her surroundings every day.
Until the 1960’s Pittsburgh was at the heart of America’s coal and steel industry, a center of manufacturing, a world of large 
buildings and countless machines. As the area turned into the Rust Belt, Joan was drawn to the beauty hidden within the decay 
by time and weather, the torn and twisted metal, the columns and flaking paint. Influenced by 20th century modern art and 
technology, but with strong roots in everyday life and family, she developed an architectural style of large geometric abstractions, 
in acrylics, pastels, and charcoal, often in mixed media works. Following her husband, an engineer with Westinghouse, in 
assignments around the world, she lived or travelled in various states and countries including Brazil and Japan, until they settled 
in Florida in the mid-90’s. Joan loved the foliage of the tropical plants, especially banana trees, and started photographing and 
painting enlarged details. Portraits followed, and she developed a unique style combining abstraction and realism that enrich 
each other. At 85, she is full of energy, still experimenting with new ideas, and plans to “paint at least another 15 years”.
Joan has garnered numerous awards, including first prizes and best of show, at local and national exhibitions and juried art 
shows. Her works are held in corporate and private collections around the world. 

Learn more about the Artist’s work
www.joanbsonnenberg.com
#exhibits@amu

Joan Brechin Sonnenberg
“I’d love to have you come to my home. My home is like a gallery, I have my art all over the house.”

Joan in her home



Joan’s Art

Joan Sonnenberg’s body of work 
defies simple classification. Partly 
this is the result of her progression 

through styles over time, partly 
because of her ability to comfortably 
merge often opposing influences into 
powerful images entirely her own. 
While history shows that quite a 
few artists have productive periods 
lasting many decades, there is often 
deterioration in quality or repetition 
that sets in. They innovate, peak, and 
fade. Artists who escape that trend, 
who continue to reinvent themselves, 
to break new ground, deep into their lives, tend to get noticed. Picasso, 
for one, an artist that Joan chose to quote in her own catalog; an 
artist who stated “Painting is just another way of keeping a diary” or 
“Give me a museum – and I’ll fill it!”
Joan Sonnenberg describes her own art as alternating between 
abstraction and realism. We see influences of futurism, even 
surrealism. She is a true child of the 20th century, imbued with 
the non-conformism of modern art, growing up in a world of TV, 
vertical architecture, accelerating pace, and the detritus of progress. 
In 1976 she won first prize in the National Show of Painting at the 
Butler Institute of American Art in Youngstown, Ohio, for ‘American 
Dream’, an 18 foot long and 9 foot tall painting, where she was 
described as a “woman abstractionist”. Her large scale, hard edge, 
kaleidoscopic works drew attention; yet the organic, humanistic 
undercurrent was lurking beneath the surface. Visiting Japan, she 
came away impressed with their philosophy of the deep connection between nature, life, and art. “A branch that doesn’t bend, 
breaks” became her guiding principle and she felt free to move from abstract to realist and anywhere in between. 
Even when painting from life, Joan likes to go big and bold, enlarging details in enhanced color for a near-abstract result. The 
viewer may need a moment to realize it is a leaf, or part of a post, or the view through a sewer grate. Once, her son took her to 
a marina, thinking she would take pictures of the pretty sailboats in the harbor, but she was instantly drawn to wreckage in the 
shipyard. As one critic puts it, her work is “powerfully unfamiliar”. Portraits of family members and of everyday or ‘unseen’ 
people unerringly capture the essence of the person, a glimpse of their soul, but without judgment. 

“I think being an artist and painting is the most fun you can have in this world. It’s a passion.” On paper or on canvas, 
with paint, pastel, or etchings, transcending styles and doctrines, and defying age stereotypes, Joan Brechin Sonnenberg’s 
creativity truly knows no bounds. 


