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Editor’s Note: When word of Sonja Biberman’s death reached artists in the Clay Studio, we were all saddened, but then began
to recall so many loving stories about her, funny anecdotes, special connections we had made with her, the positive affects she
had on us. I learned so much about Sonja in hearing those stories, I felt them worthy of sharing to help keep her loving, audacious, indomitable spirt alive. What better way than in this special issue of Kiln’ Time!

SONJA BIBERMAN

SEPTEMBER 17, 1910 — APRIL 26, 2007
by Mimi Wild and Ann Henderson

Sonja perfectly portrayed the
word LADY, dignified, yet down
to earth; diplomatic, but always
truthful; genteel, but not afraid to
get down and dirty to “play” in the
mud. Sonja was born in Shanghai,
China in 1910 to a Russian mother
and a Swedish father, attended the
British School for Girls and also
took modern dance classes. She
moved to San Francisco with her
mother in 1927 where she enrolled
in secretarial school – her first job
was as a secretary in a bank from
which she was promptly fired for
drawing and daydreaming.

the Women’s Ambulance & Defense Corps. – a ranking she loved to remind him of when the moment seemed right.
Edward and Sonja moved to the Hollywood Hills (just below the second
O) where he painted and she remained active in progressive causes: i.e.
the office of the Institute of Pacific Relations, involvement in the Methodist Agricultural Aid Foundation to the Congo, and the office of Max
Laemmle, a distributor of art films.
It was Edward who suggested the Art Institute to Sonja as an outside
interest, and there is where she fell in love with clay. She sold her first
piece for $25,
and she was
hooked.
As
they say, the
rest was history.

Edward died
in 1986 after
51 incredible
years together, and Sonja
moved to Danville to be near
Sonja watching “Brush With Life” the film about her hus- her daughter
band Edward’s life as a painter. As the film unfolds it also Sonee and her
tells the wonderful love story of their relationship.
grandchildren.
It was through her work with the
She became inWomen’s Anti Nazi League that volved with the Danville art gallery where she learned about this wondershe met Edward Biberman, a well- ful clay studio in Walnut Creek (us). She wandered in, fell in love, and
known artist in Los Angeles. They graced everyone in the studio with her humor, her kindness – and her
were married as WW II was ap- cookies.
proaching and each joined in the
effort to help during the war. Ed- “I want to grow up to be Sonja,” someone in the studio once said, and that
ward was a Corporal in the State illustrates the way she inspired all of us. She was mother, daughter, comGuard and Sonja a Lt. Colonel in panion, friend to everyone. Knowing Sonja made us all better people.
Her next move was to Los Angeles
in 1928 where she found activities
far more stimulating – her friends
were musicians, artists and many
of Hollywood’s progressives. Her
first job there was editing film
scripts – and even being invited to
do several bit parts in movies.
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Evelyne Karim — Like so many living creatures in the Burgess Shale doing their things, oh so long, long ago, we, as potters in this wonderful studio
— we are doing our things.
Some of us young of age, ambitious, talented too, make big, big creations
arousing envy of strength and achievement. Others, more mature, create
useful artistic, sturdy fare. Then the old timers who sometimes have developed some physical shortcomings
over the years,
but still carry the
urge to create
and are anxious
to participate—
they model small
things, dainty figurines, glamorous, reminiscent
of past times, decades or so ago.
So was our Sonja,
our fellow potter,
handicapped by
the limitations
brought on by a
long life, but rich
in experiences,
she tried her hand
to recreate the
flamboyant dancers of her youth.
Her own eyes
At work in the studio.
somewhat failing
could not adjust
the scarf of her Isodora Duncan-type figurine, but faithful to her work’s
participation and on other potter’s advice, occasionally she asked for help
to strengthen an arm or align a leg on a statuette or to suggest a glaze so her
creation would carry more realism.
She participated in the last Christmas sale, and for a person of her age, it requires a certain amount of labor that other potters take for granted. Her display with her name identifying her many figurines was quite remarkable.

Joan Ehara — When I first met
Sonja, it was as if she already
knew me. I could always be myself
around her and felt her love, knowledge and good sense (savvy??)
from her comfortable and accepting
demeanor.

As she came to the studio often and occasionally had to wait for a ride
home, she understood the exhaustion one can experience after a few hours
of concentration. She always had a little supply of goodies to share, homemade cookies, a few nuts, some raisins and such. We will miss you, Sonja,
as all of us will in one way or another. We did not know your time would be
up so soon. Sonja, it has been a valuable gift to share moments of this life
with you. Goodbye, you certainly left your mark here.


Jeanne Franke — I will always
remember Sonja, elegant as her
sculptured dancers, luminescent as
her angels. I’ve been blessed by
knowing her.
Teri Mason —
I am newer to
the studio than
most of the other CAG members. I started in
September, and
that is when I
met Sonja. I was
instantly drawn
to her Kathryn
Hepburn style
and her friendly
nature.

Mimi Wild — Sonja was a great friend and running buddy for many years.
We covered a lot of miles, solved many world problems, and she kept me
smiling. A few anecdotes:
The T-Shirt — Sonja’s timing was always perfect. She would wait for a quiet
moment with a group at the table to announce to me, “Dear, I would love
to have more of your husband’s
underwear — the last wore out…”
His undershirts were great for
wrapping her sculptures and she
loved asking for replacements.

Secrets — Whenever Sonja would
start a conversation with, “Don’t
tell my daughter, but…,” I knew
she had committed a social crime
worthy of a few eye rolls and a
giggle. The one she loved to tell
was getting into the cars of total
strangers who would pull over on
some of her long walks, thinking
Sonja
celebrates
her
95th
birthday
with
Mimi
Wild
and
Sonja was in need of rescuing. Of
My first sculpdaughter
Sonee.
course the strangers always ended
ture was good,
up becoming friends, and Sonee,
but had sustained a couple of cracks, and I her daughter, always found out. Actually, Sonja never met a stranger.
was going to throw it away. That’s
Nordstrom — Sonja would frequently catch the bus or have a friend drop her
when Sonja jumped in exclaiming,
off at David M. Brian or Nordstrom for her daily brunch, after which she
“Oh no! Don’t you know that the
would walk to the studio. One day she was late coming into workshop, and
first Japanese sculptures filled their
we became a bit nervous. Finally, two hours late, she came in looking a bit
pottery cracks with gold!” I took
sheepish and carrying a beautiful cashmere sweater. It seems she had fallen on
her advice and used gold leaf. I was
Nordstrom’s escalator
happier with the result than if the
and caused quite a
piece had been perfect. I will miss
stir. Paramedics were
Sonja’s friendship very much. She
summoned, “Some
was a special lady.
nice looking young
Janice Holve — Sonja is a perfume men,” and after ascer— an exotic breeze of amber, frank- taining that she was
incense, on a woodsy base with a OK, a very relieved
tuberose/ jasmine top note. I never Norsdrom’s staff sent
asked if this was her signature scent, her on her way with a
one blended just for her or a name somewhat bruised ego
brand transformed by her skin... or and a very nice cashmaybe just a special soap? But I mere sweater. Every
always knew she was in the studio time after that, when I
from the wonderful fragrance she would drop her off at
brought with her.... so like her life Nordstrom’s, I would
- unique, elegant yet approachable. ask her if she needed a
She was such a joy to have around. new outfit. She would
Daughter Sonee and 95th birthday pie
Her laughter, her poise, her grace, giggle. I miss her.
her example will be missed.


Pat Healy — Sonja always brought a little treat to class to
share with the rest of us. Little did she know that she was
the treat. Sonja was such a lady! She was gentle, kind,
poised, giving, thoughtful and yet had a spunk that made
her stories fascinating and fun. Sonja certainly led a very
full and interesting life. We will miss you, Sonja!

Tim Hanrahan — From
the first time I met Sonja,
I knew there was something special about her.
She was gracious, stately, elegant and vibrant
amidst the clay dust and
stark studio environment.
She spent many hours at
the studio, evidenced by
her presence on the many
days I also worked. I often thought to myself that
I wished I had her energy
at my current age.

Jackie Gerry — I often drove Sonja home, and the first
time I did, I wanted to walk her to her door, which she
argued with me about (she was so independent!), but I
did anyway, and she invited me in.
Sonja’s home was like she was - warm and lovely! She
had her husband’s paintings and her artwork all around
the house, and she proudly
showed me her “studio”,
where she had all her wonderful art pieces beautifully displayed. I had such
a wonderful time getting to
know a little about Sonja’s
past and seeing what wonderful memories she had!
One of the things that I always felt was special about
Sonja was that she was so
fiercely independent, and
that she was always in a
good mood, never for one
minute feeling sorry for
herself! Whenever I drove
her home, she always was
so appreciative and concerned that she wasn’t a
burden. Sonja was anything but a burden! Because she was such a warm
and lovely person, it was
my pleasure to help her
out whenever I could.

I always made a point to
identify myself and talk
to her in the studio. The
proximity of our homes
afforded me the honor
and pleasure to drive her
Repose, by Sonja
home on numerous occasions. On the hot days, I
Sonja was my inspiration!
would stop and buy us a frozen yogurt, to cool off on the I always told my friends about her, and I hope, if I’m
ride. She would simply continue to ask me about myself fortunate enough to live as long as she did, that I, too,
and tell me stories as her yogurt inadvertently melted. could have her sunny and optimistic outlook on life! She
taught us all a wonderful lesson! I will miss you very
Her stories and history were as interesting as her ceramic much Sonia - you were truly beautiful - inside and out!
work. A childhood in China, military service during the
war and a full professional career were amazing to me.
I never knew about her married life and time in Hol- Robert Shelton — Sonja was one of the most gracious
lywood until she invited me to view the movie about women I have met and there was always a twinkle in her
her husband. She was self conscious about her bit in the eye. “Robert, how are you feeling, dear?” ... “Well good.
movie, and warned me prior to my viewing. It was an Then perhaps you would consider moving this piece of
mine to the damp room?” One day I happened to meet
intriguing movie and of course her part was superb.
Sonja for the second time in the damp room... “Sonja,
I will miss her beauty, cheerful demeanor and her lilting, we cannot go on meeting this way!”... “Oh Robert,” she
said with a graceful wave of her arm and a charming
melodious voice.
smile, “let them talk.”


Michele Ostrie — I remember Sonja taking a pottery
class with Debra, her granddaughter. I can’t remember
who was teaching, but I loved the interaction between
Sonja and Debra. Sonja was so proud of her. Debra
climbed mountains, did deep sea diving; she was a
tomboy. Sonja was classy; that’s what Debra always said
about her grandmother. They had a very special bond.
She used to tell me about their adventures. When Debra
got sick, it was a devastating blow. Sonja and Sonee tried
everything possible to fight her cancer. They even took
her to Europe for some sort of special treatment. Near
the end of Debra’s illness, Sonja was still that classy
lady, never letting Debra see her cry and always trying to
keep her sprits up. Yes, Sonja was the classiest lady I’ve
ever known and probably will ever know. I just hope she
is with her beloved Edward and, of course, her granddaughter Debra right now. We will always remember her
for the classy lady she was.

Gail Sanpore — Last fall, I attended my very first pottery class and had the privilege of having Sonja in my
class. There was a big birthday cake on the table for
Sonja’s 96th birthday. 96?? I couldn’t believe this lady
was 96; she looked in her early 70’s to me. As the classes
progressed, I was impressed with the clay pieces Sonja
made and how serene and friendly she always was.
Towards the end of our 10 classes, we were going to
Raku, but my pot was still in the kiln. Sonja didn’t feel
well that day and she asked me if I’d be willing to Raku
her piece. I nervously, but happily agreed. I built my
little pit with the cover and pine needles on the side. I had
my tongs and gloves ready when the lid to the Raku fire
was opened. I froze … and just stared at those glowing
red figurines. Was that the same piece I had put in there?
I didn’t know it was going to look so bright glowing red!
After Ann encouraged me, I grabbed Sonja’s piece and
put it in my pit and covered it with pine needles and put
the cover on. I don’t remember what else I did wrong,
but the needles didn’t burn up like were supposed to and
Sonja’s piece came out this dull light green color. I was
horrified and apologized profusely to Sonja. She calmly
looked at it and told me it was perfect and said it was
exactly the finish she was looking for. I was extremely
grateful for her kindness. What a classy lady she was.
Rest in peace, Sonja. I will miss you.

Leon Schultz — One of the first times I met Sonja was
in the studio. I half jokingly said to her, “You tell me
your story and I will tell you mine.” Her answer was,
“Oh, Leon, it’s not very interesting and it would take
too long.”

Sonja at a party with friends from studio, John
Wild, Gisela Barrett, Dink Van Pelt.

Linda Bodie — I saw the notice this morning about
Sonja’s passing with much sadness. Like everyone else, I
thought the world of her and am happy for the few times
I was able to enjoy her company socially, outside the
studio.
Sonja was the first person to ever purchase a piece of
pottery from me. It was a small salad bowl. She said
she thought it was the perfect size and shape and color
in which to enjoy her daily salad. I happily offered it to
her as a present, since I was flattered by her interest. but
she insisted on paying $10.00 for it. I’m so grateful for
her kind gesture and happy that in some small way our
lives touched.


Soon after that she did her story in clay cylinders stacked
over a piece of doweling. I remember one that depicted
her being displaced from Europe to Shanghai and another
of a steamship, possibly her journey to Canada.
She suffered the affects of the war and later her husband’s
brother was unjustly being placed on the Black list, causing him not to be able to work in the movie industry. It
was extremely upsetting to Sonja and Edward, her husband. Sonja was able to keep a calm, dignified demeanor,
and I felt she bore her emotional pain stoically.
Sonja was a lovely lady in every sense of the word. I
will miss her.

Stuents and guests enjoy Sonja’s 96th birthday party at the studo.

Nancy Stein — I met Sonja on my very first day of class at the ceramic
studio. It was her 96th birthday and we were all invited to share in the
celebration with a piece of cake. It was so much fun to be invited to a
party in which I didn’t know
anyone, especially the guest of
honor. Sonja was such a joy!
We all had a wonderful time,
a moment in time I will never
forget. Thank you for making me feel so welcome into the studio that
you truly loved. You have inspired us all with your grace and spirit.
Peace be with you.

96

th

Era Cherry — She was always
such a ray of sunshine and a wonderful example to the rest of us to keep
going, be interested and interesting.
I shall miss her!


Sandy Metsger — Sonja was already 30 by the time I was born.
I would not meet her for another 50 years, and then did not dream we could become such good friends.
We met in about 1990 when she was visiting the Village Theater Gallery in Danville where I recruited her on the
spot to join us as a docent. She was one of the few docents who still smoked, quite elegantly at that, having a few
puffs out on the deck of our upstairs art gallery.
From this beginning, we were friends, girlfriends almost. There were five of us who put in many hours at the gallery and at some point decided to celebrate our respective
birthdays by having lunch together. Verna, Rikki, Sonja,
Jan and Sandy. We were our own “Lunch Bunch”, Jan
being our youngest and Sonja our senior member. Now
there are only two.
Slowly, quietly, modestly, did the stories of Sonja’s life
emerge, amazing stories of her Russian mother and
Swedish father, her upbringing in Shanghi, her emigration to the U.S., her acquaintances in the world of artists,
Hollywood writers and producers, Edward, and her five
generations of family.
“Oh, Sandy, darling,” Sonja would say in her British accent, “I’ve been such a naughty girl. I’ve been married
three times!” We actually giggled. But of course, Edward
was the love of her life.

Sonja gives advice to new bride, Jeanne Nultemeier.

She must have been born with long hair in a bun; I never
saw it any other way. And she always dressed elegantly,
with a colorful, artistic flair that few can manage. Most
times she’d wear a stylish hat to lunch and always a
beautiful and unusual pendant, necklace, or striking pin.
“Don’t call before 10AM,” she’d remind us, “I do need
my beauty sleep!”

As her vision deteriorated, one of the difficult things for
her was not driving; she prided herself on being fiercely independent. She knew it was coming. She told us about
the afternoon that she knocked down several orange traffic cones at a road repair site. “I had to return the next day
to apologize to that young man for knocking down his cones,” she confessed. Shortly after that, she stopped driving, and her family converted her garage into a ceramic studio and gallery. It never ceased to amaze me that she
could find her own way to Pascal’s or Perko’s for breakfast (and she’d accept assistance on occasion with people
who sounded nice, which frightened me to death).
Sonja was always more concerned about the well being of others and never complained about her own situation
(widowed, couldn’t see, couldn’t drive). She never forgot the names of my children and grandson, always inquiring
about each of their current challenges (or mine). Though at time we’d have to coax her into telling us what was
new in her life, what was happening with her family, in clay arts, what painting of Edward’s had sold, she became
quite the loquacious story teller once she began — never a harsh word, an unkind word, or an angry word.
I always had this thought, I want to be like Sonja when I grow up. I still do.
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Ellen Sachtschale — Once when
I was at Civic Arts for open studio,
Mimi and Sonja came in around
noon and got their tools, etc. set up at
their usual table. Sonja was dressed
in white from head to toe - complete
with a wide brimmed white hat. She
looked wonderful, but a little fancy
for a day in the studio.
Shortly after they got settled in, Sonja got up and headed out the door.
Several of us watched, wondering
where she was going all by herself concerned about her poor vision . .
Someone asked, “Where are you
going, Sonja?”
She replied, “I’m going to the park
to look for a one-hundred-year-old
Cary Grant!” With that, she walked
out the door!

Carolyn Young — a few anecdotes:
Sculpture Class — Did you ever see a nude model lose his composure? During a sculpture class, because Sonja was having a difficult time capturing
the details of a particularly well-endowed male model, she crept closer and
closer until he involuntarily broke his stance to cover his male anatomy. No
doubt she never realized what had caused the model and the whole class to
giggle--or did she?
Film Experience — During one Monday class, Sonja mentioned how very
tired she was, having had a stressful weekend. When I pressed her, she said
she had spent it at a film festival where she had been asked to make a speech.
Pressed further, with typical humility, she told me about a “little film” she
had helped her brother-in-law produce back in the 50’s and how it had been
blacklisted at the time. Sensing that there was a lot more to the story, I called
my Granddaughter, who was studying film at San Diego State, and asked
her to find out if she could get a copy of “Salt of the Earth”. Her reply was,
“Gramma, that was the first film we studied in Classic Film History!” If
you want to know more about it, as I did, you will find many links to it on
the web and you can order the film from Netflix. How fortunate we were to
know this wonderful woman who was so much involved with an important
era in America’s history!

Fern Scowlund — Sonja was the
kind of joyous person who one is
lucky to have pass through one’s life.
I knew her from open studio time
mostly and seeing her there. Seeing her come into the studio always
made me smile and it wasn’t only
the treats she brought.
Sonja was full of wonderful stories
which she would often tell in a dryly
humorous way. She was mistress
of the anticipatory pause, making
her listeners wait before finding the
perfect word or phrase with which
to finish her anecdote.
She had a generous spirit and a way
of remembering a person and making them feel very special. I will
surely miss her.

Sonja’s eyesight was very poor, and unless she
was very, very close to the subject, she often
could not see it.



Martha Kean — John and I live in Danville and used
to run into Sonja occasionally about town. The following two encounters are much enhanced by hearing
them in your mind in Sonja’s wonderful voice. Once
she came in just as we were leaving the old Danville
Hotel restaurant. We chatted for a few minutes and
were standing by her table as the waiter brought a menu
over. Sonja thanked him and said, “You’ll have to tell
me what’s on the menu, becuase I can’t read it.” She
thought about this for a minute, then added, “Now, it’s
not that I’m illiterate! My eysight is bad, and I can’t see
the words.”

Cathy Hawkins — If anyone referred to Sonja as a
“Little Old Lady” – it was obvious that they did not know
her. Oh, yes…she was petite in stature, chronologically
experienced and she was a most gracious lady. But Sonja
was much more than that.
She was a daughter, sister, wife, mother, grandmother,
great-grandmother, and great-great-grandmother. She
was a dancer, editor, army officer, advocate, activist,
humanitarian, and a sculpture artist.

Witty, charming, confident, a good conversationalist
and story-teller, she was able to converse easily about
Another time, I was not with him when John passed current events or her rich personal history with the love
Sonja at a sidewalk cafe. He greeted her, then realized of her life. She made us laugh, she made us cry and she
that she couldn’t see him well enough to identify him made us think.
and didn’t know his voice well enough to know who
he was. So, he quickly said, “It’s John, Martha Kean’s Most importantly, she was my friend.
husband.” To which Sonja, with her
characteristic enthusiam, said, “Martha
Kean’s husband! How marvelous!” (To
which I say, Sonja Biberman- how marvelous!)
Another time, Sonja was talking
about her clay sculpture and how it
was difficult because of her macular
degeneration. She said she still loved the
feel of the clay, but was sure the work
she did was no longer any good (Which,
of course, was not true). She said, “So, I
make things - mostly figures - and then
just smash them up!” (We can be glad, at
least, that she did not smash them all.)

Kathy Hawkins and Kim Guay lunch with Sonja
Joan Ibarolle —Sonja was an inspiration. She was
such an amazing person, and so nice to have in the studio. I loved to watch her sculpt, using her hands and
imagination, sometimes asking for a little help with the
glazing. I remember one day she came into the studio
beautifully dressed with her hat on. I said who brought
you today? To my surprise she said she had walked
from Norsdrom – amazing! I see her at the table by
Jean, offering cookies to everyone. I will miss Sonja. I
know we all will.


Emily Blanc — My most vivid memory of Sonja is that
she was the very much a lady and the very essence of
grace. When you greeted her she always had a smile,
even if she wasn’t quite sure who you were. She seemed
to attract people who were kind and generous with their
time, and they always showed a great deal of patience
with her. People never seemed to mind if she needed
help with a project; they were happy to sacrifice some
of their precious studio time to help her.

Gunvor Sommerhaug — Getting to know Sonja in Andrée’s sculpture class was a real treat.
Through the creation of her Totem Pole of Life, Sonja told her fascinating and exciting story. We had our museum group that later
became the breakfast group, since Sonja, Anna Gabor and I lived
fewer than 3 miles apart on the same road. Sonja would call and
say: “I’m worried about Anna,” always concerned about the well
being of others. In February, at breakfast at Pascal’s French Oven,
I was happy to see Sonja doing so well.
At the end of March Sonja called me, “Things have changed, I’ve
been a bad girl, to Kaiser two times this month. I want to see you.
I haven’t been out for breakfast, but I want to try it.”
At Pascal’s the following Monday, Sonja, after a few reflections on
her life, devoted the time to tell me about the upcoming video of
Edward. Her spirit and excitement overshadowed everything.

Rasjidah Franklin — I hardly knew
Sonja, though we were in the same class
a couple terms.
I remember the first time I saw her: Ann
Henderson walked into the class, and
Mimi asked, “Where is Sonja, I thought
you were picking her up!”
Ann responded, “I did, but she wanted
to walk from the store”…a mile or two
away. She arrived quite safely and was
perplexed that anyone was worried about
her. That’s when I learned she was virtually blind and 95 years old!
I can see her now: that beautiful face
bowed down so close to her piece of clay
that her nose is almost touching it. Painting on a glaze or having someone tell her
what the color was for dipping. She was
careful with her work, and I found her
pieces quite remarkable, especially for
having been done by someone with very
little vision.
I wish I had known her better. She was a
wonderful example to me of growing old
with dignity and beauty.

After viewing Edward’s video yesterday, seeing his paintings and
the pictures, it strikes me how it reflects the moods and forms of
some of Sonja’s sculptures.
The company of Sonja has always been a joy to me.

Jeff Kaufman (Writer and Producer of “Brush With Life”)
— There are so many impressive things about Sonja Biberman: her
multi-faceted career, political passion, five decade romance with
Edward Biberman (she must have been some muse!), wide-ranging
intelligence, radiant beauty, deep love for her family - - all of this,
and much more, reflects a powerful and rare life-affirming spirit.
She connected to, saw the value in, and gave back to everyone
around her.
I had the great privilege of getting to know Sonja while making
the documentary BRUSH WITH LIFE: THE ART OF BEING EDWARD BIBERMAN. For several days the crew and I took over
her living room, filming her under hot lights in an uncomfortable
chair, as I pummeled her (I hope kindly) with endless questions. That
would make most 25-year-olds wilt, but not Sonja. At 95, she not
only displayed real stamina and wit, she also continually focused on
our needs, not hers. I’ll never forget how she asked Arthur (audio)
and David (camera) all about their work, interests, family. That was
Sonja. She was genuinely curious and caring, which is why she grew
and flourished in each stage of her life. That’s a great lesson for us
all, and just one of many from this remarkable woman.  
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Jean Calicura — I have so many
memories of Sonja…
She had an amazing ability to identify us by the sound of our voices, although something about my haircut
told her who I was before I spoke.
Also, she had the most devious way
of getting help when working on a
rather complicated figure sculpture.
“Jean, is this arm too small and is the
right side of the body the same as the
left?” If these things were true, then
she would say, “Would you be good
enough to add a bit of clay where
you think it should be?”
But, most importantly, she would
go to the limit of her visual ability
before asking for help. Just watching her walk
across the entire park one
day after having brunch at
David M.
Brian and
not missing a
step, including navigating a curb in
front of the
studio, was
like a miracle.
She was very
independent,
freely utilizing public
transit and, of
course, never
using a white
cane. Her independence was enviable.
And, last but not least…She always
brought the best goodies to munch
on at the studio!

Jan L. Knadle — Sonja breezed into my life at the Village Theater Gallery
in Danville in the early 90’s when she volunteered to become one of our
desk attendants. She wished to be a part of what was then a local, lively
art scene.  Then she discovered the Walnut Creek Civic Arts program and
became active in Clay Arts classes. Occasionally she was unable to secure
a ride in order to attend an open studio or workshop and would take the
bus, as the bus stop was just across the street from where she lived. She
had recently taken a nasty fall and was supposed to be using a cane, but
her vanity got the better of her so she hid the cane behind a retaining wall
beside the bus stop, planning to pick it up on her way home. On the way
back she discovered the cane, a handsome, colorful, carved Mexican one,
was missing. She called me to ask if perhaps, since she couldn’t see well,
I would go in search of the missing cane around the area which I gladly
did, but it was not to be found. “Zoots!” she cried out. It was the nearest thing to an expletive that I had ever heard Sonja exclaim, for she was
usually such a proper lady. When I looked at her I couldn’t help laughing
uproariously and then she too chimed in and we hugged each other in a
joyful dance, even though her leg was injured.
The above example reveals her commitment to Clay Arts. She was an exceptional role model for those of us
who are older, single women, showing us that every day offered an
adventure, a lesson or great joy.
She exhibited boundless enthusiasm for “the experience of being
alive,” as Joseph Campbell put it.
She was fiercely open minded, well
informed, up to date with the latest
news or even fashion trends, She
embraced it all and as such was a
continual mentor to me. I shall miss
her in so many ways.

Tamara Selvig —My memories:
What inspired me most about Sonja
was how she persevered to create sculptures while being legally
blind. Her sculptures were filled
with love, life, energy, and most of all sweetness.
I loved all the little snacks she would always bring to the studio and offer
to everyone. And I loved her independence — taking buses, going out
to lunch, and walking to the studio on her own.
She was truly an inspiration and one of the sweetest people ever.
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Pitter Scanlan — Sonja was a classy lady, and she knew it. Upon seeing her as I entered the studio one afternoon,
I noticed that she was dressed impeccably, while sculpting away on one of her sensual figures as she was known
to do. She was wearing a co-ordinated turquoise hat, blouse and bracelet ensemble. I went straight away to tell her
“You’re looking mighty fine today!” Without missing a beat she acknowledged, “I certainly am!” After she was
sure I’d been totally disarmed, she told me how nice I looked!
Five days before she passed away, Sonja, deliberately, with all intention of being a full conspirator in the success
of the showing of “Brush With Life: The Art of Being Edward Biberman”, had me come to her house to catch
her up on all the details in the
planning stages. As I walked
into her living room, she darn
near sprung out of her chair
to a full upright position and
said she just wanted to show
me she could do it. She met
me halfway and gave me a
wonderful hug. To top it off,
she proceeded to give me a
personal tour of her husband’s
art, complete with commentary. Precious memories.
Sonja beginning a sculpture in the studio
Don Porcella — Sonja Biberman was the lady who
made sculptures at the table nearest the lockers during
many workshop hours at the clay studio, and she often
offered cookies and a cheerful word to the people passing
by with clay on their hands. Sometimes, she would ask
for help with something, and I always felt so honored by
her request that I felt like I was the one being favored.
Sunday, about 100 people gathered at the Shadelands
auditorium to watch a documentary of her late husband,
Edward, a realist painter who shared in the experiences
of World War II and the communist scares of the early
cold war, and who painted the paving of Los Angeles in
a particular and vivid way. Originally, the showing was
to introduce the work of Jeff Kaufman, who worked with
Sonja and other family members and with museums and
other sites to produce a movie of Biberman’s work and
show it to a wider audience.
Sonja died on the prior Wednesday after a relatively short
and acute bout of lung problems at the age of 96, so the
showing became part celebration and part memorial. The
documentary was splendid, beautiful and historic, but
became a wonderful remembrance of the Sonia we all
knew and loved at the studio. She was to have participated in the showing, and we all had looked forward to
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seeing her. The scenes in the story that showed Sonja
recalling her life with Edward, and the stories of their
life together were warm and glowing with love. Their
time was during a most interesting and potentially terrifying era, somewhat like all times. I think that my
strongest memories were how much she loved life and
people. Her only impatience was directed at prejudices
and hate that existed in our past and in the minds of
some people today. Her love was translated into her joy
at saying hello, talking about her work, talking about
your work, and talking with her friends while giving
them cookies.
My wife loved Sonja as much as I, and one time we
encountered Sonia and a friend while waiting in line
at a restaurant in Danville on a warm and sunny spring
day. She told us about the good food there, and told us
to be sure to wait for a table in the garden. She was so
gracious and enthusiastic that I told her I could hardly
wait for lunch to begin. She brought her face close to
mine and said: “You will have to wait, because it was
worth the time!” Our time with Sonja was extremely
brief, but the moments she graced our lives were magnified beyond the absolute minutes together. To all of
us at the studio, Sonja defined grace.

Susie Quan Wong — I only knew
Sonja for about one year, having
met her during the open studio time.
Sonja asked me my name, and she
recognized that it was a Chinese
name. Immediately she told me she
was born in Shanghai, China. We
talked a little about China and Hollywood where she once lived with her
husband. She explained that he was a
painter and mentioned that there was
a film about his life and paintings
in the making. I saw how her eyes
lit up. She said that she was doing
some of the narrating in the film. She
was so excited and
proud.

Rick Calicura — The early 1900s were, in some areas of the world, troubled
and dangerous. Then came the Great War, World War I, followed by the
worldwide influenza epidemic and then the October Revolution in the Czar’s
Russia. Times were very troublesome.
Troublesome indeed, for those loyal to the Czar and his family! Many of
the Russians loyal to the Czar fled to all corners of the world, but due to the
inevitable tide of the Russian revolution, many were forced ever eastward.
While I am not in a position to know that that is how Sonja’s family came
to be in Shanghai, I suspect it was so. When I learned about Sonja growing
up in Shanghi and having a Russian mother and Swedish father, I knew that
this woman was going to be one of those once-in-a-lifetime people.
Having had opportunity to hear about
Sonja through my wife Jean, I thought
to myself that surely she must be a
most interesting person. Later, because
I like things electronic, I became a
little better acquainted with Sonja
who shared some of her history and
her life with me while I helped her
overcome the technical pitfalls of her
large Hi Def TV, her DVD player and
the cable. We found for her a remote
control with HUGE buttons that she
was finally able to manage.

It was always a
pleasure to stop
and talk to her, because she always
had something to
show me. I especially liked the
painted angel ornament that was made
by her daughter out
She told us many things, but I have to
of the pop lids off
say, she was one of the bravest people
Sonja in Andrée’s Mask-Making Class
the cat food cans.
I ever met. Facing an early life where
She was so proud
one wondered where the next meal
of it that she had to
was coming from, probably moving
show it off. I could tell that she took constantly across the Siberian wilderness, never enough to eat and bringing
great pleasure in her sculpting and what likely was only what the family could carry must have been daunting
her clay works and the many ceramic – arrival in a strange land with strange customs and growing up there to
items she had made throughout the learn life’s lessons.
years.
Early adult life in the United States was hard. Marrying, having a child,
I also enjoyed her sense of humor. divorcing, becoming involved in the film industry and finally marrying a
One day I complimented her on her world famous artist of great talent and developing a great talent in her own
earrings and she asked me to check right proved her fortitude.
and make sure that they matched because a few times she has worn dif- I remember her deep concern for her grandchildren being expressed in the
ferent earrings on each ear due to the construction of a large ceramic totem illustrating her own history. Sonja had
fact that she has a hard time seeing that something that, upon introduction, made her your instant friend.
now. We just laughed and laughed.
Sonja lived such a fascinating and Sonja faced her health limitations with vigor and intrepidity. She was
rich life. I’m so lucky to have met strong.
her and I will miss talking to her.
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