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EXPERT REVIEWS OF

PAINTING IN THE DARK: THE ESREF ARMAGAN STORY
The following pages are a compilation of reviews by representatives of the World Blind Union, National Federation of the Blind, National Organization of Parents of Blind Children (NOPBC), and New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA);  a world-renowned perception researcher from Esref Armagan’s brain study team, and Esref Armagan’s manager.   

******************************************************************************

Dr. Penny Hartin   
Chief Executive Officer
World Blind Union 
Toronto Ontario, Canada M4G 3E8

The story about Esref Armagan would be informative and inspiring to a wide range of audiences.  The imagination, perseverance and creativity demonstrated by Esref convey a message of competence and ingenuity to readers of all ages, whether blind or sighted.  The challenges that he overcame to achieve success in a field that would not be considered usual for blind persons, and the way in which he overcame these challenges will help to dispel myths and misperceptions about the abilities of persons who are blind.  Esref perfected the skills of maximizing his senses, organizing his work and persevering until he achieved success, skills that enhance the possibilities of success for anyone, and in particular, persons who are blind.  It often happens that sighted persons have perceptions of blind persons that they are dependent, not capable of working or that they work in very specific fields of work, such as piano tuning, chair caning, massage. Esref’s success as a blind painter will go a long way to challenge some of these misperceptions which may in turn lead the reader to believe that many other things are also possible for blind persons.

The story of Esref is also particularly appropriate for blind and low vision persons of any age, as well as their families, teachers and service providers.  His story is so unique and inspiring that it can inspire young blind persons to pursue their dreams and their families, teachers and others to encourage them in the pursuit of their dreams.  Esref’s message is also very clearly that success does not come overnight, but rather comes with the acquisition of skills and much practice and perseverance.  While he encountered many obstacles, his perseverance enabled him to overcome those obstacles.  The message to parents is key in this story.  Because Esref’s father encouraged him, provided him with information and strategies for organizing his work and maximizing his independence, Esref was able to develop his skills and talents progressively and with the maximum of autonomy.  The parental support he received was very critical to his success and it is very helpful for parents to understand that it is often simple tools and strategies that can make such a difference.  

The book was indeed a pleasure to read.  It conveys an inspiring story about an inspiring individual in a way that is respectful of his disability and paints a picture of the individual that will help to inspire and will also help to change perceptions of disability and ability.

The World Blind Union (WBU) is an international organization representing the estimated 161 million blind or low-vision individual people in 181 countries. It is recognized as the international voice of blind and low vision persons speaking on their own behalf at the United Nations, UN Agencies and other international organizations. The WBU has consultative status with the UN Economic and Social Council and with a number of relevant UN Agencies such as WHO, WIPO, UNICEF, UNESCO, ILO, UPU and World Bank. The six WBU Regions include: Africa, Asia, East Asia/Pacific, Europe, Latin America and North America/Caribbean. The WBU’s mission is to Promote full participation and equal opportunities for blind and partially sighted persons in all aspects of social, economic, political and cultural life, and serving as an international information and resource centre on matters in respect of blind and partially sighted persons. Visit: www.worldblindunion.org
***************************************************************************** 
Joan Eroncel

Manager and Turkish/English Interpreter for Esref Armagan

Istanbul, Turkey

eroncelj@yahoo.com
In 1994, I was asked to accompany a blind Turkish painter to a festival in the Czech Republic for visually impaired artists.  I was instantly amazed by this man’s ability and decided to make it my life’s work to protect and promote him.  It has been my privilege to have done just that for the past years.  And now to have a biography written about him so that children all over the world can be inspired by his talents and grit is an even greater way to introduce him to mankind.  His contributions to both science and art are compelling and unforgettable.

Ms. Burk has found a way to showcase his  aptitude and gift (his last name in Turkish means “gift”) so that we can all better understand both the meaning of thinking outside of the box, and appreciating an inspiring visual artist who has found a way to teach all of us the meaning of dedication and perseverance.  Ms. Burk has been able to write a book that will motivate us to understand that with determination, all doors can be opened and all obstacles removed.
Joan Eroncel, an American living in Turkey, has been Esref Armagan’s manager, interpreter, travel companion, and closest friend since 1994. Through two years of research, Ms. Eroncel has interpreted for the author during phone interviews with Mr. Armagan, arranged contacts with other primary sources, and served as consultant to assure accuracy in manuscript details.

************************************************************************ 

Deborah Stein Kent 
National Federation of the Blind

Editor of Future Reflections, a magazine for parents and teachers of blind children
As a blind child growing up, I loved to examine pictures drawn with raised lines, and to make pictures of my own.  Although my parents encouraged my interest in art, I found teachers and professionals in the blindness field to be very negative.  A blind person can't understand the two-dimensional world, they told me.  It was pointless for me to waste time trying to do something that was impossible. 

 
The story of Esref Armagan shakes this negative attitude to its foundations.  Armagan's remarkable talent, nurtured by his father and fueled by his own passion, demonstrates that no one can ever predict the range of human creativity and resilience.  Esref's story reaches far beyond the community of people who are blind or disabled.  It is a story of talent, perseverance, and refusal to accept limitations.  Esref's triumph will inspire young readers to stretch toward goals they may not have believed were within their reach. This is a thoroughly researched manuscript that introduces young readers to a remarkable artist they will long remember.

 

Deborah Kent Stein is a recognized professional author. She is also blind and a member of the National Federation of the Blind. 

*************************************************************** 

Barbara Oswald

Program Coordinator for the Disability Resource Center at Bellevue College in Seattle. 
As an artist who is visually challenged, and as an advocate and member of the disability rights movement, I applaud this children’s book about Esref Armagan.  I own Casa de Esperanza Gallery and Guest House in Seattle, Washington and currently show the work of six artists who meet the criteria of legal blindness. In addition, I have spent my entire professional career teaching individuals with disabling conditions. My goals continue to be to inspire, encourage and model creative pursuits and to overcome attitudinal barriers. Esref Armagan, as Ms. Burk states, draws to understand his environment and feel connected to the world. I feel connected to Esref through Ms. Burk’s book. May “Painting in the Dark” break down our misconceptions and encourage us all to find our internal vision, to follow our heart’s desires, and never pre-judge our neighbor’s abilities.
Ms. Oswald is an artist, photographer, and gallery owner. She is also legally blind.
****************************************************************** 

Francesca Rosenberg 
The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, NY
Director of Community and Access Programs in the Department of Education

The visual arts can have a powerful impact on the lives of people who are blind or visually impaired.  Esref’s story is a testament to the rewards that can come from making and engaging with works of art. For young people, experiences with art can bring about emotional, social, and intellectual growth, not to mention academic achievement.  Children will enjoy reading this wonderful book to learn more about Esref’s great abilities and will then undoubtedly be inspired to think about their own.

****************************************************************** 

John M. Kennedy, PhD

Professor, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto at Scarborough
Toronto, Ontario, CANADA M1C 1A4

Rachelle Burk’s book on Esref, blind artist from Ankara, is well-written and will appeal to the hearts and minds of her target audience, 9-12 year old children.  

Ms. Burk tells the story of a man who has been totally blind since birth with a burning passion for pictures. As a child, he wanted to make pictures recognizable by the sighted.   He practiced until his pictures were easy for the sighted to understand. He was taught that objects have dark shadows. He asked about the colours of objects.  He asked about perspective and was taught that lines converge in pictures of roads to show them running into the distance. He became well known in Turkey, and then famous throughout the world.  His struggle to develop his abilities, and to express himself and gain world wide attention, will be inspiring to children and adults alike.

Dr. Kennedy is world renowned for his research in perception and cognition with special reference to representation by pictures. He was part of the team of scientists who studied Esref Armagan, and can be seen in the Discovery Channel documentary first released in November 2007 and broadcast worldwide: "The Real Superheroes."  (See on Youtube as: “Extraordinary people: The artist with no eyes.")

******************************************************************************

Stephanie Kieszak-Holloway
President of the Georgia Organization of Parents of Blind Children (GOPBC)
Board Member of the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children (NOPBC)

Society often imposes limitations upon blind individuals based on stereotypes of what they think a blind person can and cannot do.  For many, the thought that a congenitally blind individual would wish to be a painter would seem absurd.  This book portrays Esref Armagan not as some type of superhero, but as a man with a dream to paint and the perseverance to make that dream come true.  His story is inspiring not only to blind individuals, but to anyone who has ever had a dream that seemed unattainable.   

‘The Blind Painter: Esref Armagan’s Story’ would be a valuable addition to any elementary school curriculum.  The author is to be commended for sharing the story of this largely unknown painter in this well-written, entertaining, and inspiring book.  

Stephanie Kieszak-Holloway is also the mother of a blind child.

**************************************************************************

 Laura Weber

National Organization of Parents of Blind Children, Secretary

Texas Parents of Blind Children, President

 

Most books on blind people have an undertone of sympathy.  You get the feeling that the underlying message is, “Isn’t it wonderful and miraculous that this poor, pitiful blind person actually made something out of himself?”  That is not the case with The Blind Painter: Esref Armagan’s Story by Rachelle Burk. Burk never dwells on the fact that Armagan is blind.  She instead focuses on the methods by which he learned to paint things that he had never seen.  I found it fascinating how Armagan learned forms, colors, and perspective using touch rather than sight.  I was also amazed at Burk’s description of how an MRI showed that the part of his brain associated with vision became active when he drew pictures.  Burk concludes, “This indicated that, without vision, the brain can ‘rewire’ itself, allowing fingertips to provide the same information to the brain that our eyes do.”  The book is uplifting and inspiring, but it’s not just “feel-good” fluff.  Its educational and scientific details give it depth.

 

I think this book will be beneficial to both blind and sighted children.  It describes a successful adult role model who happens to be blind.  It does not make Armagan appear “super-human.”  Instead, it portrays him as a passionate, dedicated man who became successful through perseverance and hard work.  I believe that all children could use this kind of role model, and the book is presented in an interesting and enjoyable way, which means that children will actually read it.  I think that the book will also be beneficial to blind students and art teachers who have blind students in their classes, because it gives detailed information about how Armagan learned to paint. It describes how visual art can be produced by a talented person who does not have sight. 

 

The book is interesting and well-written, and it fills a niche that is much needed – biographies of people with disabilities which are both educational and enjoyable, and which do not focus on the disability itself.  It supports our belief that our kids can do anything and that we can make a difference in the future of all blind children by providing information, training, and blind adult role models.

 

The National Organization of Parents of Blind Children is a national, nonprofit membership organization of parents and friends of blind children reaching out to each other to give vital support, encouragement, and information. It has over 3,000 members in all 50 states and divisions or parent contacts in about 30 states plus Puerto Rico. Its mission is to ensure the best possible future for blind youth by promoting blindness skills, fostering self-esteem, and utilizing blind adult role models to build a solid foundation for a productive life with the maximum independence.  NOPBC is a division of the National Federation of the Blind, the largest and most influential organization of blind people in the world. Ms. Weber is also the parent of a blind child.
