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Alert II
Awareness Month is a chance for museums, libraries, schools, and other community institutions – even individuals – to showcase the work they are doing to promote art education for people who are blind or visually impaired. The 206 organizations celebrating this year’s Awareness Month are posted on our Web site at http://www.artbeyondsight.org/change/aw-participants.shtml. Their public activities for people with vision loss and other disabilities are found on the site’s Awareness Month Calendar: http://www.artbeyondsight.org/change/aw-calendar.shtml. (Please note: You can access the Awareness Month Calendar of Events directly from the Web site’s home page by clicking on “calendar” in the bottom guide bar.)

SAVE-A-DATE: Monday, October 19

Art Education for the Blind’s Annual Telephone Conference Crash Course will be held from 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. (Eastern Daylight Time) on Monday, October 19. Kareem Dale, Special Assistant to the President for Disability Policy, will join Elisabeth Axel, founder and President of Art Education for the Blind, to open the course at 9 a.m. Experts will look, among other topics, into inclusiveness and accessibility policy in museums, evaluation tools for accessibility programs and visitors studies, and the re-representation of disabilities in museums and galleries. For the full schedule and list of speakers, go to: http://www.artbeyondsight.org/change/aw-crashcourse.shtml
News from the Schools and elsewhere
Western  Pennsylvania School for Blind Children: Carol Kreiser, Art Teacher.

For the past few years, Carol Kreiser has made sure her students have had the opportunity to enjoy the rich experience of visiting Pittsburgh’s museums: Carnegie Museum, the Andy Warhol Museum, the Pittsburgh Children’s Museum. Give her an idea for an art project, and there will be a museum to include in helping her students carry it out. One year, after visiting the Andy Warhol Museum, they did screen printings. The museum staff also came to the school and worked with students who could not visit the museum. To top off the experience, the Pennsylvania School for the Blind had a huge Warhol party which was attended by students, staff and guests from the museum, all dressed in Sixties's attire. There was also a garden installation that students created with two local artists Bob Qualters and Tavia LaFolette at the Mattress Factory - a Pittsburgh gallery/museum. And because there’s no need to stop, this year they will be making banners using different textures as braille dots to send to eight different places. All of her students from preschool to students who will graduate in 2010 will work on the banners (see below picture of the banner send to the Art Education for the Blind staff)
Envision, Wichita, KS: Bonnie Cochran
To celebrate last year Awareness Month, the Envision Kids Club created and displayed plate projects (see pictures below) at City Arts located at 334 N. Mead, in Old Town, Kansas. This exhibit made quite an impression on the Director of City Arts, John D’Angelo, who commented it was by far the best put-together children’s exhibit they have hosted in quite some time. 
Photography Initiatives
You might have come across articles, blogs or Websites about the Sight Unseen exhibition at the California Museum of Photography, which was on view through August 29th, 2009. The BBC, NPR, Los Angeles and New York Times among others covered the event. It’s been qualified of ‘astounding’ with ‘The images are bold, fresh, honest, powerful and gritty’. The exhibition assembled 87 works by 11 artists and one collective, New York's Seeing With Photography Collective. The artists are all visually impaired or blind, which often puzzled people: how can they do it? Why do they do it if they cannot see the results? We interview Douglas McCulloh, who curated the exhibition to answer some of these questions: 
AEB: When I talk to friends about people who are blind taking pictures, they often ask me, how can they do it if they don’t see?
Douglas McCulloh: First, the blind photographers in the "Sight Unseen" exhibition are fiercely determined people. They do not quit and are very ingenious. Many have created custom equipment—a modified light meter that hums, for example; the precise tone indicates the light level. Or distance points filed into the focus rail of a 4x5 camera allowing precise focus by feel, or Braille tags on a lens signaling f-stops. And naturally, new digital and autofocus technologies are a great help.
Second, any photographer will tell you that the path to great images is not your camera or your eyes, but your mind. Sight is not required to make photographs. Indeed, our society's fog of pictorial pollution can be a hindrance to true perception. "I'm a very visual person; says artist Pete Eckert, "I just can't see." Many of these artists construct private, internal galleries of images. Then they use cameras to bring their inner visions into the world of the sighted. Their images are elaborately realized visualizations first, photographs second.  For these artists, photography is the process of creating physical manifestations of images that already exist as pure idea. It's a remarkably lucid and unalloyed form of photography. Photographer Evgen Bavcar, in fact, apologizes to sighted viewers that they must make do with reproductions because they cannot visit the private gallery in his mind to see the originals. 
Finally, beneath all of this lies a core question. “The matter isn’t how a blind person takes photographs,” writes Evgen Bavcar, “but rather why he would want images.” The simple answer is a basic human need for images. “What I mean by the desire for images is that when we imagine things, we exist,” says Bavcar. “I can’t belong to this world if I can’t imagine it in my own way. When a blind person says ‘I imagine,’ it means he, too, has an inner representation of external realities.”
AEB: You are a photographer yourself, how can you relate your own artistic perspective? How does their perspective impact your work?
Douglas McCulloh: I have been vastly influenced and challenged by this work. The work systematically questions every dogma of photography. Marcel Duchamp wrote of “non-retinal art,” an art of the mind, of concept, of chance. These artists are engaged in non-retinal photography. The results are pure, unfiltered, and inherently conceptual. They operate beyond the logic of composition or the tyranny of the decisive moment. Looking at the work in "Sight Unseen" and getting to know the artists who make it has created new freedom in my thought and work. I've come to think that I've been afflicted by the disability of sight. I've decided sight is so pervasive and powerful that it makes us unaware of our own blindness. I've concluded that sight itself abets blindness. We see, and this is so strong that we think we understand. Our minds become an internal Groucho Marx: “Who are you going to believe, me or your own two eyes?” Ultimately, of course, this exhibition poses a very challenging central question: What is the difference between mere outward sight and inner vision?
AEB: Have you developed materials for visitors who are blind to enjoy the photographs, such as tactile diagrams, etc.?
Douglas McCulloh: The "Sight Unseen" exhibition contains multiple layers of interpretive material for blind visitors—tactile diagrams, comprehensive audio, full Braille texts, and special instruction to museum staff.  The development of these accessibility avenues was not an exhibition afterthought, but was created in parallel with the curating of the show. 
First, a number of the artists make accessibility central to their work. They do so not simply for the sake of accessibility, but also to make a political statement. Gerardo Nigenda from Oaxaca, Mexico, punches Braille right into the surface of his black and white images. The result is not only gorgeous and smart, but allows visitors to literally "read" the images. Rosita McKenzie from Edinburgh, Scotland, works with collaborator Camilla Adams to create an identically sized "tactile drawing" of each of her images. McKenzie shows photos and tactile drawing as pairs. Visitors are encouraged to touch.
Second, the museum created an audio version of the exhibition. It is comprehensive. The didactic text, exhibition essays, and artist biographies are all available as audio, and there is also an audio description of every single photograph.  This audio is available to museum visitors on any cell phone through "Guide-by-Cell" technology.  Simply connect by phone and punch in the posted number. Spare phones are even available for the scant few without one. The comprehensive audio is also a key part of the online exhibition. When one views an online image or clicks on an artist biography or show essay, under-the-hood code automatically triggers the playing of the audio. 
Third, the museum created comprehensive Braille guides to the exhibition. These bound volumes include all of the didactic text, exhibition essays, and artist biographies. They also serve as an entry point to the audio descriptions of the individual photographs, providing in Braille the "Guide-by-Cell” phone number and individual guide numbers for every photograph by every artist. 
Finally, museum staff were instructed to take special care to welcome and to assist blind or visually impaired visitors, to answer questions, offer guidance or description, and to provide straightforward help if required. I am not a disability expert, simply a photographer and curator. Advice and guidance on these issues came from multiple sources, notably from Christine Leahey in Los Angeles and from the staff of the Getty Museum. It is gratifying to have received many messages from blind or visually impaired visitors stating that "Sight Unseen" is the most exhaustively accessible museum exhibit they have ever experienced.

If you are interested in learning more about related initiatives, check:
- Ojos Que Sienten, http://www.ojosquesienten.org/
- Seeing With Photography Collective, http://www.seeingwithphotography.com/swpc_home.html
- Center for The Blind in Israel, http://www.bangkokpost.com/entertainment/art/21573/real-eye-openers
- The Blind Photographers, http://blog.blindphotographers.org/
Don’t forget

· Display this year’s Art Beyond Sight Awareness Month poster and give brochures to the public (insert a sheet re your own programs). If you’re out of brochures and need another batch, contact Marie at: aeb@artbeyondsight.org  

· If you know of organizations that should be a part of this international initiative, please send contact information to aeb@artbeyondsight.org and we will get in touch with them next year.

spread the word to everyone in your community!  FORWARD THIS EMAIL to friends and colleagues!















