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White
Good Evening. 

Tonight memories of the highly respected painter, who genuinely believed his art improved as his sight declined.  And the woman who’s based her new company on the frustrations of dealing with impossible websites.  

Clip
Electronic voice
It doesn’t have any headings for a start.
Electronic voice
There’s a lot of links that say read more and if you were to take those links out of context you would have no idea where they go to.
Electronic voice
I have to say I’ve rarely ever come across a completely accessible website.

White
First though – “Probably the best blind painter in Peckham”.  And that was the typically self-deprecating title which Sargy Mann used as the title of his autobiography. Sargy died earlier this month.  In his early life he’d combined painting with teaching.  Since his mid-thirties his sight had begun to deteriorate, until in 1988 he was registered blind. Undeterred, he continued to paint, and although in an interview with In Touch broadcast almost exactly 16 years ago to the day, he said he assumed he would stop painting if the sight went altogether.  In fact when this did happen 10 years ago, he still continued to produce work, based on touch, and visual memory. 

Well I’m joined by Sally Booth, herself a visually impaired artist, who’s been involved in a number of artistic collaborations and who knew Sargy Mann. 

Sally, first of all, I mean what are your memories of him because you went down to see him at quite a sort of formative time didn’t you.

Booth
Yes I did.  I was very lucky to be invited to go and visit Sargy at his house in Suffolk and probably about the time of your interview with him.  He still had a little bit of his sight left but I was able to see him working in his studio.  And to paint a picture – it’s a – his place, where he lived, was lots of barn buildings, it was sort of in the middle of nowhere almost and the studio was really light and bright and there were these large bright canvasses that we he was working on.  And I was able to watch him work and see how he went about the process of making a painting and we talked about Monet and how he carried on painting through his cataracts and afterwards.

White
And what was his methodology, I mean what kind of things did he do in order to compensate for the lack of sight?

Booth
Well he’d come up with some really ingenious methods and I’d gone there as someone who’d struggled having had cataracts, just as Sargy had, and wondering how on earth you carry on doing your work and making it look convincing.  And there was Sargy, who was using a telescope to map out the areas of the painting that he’d already done, almost like coordinates, so he could see – put the jigsaw together of what he’d painted and see that it was how he wanted it to be.

White
And this is going to sound a bit of a stupid thing to say but I mean his was a very visual kind of painting wasn’t it.

Booth
Oh absolutely, I mean Sargy’s paintings are all about colour and the sensation of seeing.  And he started off as – I think he would have described himself as a landscape artist to begin with but as his art developed it became even more sumptuous and sensual and his paintings, if you were to come across his paintings, it is like going into another world, they about memory and experience.

White
The thing I think people find it hard to understand is this idea about him painting better as he lost his sight.  This is how Sargy Mann, himself, explained it to us in an interview in April 1999.

Archive - Mann
Losing my sight to the level that it’s at now meant that I couldn’t really see other people’s paintings or books anymore, hardly.  And in a way I think that was quite good for me because I may have been rather too influenced by other painters.  And I think that possibly I’m painting better now because I’m more left to my own resources, such as they are.

White
That’s certainly a case of accentuating the positive isn’t it.  I mean what were your own impressions with your degree of eyesight of his paintings?

Booth
I think the overriding impression is this feeling of the hot colour, they’re really hot, you almost feel as if you are in the Mediterranean sunshine, they’re really sun drenched.  And quite joyful paintings and they’re sort of sizzling, the paint is highly saturated colours, really bright oranges and blues and yellows and they merge into each other and you feel you’re absolutely immersed in this scene, this memory that he has.  

White
How would you describe his influence on other visually impaired artists because there are a surprisingly large number of you aren’t there?

Booth
There are and I guess I can only speak personally.  For myself I was really impressed when I visited him about his sense of rigour, it wasn’t a case of being really slapdash about what you were putting down, he really, really cared about getting it right and being true to his own vision.  And I think also he’s a role model in a way that he found ways continually of just adapting how he worked.  So after he lost his sight he still had a cardboard tube which was the height of his wife, so that he could get her in his paintings and get it exactly right.  

White
So he used her as a sort of measuring stick in a way?

Booth
Yes you can imagine a cardboard tube, yes, with bits of Blue Tack to show where the chin would be, so he’s making life size paintings.  And so this continual – just very sort of quite humbling way of just taking whatever situation is thrown at you and think okay right I just need to change how I work now, this is just a different way of working.  And he said that going blind it – obviously it is difficult still painting but it just gives you a different set of difficulties, art is difficult anyway.

White
But even with that self-deprecation he certainly was in no doubt of his own talent, was he?  This is him again talking to us 16 years ago.

Archive - Mann
I’ve always considered that vision, and the other senses for that matter, are sort of instruments for discovering reality.  And that if you use them a lot and intelligently you get better at it.  And the curious thing is that even though I’ve got hardly any sight left I think I’m still getting better in certain respects at seeing.  And it sounds incredibly arrogant to say this but I think that there are ways in which I actually see better than people with full sight.

White
Do you think he went on thinking he was doing – painting better, even after he lost all his sight?

Booth
I think so actually and the reality of them – they are really good paintings.  We’re talking about his blindness today obviously but in whatever criteria you use they’re wonderful paintings.

White
How highly regarded was he in what you might call mainstream art circles?

Booth
He was very, very well respected, as you said at the beginning of the piece, by people in the art world.  His work has been collected by lots of famous people but I would say that his work isn’t known as well as it should be really by mainstream.

White
Who are some of these famous people who own him?

Booth
Oh I think Daniel Day Lewis was a child – he knew the family when they grew up, so he’s got paintings.  I think Steven Spielberg’s got paintings.  I mean you could name them but the real point is that they are cracking paintings and they became more daring as he went on and the accumulation of his knowledge – he sort of said that his 25 years of being able to paint and see was an apprenticeship for working when he couldn’t see later, he just carried on.

White
And probably the most successful painter in Peckham, clearly a man with a good sense of humour as well.

Booth
Yes absolutely, yes.

White
Sally Booth, thank you very much indeed.

Booth
Thank you Peter.

White
And now for a slightly more prosaic illustration of how visual impairment doesn’t exclude interest in the visual. Indeed, a number of factors, like audio description and being able to view programmes in your own time and at your own convenience, have made television viewing more accessible for people with poor sight and none. You're still though only getting a fraction of the service and that's the principle behind the concession blind people are entitled to in paying for the licence, you only have to pay half price. But the RNIB and TV Licensing are concerned that there are still people who don't know their entitlements. Claire Wotherspoon of TV licensing reminded me what was available?   

Wotherspoon
It is applicable to anybody who is registered as blind, so legally severely sight impaired and once they have this licence it applies to the whole household, so anybody who lives with that person, such as a live-in carer or their family, can also benefit from it.

White
We ought to make it clear though it doesn’t cover people who are registered partially sighted.

Wotherspoon
That’s right, so at the moment the eligibility rules are that it applies to anybody who is registered severely sight impaired, which means blind, and unfortunately anybody who’s partially sighted or sight impaired isn’t currently eligible for it.

White
What makes you think that a lot of people perhaps are missing out on this concession?

Wotherspoon
It’s not so much that we think people are missing out, it’s just we want to make sure that people who are perhaps unaware that the concession is there, potentially people who live with somebody who’s blind are also aware that they could benefit from it as well because as I say once the licence is in place it does need to be in the name of the person who is blind, it then covers the whole household and it covers any number of devices.  So if people in the household are watching or recording live TV on a laptop, a TV, a smart phone or any other device that’s also covered by it.

White
So essentially if you’re using television services you’re covered?

Wotherspoon
Yes, so the legal definition of when you need a licence is if you are watching or recording live TV and in this instance live TV means anything as it is shown on television.  So it doesn’t just include watching a live football match for example, it includes watching the latest episode of Poldark at the time that it goes out on air.

White
Now there are also concessions based on age aren’t there, which might very well include quite a lot of people with failing sight, given that sight and age are inevitably related.

Wotherspoon
Absolutely yes.  At the moment there’s also a concession for people who are aged over 75 and they are entitled to a free licence.  So as you’ve identified there’s a bit audience there, about four million people across the UK claim that concession, and some of those may also have sight problems.  So comparatively there’s around 39,000 blind concession licences in force, so it’s a much larger pot of people there.

White
Once it’s been recognised that you’re entitled to this do you then automatically get charged only the 50% or do you have to remind the system annually that you might need a concession?

Wotherspoon
No, when you first apply we ask that you send some evidence of your condition, either a note from your ophthalmologist or your local authority, just to prove your eligibility for the concession and you don’t need to do that each year and we’ll obviously note on the system that you’ve got a concession licence and when you get a reminder it’ll be for the appropriate amount, so it’s £72.75.

White
That’s the 50% - £72.75 of £145 odd.

Wotherspoon
Yep, very good.

White
One final thing, because there are households where, for example, there are married couples who are both blind, would they get it for free then?

Wotherspoon
Oh nice try.  No, I’m afraid the licence – the concession only applies to the household, so you can’t add them up unfortunately.

White
Shame.  Claire Wotherspoon.  Well it was worth a go wasn’t it?

Now though the general trend in unemployment is down, the joblessness figures amongst visually impaired people remain depressingly high - two out of three people of working age don't have work, according to the charity Action for Blind People. But could that other trend, toward self-employment, provide part of the answer?  One blind woman has decided to take the matter of finding work into her own hands.  Our reporter, Tom Walker, has been to Bangor, in Northern Ireland, to meet Lyn Holdsworth who’s in the throes of setting up a new business with three other people to advise companies on how to make their websites more accessible to blind people. Tom’s been to see her.

Holdsworth
The whole thing of walking into an office and trying to find the seat and finding the drink that they’ve put down for you and putting your laptop down without spilling the drink – all that is quite nerve wracking but you have to put on an act and just get on and do it and get the business hopefully.  

Walker
Tell me about putting on the act, I mean how easy does that come to you?

Holdsworth 
I think having done scores, maybe hundreds, of job interviews I’m a reasonably good actor, even if I’m flapping around like a swan under the surface I think I come across quite smooth and polished and ready to do business.

Actuality
First of all what would you say would be the demographic of the people who would use your website?

Well I start probably with …..

Walker
The office of Andrew Cuthbert.  Andrew used to manage Lyn when she worked for his marketing agency.  Lyn has a very important meeting with a public relations agency in Belfast early next week which could lead to paid work on their website.  Andrew is giving Lyn tips on how to pitch for the business.

Actuality
…or females, it could be just absolutely anybody over 18 could it?

Exactly yeah.

Turning to the pitch that you’ve just listened to, obviously Lyn is practising for the big day next week, how do you think she’s done?

Cuthbert
Lyn communicated very well, she engaged her audience as such, she asked the appropriate questions to make sure the person had to think about the topic.  Presentation was round about the right length and beforehand she had prepared very well, she’d looked at the website of the client and had a background in what they were trying to achieve.

Walker
Lyn is obviously a totally blind person, do you think that her perspective customers are going to be concerned by that?

Cuthbert
I think their initial reaction will be yes, to be sure I think a bit like employment that’s going to have similar problems.  I think on the flip side of that I think as soon as someone does engage and understand or understand more I think they’ll be much more open and also hopefully become advocates and evangelists for the idea of this.  I mean Lyn’s meeting with a PR company, fairly soon that’s one of the people she’s going to be pitching to and if organisations like that begin to understand it’s much more likely they can advise her clients that there is this market that needs to be addressed.

Synthetic Voice

Walker
I’m sitting with Lyn at her laptop now because I want to know exactly what type of problems she’ll be helping companies to resolve on their websites.

Synthetic Voice

Lyn has opened up an inaccessible web page.  So what’s wrong with this page Lyn?

Holdsworth
It doesn’t have any headings for a start.  The clients are exposed as images that don’t have any alternative text.

Synthetic voice
There’s a lot of links that say read more and if you were to take those links out of context you would have no idea where they go to.

Synthetic voice

Walker
How many web pages in your experience are like this?

Holdsworth
I have to say I’ve rarely if ever come across a completely accessible website.

Walker
That means, in theory, there should be plenty of work for you?

Holdsworth
Well let’s hope so.

Actuality
Good morrow. If you guys don’t mind I wouldn’t mind going through this spam filter that I’ve just set up, is that okay?

Yes certainly.

Yeah that’s good.

Walker
Every morning Lyn and her three business partners, who live in England, catch up on Skype.  Calls can last anything from 10 minutes to two hours.  Once she’d finished I asked Lyn why she’d gone down the self-employment route.  She says she’s experienced problems with finding work especially when the perspective employer realises she’s blind.

Holdsworth
I had my last interview on Skype and the guys didn’t realise that I was blind.  Then they wanted a sort of a face-to-face Skype interview with a webcam.  So they would have seen that I wasn’t kind of making eye contact so I had to tell them and suddenly they went silent.  And I thought I’m going to get more and more of this and I can’t – I can’t keep having my confidence knocked down and spend time building it up again, so I’m just going to go off on my own – get a few guys together and start a company up.

Cuthbert
My attitude to employing visually impaired people has really completely changed.  What I would say really stood out for Lyn, Lyn being a programmer, that very much set Lyn apart, so that from a technical point of view, a technical standpoint, it means that somebody’s who’s visually impaired is actually a greater asset to a company than someone who isn’t.

Holdsworth
This is a personal thing for me.  If a company makes its website accessible suddenly I can use it.  So as well as that I’ve been developing accessible websites since 1997, so it comes naturally now.

Walker
How will you measure success?

Holdsworth
I think for every 100 companies we contact if we can get 2% of those companies on board then we’re successful.

White
Lyn Holdsworth with Tom Walker in Northern Ireland.

And that’s it for today.  You can make your own comment or get more information on anything you’ve heard today by calling our actionline, that’s 0800 044 044.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’s more detail on our website, where you can also subscribe to our free download.

That’s it from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


