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he two people whose real-
Tl.ﬁ- BLOrY imipl:n’:r] At

First Sight,” the now
romantic drama thal opens
tomorrow, were excited about
flying from Georgia te Los
Angeles to apttend the pre-
mieré — even though the
movie is dramatieally difTer-
ent from their own story

“We really liked it =said
Barharn Jennimgs, who lives
with her husband, Shirl, in
Conyers, Ga., about 40 min-
utes from Atlanta. The two
are portrayed in the movie by
Val Kilmer and Mira Sorvino,

For Shirl and Barbara, the
hoopla of & movie premiere is
small potatoes compared with
the life-changing events they
faced in the iall of 1991, right
before their marnage. Shirl,
whio had spent most of his life
in blindness, underwent an
operation and could finally
see,

“One thinks it will be a
reat gift to give sight or
caring or o new sense bo
someone. But it's certainly a
tremendous challenge and a
aort of terror,” explaimed
Ofiver Backs, the neurologst
and writer whose account of
Shirl Jonnings' experience
was the source material for
“At First Sight.”

Liberties were taken with the
Jennings story. In the movie,
Virggil (Kilmer) is completely
blind, while Shirl always had a
vory minimal ability to sense
light or motion — the same as
when a sighted person closes hia
eves and still is vaguely aware of
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a hand passing in front of his
face, Also, Shirl's passion for
bageball has been awitched to
hill.']'i.l,':\'.

And while Hollywood usually
prefera happy endings, "At First
Sight™ follows a sweetly tragic

Shirl Jennings, the
real-fife couple
porirayed in the
movie, got to meet
Sorvino whila in
Los Angeles
recantly lor the

arc that 15 less complex and pos-
itive than the true condition of
Shirl and his l:_v:-uu:hl'..

Theas differences don't séem to
bother Shirl and Barbara, who
have only positive things to say
uhnul ||‘.|l," T e, Hoth were
excibind about mesting the stara
who portrayed them in the
e,

“That Mira really is sweet,”
drawls Shirl. “And 1 really liked
the scene where they first toak
off Val Kilmer's bandages after
the operation.” (F eourse, only
Shirl ean know the strangeness
and terror of that first moment
when he could see, something
the movie tries to hint ot with
lurid eamera effects and Kilmer's
confused, seared reacton.

Said Sacks, who was portraved
11_1.- Hobhin Willipms i the 1988
movie “Awakenings™: “It's cer-
tainly & tremendous challenge
and o sort of terror Some of the
Awankemings' patients weren't
terribly  pleased about being
awakened, and there’s cerainly
an analogy to what heppened
here”

Only a handful of cases exist in
which someone who hasnt seen
for most of his life is given some
gight, and most of them — as
detailed in Sacks’ case study —
end very poorly, with the person
unable or unwilling to adapt

The Jenningses, as wall as
Sacks, Feel the movie eaptures



e

the tension and conflicting moti-
vations between them and other
family members. Remarkably,
Bhirl's family at first simply
refusod to ba!::nw the operation
had worked. “Tt wasn't untll wa
weré driving." Barbara aaid,
“and Shirl began picking out
objects we were passing that
they finally believed he could
-

His eyesight later deteriorated
dramatically after an illness,
and thot's where Sacks’ story
onida

Bui, today, Bhirl's health is
strong, and he has oven
regained a degree of sighted-
ness. In fect, he and Barbara
atténd an art class several
times a week

*l was dumbfounded when [
gol n parcel containing paint-
ings by the man who'd been vir-
tunlly blind when I lost saw
him,” Sacks said. “The paintings
ame predominantly dots of color,
whiich | think is, to some extent,
how he spea the world. He also
seed mame clouds and alther
shapmes

“I think he's still basically a
nonvisusl person,” Sacks said,
“but there & some vision there,
though not s momentous s Lo
change his life, Butl there was
virtually nothing at one paint.”

Backs ha to include some
of Shirl's drawings in a future
edition of his book, “An
Anthropologist on Mars,” and
the Jenningses hope the movie
will boost their profile

Barbara aaid, "Wa were really
surprised” to see their names
included in the movie'a credits,
iSacks hod weed peeadonyms.)
But, later, she and Shirl
acknowledged that the studio
O SOTTIONE prrr'\nhl}' had asked
their permissicn, or mformed
them thot their names might
appear. In any case, *we think
it'll make it vasier o sell some
of Bhirl's puintings,” Barbara
Faid.

Being able to ssll the paint-
ings of & man who was virteal-
Iy blind for mwst of his life?
Remarksble as it seema, that's
oné OREaFunRILY Lo |1:|n';rr
bevomd L'Ll!'!lprl'!ll'l'.'l-ll'\ln

“Al First Sight” ix based on the book “An
Anthropologist on Mars,® by Dr. Dfiver Sacks.
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