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Shadows Bright As Glass: The
Remarkable Story Of One Man's
Journey From Brain Trauma To
Artistic Triumph

On a sunny fall afternoon in 1988, Jon Sarkin was playing golf when, without a whisper of warning,
his life changed forever. As he bent down to pick up his golf ball, something strange and massive
happened inside his head; part of his brain seemed to unhinge, to split apart and float away. For an
utterly inexplicable reason, a tiny blood vessel, thin as a thread, deep inside the folds of his gray
matter had suddenly shifted ever so slightly, rubbing up against his acoustic nerve. Any noise now
caused him excruciating pain. After months of seeking treatment to no avail, in desperation Sarkin
resorted to radical deep-brain surgery, which seemed to go well until during recovery his brain
began to bleed and he suffered a major stroke. When he awoke, he was a different man. Before the
stroke, he was a calm, disciplined chiropractor, a happily married husband and father of a newborn
son. Now he was transformed into a volatile and wildly exuberant obsessive, seized by a manic
desire to create art, devoting virtually all his waking hours to furiously drawing, painting, and writing
poems and letters to himself, strangely detached from his wife and child, and unable to return to his
normal working life. His sense of self had been shattered, his intellect intact but his way of being
drastically altered. His art became a relentless quest for the right words and pictures to unlock the
secrets of how to live this strange new life. And what was even stranger was that he remembered
his former self. In a beautifully crafted narrative, award-winning journalist and Pulitzer Prize finalist
Amy Ellis Nutt interweaves Sarkinâ€™s remarkable story with a fascinating tour of the history of and
latest findings in neuroscience and evolution that illuminate how the brain produces, from its web of
billions of neurons and chaos of liquid electrical pulses, the richness of human experience that
makes us who we are. Nutt brings vividly to life pivotal moments of discovery in neuroscience, from
the shocking â€œrebirthâ€• of a young girl hanged in 1650 to the first autopsy of an autistic
savantâ€™s brain, and the extraordinary true stories of people whose personalities and cognitive
abilities were dramatically altered by brain trauma, often in shocking ways. Probing recent
revelations about the workings of creativity in the brain and the role of art in the evolution of human
intelligence, she reveals how Jon Sarkinâ€™s obsessive need to create mirrors the earliest function
of art in the brain. Introducing major findings about how our sense of self transcends the bounds of
our own bodies, she explores how it is that the brain generates an individual â€œselfâ€• and how, if
damage to our brains can so alter who we are, we can nonetheless be said to have a soul. For Jon
Sarkin, with his personality and sense of self permanently altered, making art became his bridge
back to life, a means of reassembling from the shards of his former self a new man who could rejoin
his family and fashion a viable life. He is now an acclaimed artist who exhibits at some of the
countryâ€™s most prestigious venues, as well as a devoted husband to his wife, Kim, and father to

their three children. At once wrenching and inspiring, this is a story of the remarkable human
capacity to overcome the most daunting obstacles and of the extraordinary workings of the human
mind.
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Shadows Bright as Glass is both a riveting story of Jon Sarkin's reinvention of himself after a stroke
during brain surgery and an interesting overview of neuroscience studies and advances. The author
also provides valuable insights into the impact of such an injury on the family and how they must
come to terms with their loved one's new identity. The book demonstrates how amazing and often
resilient organ the brain is. It also raises valuable questions about where identity comes from and at
the same time points out how little we really know about the brain. I had a hard time putting the book
down.

I saw an episode on "Ingenious Minds" about Jon Sarkin and was interested to learn more. It's a
very interesting story. From people like Jon who are willing to be studied and make their stories
public, doctors and researchers learn more and more about how the brain works and what happens
after injury. What Jon and his family have been through is very difficult. The TV show emphasized
more the aspect of "isn't it interesting how he makes art constantly now" as if his brain injury caused
him to become an artist. The truth is that Jon uses art compulsively to deal with his emotions, also,

he had an interest in art before the injury, it didn't just magically happen. He has become a novelty
because of the injury. The video he made with Guster is wonderful. I'm sorry for all Jon and his
family went through, and I'm happy for him that under the circumstances he is at least having
success with his art.

I gave up on this book about a third through. The subject matter was interesting. However, Ms Nutt
clearly neglected to check out her conceptualization of anatomy and physiology. I found her
mistakes annoying, and it ruined what might have been a good read.

Details on the science around the brain are interesting but I was looking for a fun read with more of
a story than educational piece.
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