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6 Unpublished Op-Ed Letter to the New York Times submitted 

September 26, 2005 

Art and Survival in the Shadow of Two Hurricanes 

by James Haywood Rolling, Jr. 

I am looking across my desk at a recent issue of TIME magazine that I 

squirreled away because it featured an article by economist Jeffrey D. Sachs 

that presents the argument that our generation can end poverty in the world 

by the year 2025, if we chose to do so. At the time, it was worth saving for two 

reasons. The more trivial reason was that I had been his daughter's art teacher 

for the past two years at The School at Columbia University. More importantly, 

the article indirectly challenged my estimation of the value of my profession. 

How does what I do as an art educator count in the face of people starving to 

death? How does it help if I offer a paintbrush and a crayon to hands seeking 

grain and potable water? 

I have also been looking at the television, for the past month it seems, 

and I have been similarly confronted by the images of my neighbors in the 

South, battered and displaced by two successive and massive hurricanes. These 

are Americans I am familiar with, although I was raised in the Northeast. I 

grew up in Crown Heights, Brooklyn and although my family was not the 

poorest of the poor, I was close enough to poverty's cavernous echoes to know 

this: poverty lingers. It changes the way you think, your expectations. It tears 

down the prospects of families for generations on end. Poverty is a pattern for 

living that is not erased just because civil rights laws are passed, or because 

those who do not live in daily proximity to poverty present themselves as 

more tolerant of difference, or because there are vast sums of money to be 

made in sports or entertainment. 

The patterns of poverty are accumulative, just as are the patterns of 

extreme wealth. In the U.S.A., poverty and wealth perpetuate one another. 

Irrespective of the generosity of a few philanthropists, or the ingenuity of a 

few new-money entrepreneurs, the larger private sector free market systems 

that invest money, trade money, transfer money, and provide dividends on 

money, do not seek to address generational financial inequities for those who 
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have been left struggling to make ends meet. Apparently, no one has to pay 

for the creation of poverty in America. The fact that the forebears of America's 

impoverished citizenry were typically held out of reach of, or systematically 

denied, opportunity to accumulate significant wealth, or access to an education 

of life-changing consequence, still fails to sway the hearts of those who manage 

or legislate this nation's capital to attempt any systematic reparations. It is 

comical that some of those same compassionate hearts, as exemplified by our 

own president, are now apparently disconsolate over their rediscovery of 

poverty as it was flushed out before the cameras of the news media, wandering 

out there in the flooded streets, survivors of public shelters gone awry, awaiting 

busses to move them across state lines to new wards for the newly homeless. 

I am a first-generation college graduate who has emerged from the 

poverty that lingers in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. But I am also an artist and a 

teacher, which doubles the likelihood that when my bank account is tallied up 

at the end of the day, I will never be counted as wealthy. Yet, in times like 

these, folks like me just want what they do everyday to count for something 

that makes other lives better. 

There is no art in suffering. But perhaps there is art to be made in the 

redemption of lives that we as a nation now have the opportunity to make 

better. Perhaps the stories of emergence from the darkness of the Louisiana 

Superdome and New Orleans Convention Center can best be told with the 

healing touch of a crayon and paintbrush put to paper. Perhaps such art can 

contribute to the building of a culture of reconciliation in place of the shattering 

and revelation brought on by two hurricanes. 

7 Art educator Rita Irwin describes the artist/ researcher / teacher 

as "living their practices, representing their understandings, and 

questioning their positions as they integrate knowing, doing, and 

making through aesthetic experiences that convey meaning rather than 

facts" (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004, p 31). I have tried to do so in this 

writing. 
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