
 
PORTRAITS          by Fay Chiang 
 
Brush laden with black paint strikes the primed white cardboard surface. I trace the outline of a 
face. 
 
The eyes speak: steadiness, sadness, a lively sense of mischief, humor, openness. 
 
I discover their age by the way skin falls across muscle, bone, nerves; shadows beneath the eyes, 
furrows on forehead or crinkles at the corners of the eyes. I see tension in the jaw, attitude in the 
tilt of the head or a grin ready to break into a smile. 
 
These are portraits of young and old—the majority people of color, poor—killed by the police.  I 
paint several of these each year for the October 22nd Coalition Against Police Brutality’s march 
and rally, where parents, family members and friends bear witness for loved ones whose lives 
have been stolen. Portraits name the individual and the dates of when they were killed. 
 
The anger and sadness I feel as I paint these faces cannot be measured against the grief and 
strength of the families who speak out against the violence wrought upon their own, as though 
they were animals hunted down by predators. 
 
People’s lives—especially our young—whose lives are cut short because of the color of their 
skin and class; schools and educational systems that failed them; living with a hunger of stomach 
and spirit. People killed by being at the wrong place, at the wrong time:  Amidou, Nicholas, 
Malcolm, Silverio, David, Jose, Ryo, Iman, Fermin, Timur, Jayson, Sean. Mohamad, Ayana, 
Shantal, Oscar, Anthony, Alberta, Dante, Ramarley, Kyam, Kimani, Briana, Michael, Eric, Akai 
and too many more. 
 
Questions:  Why does Homeland Security have the means to hunt down alleged terrorists, but 
cannot determine how drugs are trafficked and mainlined into the arteries shooting straight into 
our country’s poorest neighborhoods to keep the young doped up, shot up, dead or if alive 
headed straight into that corporate pipeline to prisons built at rates faster than schools—schools 
where they would learn enough about the world and their place in it so they would question why 
things are the way are, where they would gain the skills to challenge social injustices and to want 
and to work fiercely for social change? 
 
Why are poor young men and women driven into law enforcement or the army risking their own 
lives; trained not to see that on the other end of the gun is another human being? 
 
Why are the leaders, generals and policymakers not standing at the frontlines of battle 
themselves or using their own children and grandchildren as cannon fodder and chess pieces in 
games of war for their own gain? 
 
Why? Why? Why? 


