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Q & A With George Nowak

his month’s Q & A is with
I George Nowak. George is an

accomplished artist and art
teacher. He lives in New Britain and
is the father of two college age daugh-
ters. Despite his ongoing struggle with
MS, George continues to care for his
father, who suffers from Alzheimer’s
Disease

Q: When were you first diagnosed
with MS and how did you react?
A: | was diagnosed in January 1991.
| was experiencing severe pain in my
feet and, after visiting my regular
doctor, he immediately sent me to a
neurologist . . . who immediately
sent me foran MRI .. . and | was
immediately diagnosed with MS. It
all happened within the space of
an hour and a half. It was unnerv-
ing. | thought that | might have
some sort of cancer. So, silly me,
when the doctor told me that it
was MS, | was in a sense relieved.

Initially, I was hit pretty severely. |
was in a wheelchair for months.
Plus, | had optic neuritis in my left
eye and it made me dizzy. | could-
n’'t allow myself to wallow in self-
pity. | kept on painting and draw-
ing and | worked myself into a bet-
ter emotional state. After a few
months, | got myself out of the
wheelchair.

Art gave me a clear perspective on
where | wanted to go. It was a god-
send because it gave me a clear
direction as to what | had to do,
no matter what. If the day comes
when | can’t paint, that will be
rough — but then I'll find some
other road, some other alternative.

Q: What are your symptoms now?
A: The foot pain has never gone
away and | use a cane. | have some
mental disorientation and some
loss of mental coherence. | get very
exhausted in the middle of the day,
so I've learned to pace myself. I also
have optic neuritis. I've lost half my
vision in the left eye, and that’s bad
for an artist. | find myself struggling
with my right eye and squinting a
lot. On the other hand, it gives you
a better focus on what you do have
left and you really get to see things
much more clearly.

Q: Tell us about your career as
an artist.

A: 1 worked at the New Britain
Herald doing three drawings a week.
| received numerous awards from
AP (Associated Press) and UPI
(United Press International). After

15 years, | left and went to the
Courant. | was there for three years
when | had my first experience with
MS. Eventually, | had to leave the
Courant.

While | was at the Herald, | taught
art to the gifted and talented at New
Britain High School for two hours a
week for nine years. When | left the
Courant, | went back to teaching at
the high school, which I did until
last year when the program was cut.

| also teach art at the senior center
in New Britain and tutor children of
all ages in art. I love to take kids and
teach them technique. Schools seem
to stress originality and they don’t
teach technique — but | believe that
until you've learned technique,

originality is useless. | love teaching.
| don't think there’s anything as
Important. Leaving someone with
the knowledge of how to paint is
how I will live forever. That's my
eternity.

| also do a lot of portraits now and |
belong to a few art leagues. |
generally win a number of awards
each year. For the last three years,
I've been having work on display at
the New Britain museum and I've
placed in their show every year. My
goal is to have a one-man show. But
| don't paint to become famous or
make a lot of money. Art is its own
reward.

Q: Can you name something
positive that has resulted from
your having MS?

A: Everyone gets up every day and
struggles to achieve whatever it is
that they want — when you have
MS, you learn not only to struggle
to achieve, but also to overcome.
We artists are a spoiled lot — we
think that the hardest things to

overcome are creative and visual
blocks. But the physical struggle of
MS adds another dimension to
overcome that most people can’t
appreciate. | may have the desire to
paint all day, but my muscles may
get tired and my hands won't do
what my brain tells them to do.
My vision is best in the early
hours, so sometimes | get up at
4:30 am to paint. When you have
MS, you learn to overcome.

Q: What kind of support system
do you have?

A: | have two daughters that I'm
very close with. Erin is 21 and a
business major at the University of
Hartford. Sara is almost 19 and
studying journalism at Marymount.
| also belong to a MS Society
monthly support group in
Farmington. | joined it about a year
after | was diagnosed and I've been
leading it now for about a year. |
like the interaction between
members. We discuss everything
from how we feel to the latest
medication.

Q: What words of advice or
inspiration do you have for
others who may be struggling
with MS?

A: Don't give up and don’t dwell
on the negative. Whatever it takes,
keep on struggling. It's a good
fight. The best thing to do is to
find one other thing that you can
have such as a hobby. Everyone
should try to find something that
will take the focus off your MS and
give you a reason to live and
overcome your problem. Anyone
who has a handicap has to focus
on more important things in life.
For me, art is more important than
MS. That'’s the key.

Color pictures by George Nowak,
may be viewed on eur-website at
WWW.Cctnmss.org.
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