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Jim Lommasson

òExit Wounds -- Combat Trauma and the Trials of Homecomingóʏ
By Julie Sullivanʏ
Oregonianʏ
Thursday October 16, 2008

The real shock of Jim LommassonӚs new exhibit òExit Woundsó is not just his lonesome portraits of Iraq and 
Afghanistan veterans, but the 1,500 photos by veterans that accompany them.

The images, captured by digital cameras and carried home on laptops, unroll the current wars in all their complex 
cinematic breadth: Santa seated in a desert ÿ ak jacket. A burned, dismembered leg. Children peering into the lens, as 
if to say, òWho are you?ó

òWho are you?ó

òThis project really is about the veterans telling the public their stories,ó Lommasson says of his new show at the New 
American Art Union.

Like many Oregonians, most of what the critically acclaimed photographer knew about the wars two years ago was 
the daily casualty report, personal tragedies presented as impersonally as a box score. But on long walks through 
North Portland with his 85-year-old dad, Lommasson started thinking deeply of the men and women þ ghting.

His father was wounded and won the Bronze Star in the Battle of the Bulge. But only on those walks did the senior 
Lommasson begin to talk fully about his war, sharing experiences with his son heӚd never told anyone. Lommasson, a 
photographer and oral historian, wrote that it became clear his dad had òdone his best to spare me and everyone else 
the reality of war.ó Leah Nash/Special to The OregonianóItӚs really about the veterans telling the public their story.ó 
Soon Lommasson was going to veteransӚ gatherings, standing at the VFW or American Legion and state task force 
meetings to þ nd men and women who served in Iraq and Afghanistan.

òSixty years,ó he says, òis way too long to keep a secret.ó

Lommasson said he didnӚt want to construct a political statement for or against the current wars. He wanted to listen 
to veterans from the Paciþ c Northwest who served. And so, veterans began to sit down with him. Some are loving 
parents; bright, ambitious students; or impassioned veteran advocates, despite their own wounds.

òIӚm helping a soldier out now, which helps me heal, too,ó says one man. òI got 30 seconds of my dream; IӚd give my 
other leg to live it again.ó

Others are drifting and damaged.

òI self-medicated, I drank, I got arrested þ ve times ... DUIs.ó

Lommasson originally had intended to make portraits of only the veterans, but subjects kept passing along their own 
captivating photos. He was so affected, he decided to include the images. He didnӚt want them to be incidental, so 
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continued:

he displays his portraits cut into the same 4-by-6 snapshot as the photos. What results is a procession of faces and 
places that raise more questions, like:

òIf you knew you could die driving down this road today, what would you photograph?ó

òWho should be a soldier?ó

òWho can come back from that experience?ó

Lommasson concludes that òthe cost of war isnӚt just sending people now. ItӚs the rest of their lives.ó

A catalog of words and photos accompanies the show, with proceeds to beneþ t veterans and Iraqi children. 
Lommasson considers this his þ rst report to the community on a book-length project.

He also invites soldiers and vets to add photos and words to the walls. He sees the exhibit as something that could 
travel or be staged in other spaces in other cities, an exhibit that is illuminating -- and therapeutic.

òWe donӚt want handouts or special treatment. All we want is for people to understand us, to give us the respect we 
deserve. It was really hard for me to write this, to remember all this stuff. Thank you to all who I served with. There 
will be none that can take your place.ó

Lords of the Ring
by Victoria Blakeʏ
The Oregonianʏ
March 11 2005

The image Portland photographer Jim Lommasson chose for the cover of his forthcoming photography book òShadow 
Boxersó shows a man reÿ ected in a sweat-and-spit-stained mirror, his shoulders rounded and biceps curled in the 
recognizably taut stance of a boxer. Behind him stretch the horizontal lines of the ropes of an empty boxing ring.

This photo, one of about 30 hanging at LommassonӚs New American Art Union show called òAmerican Fight Clubs,ó 
deþ nes the look and feel of his 9-year photo-documentary project inside American boxing gyms. Gritty, grimy and 
gorgeous, LommassonӚs images move beyond the easy, one-sided spectacle of boxing as a blood sport and toward a 
multifaceted depiction of the boxing gym as a unique and beloved American institution. Visceral and quietly dramatic, 
the photos are more like documentary -- a lively cross-breed of art and journalism -- than þ ne art.

What the jukebox was to Robert Frank, who traveled America in the 1950s photographing and codifying American 
culture and life, the heavy bag and spit bucket is to Lommasson, who photographed the efÿ uvia and detritus of more 
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continued:

than 100 gyms. Coast to coast and up to Canada, boxing gyms are places of peeling stucco, naked light bulbs and dirty 
mirrors, his images tell us. But they are also places of contradiction, where boxers tape their hands with the delicacy a 
ballerina uses to tape her feet, and where gum-ball machines coexist with broken noses.

During the years he spent on the project, Lommasson traveled to boxing gyms in 30 cities. His journey took him into 
the living room of boxing legend Muhammad Ali (who, Lommasson said, entertained him with magic tricks) and down 
the alleyways of AmericaӚs most rough and tumble ZIP codes. Lommasson, a spry 54-year-old who looks more like a 
cruise-line passenger than a boxer, and his writing partner, Katherine Dunn, won the prestigious Dorothea Lange-Paul 
Taylor Prize in 2004 for their work. They also won $10,000 in prize money.

Taken as a whole, LommassonӚs pictures tell a complete story, and he has done an admirable job of editing and 
organizing what must have been a trailer-truck full of þ lm. Images show serious and jaunty young boys staring from 
the frame, alongside images of boys hunched in gym spectator seats, their legs too short to reach the ground. In some 
images, old-time trainers look on as young boxers with enviable muscles spar. Nearly everybody in the photos stands 
a little apart from one another, just out of reach of a left hook.

The photos are black-and-white and color, depending on what the particular image required, Lommasson said. Some 
of the prints are grainy, dated already, while others have the brilliance and clarity of stained-glass windows. Because 
of this, the Union show comes off as a little fragmented, its total authority diluted just a smidgen by the variance of 
approach.

But this could hardly be called an artistic weakness. If anything, it shows LommassonӚs remarkably versatile talent. 
There are a couple wow images. One -- the combination of a boxing mural on the wall and a boxer with a ÿ ying 
þ st rendered fuzzy by low light -- connects the artistic and theatrical side of the sport as seen in the mural with the 
movement and blurred energy of the action of the punch.

LommassonӚs best images make some reference to the power behind the punch, setting a diagonal line -- a dipping 
boxer, a recently punched bag -- against the pure verticals of the heavy bags and the horizontals of the ropes. The effect 
is simple and strong, endowing the diagonal with knuckle-crushing consequence of þ st against leather or ÿ esh.

And then thereӚs LommassonӚs other images, the almost tender, classical view. In one, a black-and-white close-up of 
a manӚs face partially obscured by boxing gloves, the sweat gathers on his forehead and nose tip. This image is more 
than a portrait of an individual; it is an exploration of a whole category of physical exertion, a close look at sweat glands 
and skin.

It might have been easier to go after the bright lights and big rings, but Lommasson works on a more nuanced level. 
His photos pull back the curtain on the gritty, grimy and ultimately elegant world of boxing, managing not to get sucker-
punched by the spectacle of the sport along the way.
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Exit Wounds, 2008

During The Battle of the Bulge, the bloodiest battle that U.S. forces experienced in World War II, a young American 
soldier stationed with his combat battalion in France, tired of sleeping in wet and muddy foxholes next to the corpses 
of his friends and eating army rations, determined he required a vacation. He left his regiment without orders or 
permission, and hiked into German occupied Nancy, France, where he rested and even swam in the public pool. A 
sign said (in German), OFFICERS ONLY. 

Two weeks later, the weary Battle of the Bulge survivor walked back through enemy territory to resume his position 
on the front lines. The soldier had been awarded three purple hearts and a bronze star, but his acts of courage did 
not sway his superiors from arresting the AWOL soldier and after serving in combat for the remainder of the war, 
was later court marshaled.

Today, more than sixty years later, this soldier ðmy fatherðonly now has started sharing these intimate, painful 
wartime experiences, as we go for walks around our North Portland  neighborhood where we lived most of our lives. 
The walks are long even though the distances are short. His walker rattles and his feet barely clear the cracks in the 
sidewalk as we amble along. His memory ebbs and ÿ ows, as past blurs with present, and the stories come alive. 

As I was growing up, in the ә50s and ә60s, the stories he told were more general, and agreed with the choppy 
newsreels and movies I was raised on. His stories seemed to support the nobility of serving your country as a soldier 
and that it was right to þ ght in a war. 

When I approached eighteen in 1968, an d the Viet Nam War was raging, my dad was dead set against sending me 
to war. He said, òThe one thing that I learned from volunteering into the Army was, never volunteer for anything.ó I 
got enough subtle messages over the years that maybe war wasnӚt all it was cracked up to be.

ItӚs clear to me now the man who gave me everything he was capable of, did his best to spare me and everyone else, 
the reality of war. After the war ended, his generation was told to òman-up,ó buy a house and pretend that nothing 
happened. Despite all that had happened, and the pain he was withholding, he was and still is a loving, generous 
father. The war has always been with him privately, but now he is beginning to talk about what really happened at 
the Battle of the Bulge as we walk, as it fades into his fog of war. ItӚs a bit late.

Many of the details of my fatherӚs experience may ultimately be lost with him.

My fatherӚs revelations gave me an idea about doing a soldiersӚ oral history of the current war in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
I felt that soldiers need to tell their stories and we need to hear them. The soldiers that I have been interviewing 
and photographing have been generous with their stories and intimate feelings. They have taught me what it is to 
descend into hell and then try to þ nd their way home. The details of my fatherӚs experience may ultimately be lost 
with him but as I chronicle the lives of todayӚs young soldiers, their story is his storyéI hope they can þ nd their way 
out of the fog. I think that sixty years is way too long to keep a secret.




