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Jim Lommasson Wins Dorothea Lange/Paul Taylor Prize

By Jay DeFoore - A ’

Portland, Oregon-based freelance photogra-
pher Jim Lommasson and boxing writer Kath-
erine Dunn have won the 14th annual Dorothea
Lange-Paul Taylor Prize from the Center for
Documentary Studies at Duke University.

Lommasson and Dunn’s project, “School of
Hard Knocks: The Struggle for Survival in Amer-
ica’s Toughest Boxing Gyms,” documents the
history of America’s classic boxing gyms with
a focus on the larger function they serve in so-
ciety as a place where values are instilled and
lessons are learned.

Lommasson happened on the project a decade

ago when he was commissioned to shoot behind-the-scenes stills for a commercial production set in
a Portland gym. Lommasson, a former sociology major, was initially intrigued by the violent subculture
of boxing. But as he got to know the trainers and boxers, he began to discover a nurturing environment
that required a more nuanced look at the community surrounding boxing.

Trainers require their young students to stay off drugs and make good grades in school. “There are a
number of places where the gym is the safest place in the neighborhood, and it provides things the
church and families may not be providing,” Lommasson says. “I don’t know if most of America realizes
how devastated some of our communities are. Some areas are as devastated as any areas in the world,
and that’s where the gyms are.”

As he became more and more engrossed in the project, Lommasson began to seek out gyms in cities
where he had commercial assignments. He later invited Dunn to be the lead writer on his project, which
will be published as a book in 2005.

For Lommasson, who says the biggest honor of his career is being associated with Lange, the boxing
project has been a welcome creative outlet.

“Too often we get distracted by the marketplace and what pays,” Lommasson says. “When something
like this comes along, it reminds you of why you wanted to be a photographer in the first place.”

The $10,000 prize is given each year to encourage collaboration in documentary work in the tradition of
American photographer Dorothea Lange and writer and social scientist Paul Taylor. Past winners have
included Keith Carter, Donna DeCesare, Ernesto Bazan, Deborah Luster, Rob Amberg, Jason Eskenazi,
Dona Ann McAdams and Misty Keasler.

Photographer Teru Kuwayama and writer Corey Takahashi received an honorable mention for their proj-
ect “The Return Refugees,” an in-depth look at the lives of young Cambodian-Americans who have
been deported to Cambodia and are now living in Phnom Penh.
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