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By Patrick Kehoe: 

  For ten years Jim Lommasson photographed the hallowed 
squalor of boxing gyms across America (and Canada), where 
the tortuous rigors of the sportõs primordial tutelage and 
training prepare the human body and spirit for fistic battle. 
Lommassonõs photographs document and declare giving tes-
tament and caution as to what the dens of urban boxing are as 
environments. Images in cameo black and white or punctuat-
ed as opticalized colour, crystalline in sharpness or softened 
as blurred nuance, each is a landscape a vista of the human 
spirit, even the portraits; the cameras lens invading personal 
space. 
   Most of the great gyms are here from Detroitõs Kronk, 
to New Yorkõs Gleasonõs Gym to Champs and Front Street 
Boxing Gym in Philadelphia. They are hardcore factories for 
aspiring boys, dedicated men and driven women who par-
take in the passionate ritual of training for contesting boxing 
matches or honing life skills. Lommassonõs photographic eye 
finds the kinetic forces coursing through the congested mini-
malism of this blistered and bleak looking world. Walls with 
yellowed and tattered posters of ring greats, tapped and re-
tapped heavybags, worn ring ropes, blistered paint, light ef-
fusing windows and mirrors create the staging ground where 
duty and devotion are expected. And it is in these places of 
endurance and questing where the street inverts itself as en-
vironment; we see in the eyes of the fighters the elemental 
hunger for individual dignity and the simple chance to be 
better than the day before, dedicated and purposeful. 
   The set of essays in the book - the companion narratives 
for the photos - guide us into the meanings and rituals of gym 
life. The forward by former world heavyweight champion Joe 
Frazier acts as a kind of moral compass and philosophical 
reminder to the reader. His reflections on his own days and 
nights in the gym ends by telling us that character, pride and 
compassion for self and others is the ultimate lesson of train-
ing and of living out the destiny of being a fighter. The Fra-
zier essay, in a sense, becomes a meta-frame in which all the 
photos in the book reside. 
    Karen Dunnõs essays (School of Hard Knocks; Imagine a 
Square and Hand Wraps) stand out as the core narrative texts. 
Her writing begins as personalized copy then blends into 
flashes of boxing history, resolving into a kind of sociologi-
cal overview of existence in these caverns of physical limits. 
Where Bert Sugar (Boxing Gyms: A Brief History) offers one 
of his usual resuscitations as boxing lore, Dunn captures in-
formal menace lurking, the unexpected gravity of gyms as 
family dwellings, as well as the environmental spectrum of 
the raw reality of these claustrophobic temples to ego, blood 
and pride. 
   The other outstanding essay in the book is Carlo Rotel-
laõs anecdotal narrative describing ex-heavyweight champi-
on Larry Holmes training for his ill-advised 1996 IBO title 
fight with Swedenõs Brian Nielsen. Rotella details a sparring 

mateõs reverence for even the bottom line Holmes, in all of 
his stoic obstinacy; just a wonderful essay. Of note, as well, 
is Loic Wacquantõs encapsulating essay, òMen at Workó a 
well written short hand of gym psychology, tactile and yet 
metaphorical with its biting aphoristic details. 
Though the photos are not dated, they do wash over the mind, 
counter-pointed as well by one page descriptions of famous 
gyms such as East Oakland Boxing Gym and novelist Tim 
Taylorõs mood piece about the Astoria Boxing Gym in Van-
couver, British Columbia. Photographs such as Jim Lommas-
sonõs describe and detail, engraining into consciousness the 
trace memory of lived experience as real as the stench of 
sweat or the glimpsed energies of bodies learning the arts of 
survival. 
   Near the end of the book is a masterful kit-cat portrait 
photo of a young black boy being patted, lovingly, on the 
head, as he smiles at the camera. In that face is the everlast-
ing promise of all who have ever trained in a gym or worked 
out in a boxing ring; that aged hand cupping the skull almost 
the sword of wisdom, confirming the measure of time upon 
even the young. On the opposite page is a black and white 
photo of a fighter draped over the top rope of a training ring, 
exhausted, his face hidden from our viewing. 
   All of Lommassonõs photos are inquiries as to who the 
individual might be, asking what are we willing to do, when 
we truly know the pain of engaging what we hope to be. Even 
encouraged, loved, cheered on and mentored, we are alone 
upon the struggle for survival and prosperity. Shadow Boxers 
confirms our most basic understandings, about how we must 
learn our own ways to endure and shape what we like to think 
of as our destiny. 

NOTE: An exhibition of photographs from òShadow Boxersó 
will appear at Powellõs City of Books in Portland, Oregon 
from June 2 till 30, 2005. 

Contributing Editor Patrick Kehoe may be reached at 
pkehoe@telus.net


