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Jesse Purcell War is Trauma Grenade lithograph © Justseeds 2012
A dramatic exhibition of original prints addressing some of the traumas that soldiers and veterans experience opened February 26 at the M. Rosetta Hunter Gallery, Seattle Central Community College. It continues until March 21.

A portfolio of thirty-two handmade prints produced by the Justseeds Collective in collaboration with Iraq Veterans Against the War includes many crucial issues affecting veterans, including sexual assault in the military, traumatic brain injury (TBI) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

The artists come from many parts of the United States, many of them are formerly active duty military. In some cases the veterans were artists themselves. In other cases, the veterans worked with an artist to present their story.

The art work ranges from a simple block printed text “Remember the Vet who can’t forget” by Michael Rakowitz in Chicago, to pure imagery such as “Battle Cross Over Iraq” with a repeated pattern of the rifle holding up a helmet, referring to a deceased soldier and the map of Iraq, in various vivid pastel shades.

Several of the works are personal stories such as Rodney Watson, an African American who refused to redeploy to Iraq, seeking refuge near Vancouver, Canada instead because of the racism he saw perpetrated in Iraq by soldiers and contractors. Travis Bishop was sentenced to twelve months in a stockade at (then) Fort Lewis. At the time he was imprisoned he was asking for Conscientious Objector Status because he states it was “unethical of him to deploy in support of a war that he is morally and legally opposed to.”

Another personal statement is by Jen Hogg on being unable to admit to being gay in the military, “I did not have the freedom to hug my girlfriend goodbye… What freedom could we offer the world if we treat it so restrictively based on who a person falls in love with?” Several of the works address PTSD with strong imagery and texts combined. One of the most affecting, written on the shadow of a soldier says “How is this a disorder? What part of being emotionally and spiritually affected by gross violence is disorder? How about going to war and coming home with a clear conscience disorder” I think that would be far more appropriate.” Another by Josh MacPhee, founder of Justseeds Collective called Stars and Stripes, suggests profound disorientation through the distortions of the imagery. As we look at it we feel unsteady, unable to see clearly.

Sexual assault is another topic addressed by a work about the story of Suzanne Swift who refused to redeploy to Iraq because 3 men in her command, and with whom she would have been returning to Iraq, assaulted her. The documentary film The Invisible War also addresses this subject, the assault by a military superior to whom normally the assault would be reported. That is why another print declares “Less than 15 percent of survivors report sexual assault in the military. That’s why it took me 5 years to admit I had been raped. Maggie Martin.” Also sexism in general is the subject of another print “ “I’m a sharpshooter… I realized that even if I became the commander of the Marine Corps, I’d still be just a girl.” And finally, the impact of having a child, “then I was a slut and a whore and completely worthless.”

A single print addresses another problem that is rarely mentioned, the slaughter of animals in war. The print states, “The war in Afghanistan has decimated populations of some of the rarest creatures in the world.” I would very much like to have an entire portfolio and a campaign that exposed the reality of animal slaughter in war.

Finally some of the prints address programs of resistance to the problems. The Winter Soldiers campaign of 2008 featured 200 veterans who exposed ongoing war crimes in Iraq. A similar event occurred during the Vietnam War. Their testimony has been published as Winter Soldier Iraq and Afghanistan, Eyewitness Accounts of the Occupations, Iraq Veterans Against the War and Aaron Glantz (Haymarket Books, 2008). The coffeehouse movement also began during the Vietnam war to provide resources and community as well as a center of organizing for war resistance. Today, the veteran coffeehouses again offer counseling, legal referrals and a safe space to relax. The Feb 27 opening reception featured speakers from GI Voice/Coffee Strong, a veteran=run resource center for service members and veterans near Joint Base Lewis-McChord.

While I quoted many texts here, the strength of the exhibition is the striking range of stories combined with styles ranging from expressionist to minimalism. But most important is the collective presence of the prints as a whole, which this exhibition will give us a rare opportunity to experience. As we look at one print after another, we can begin to understand some of the intense traumas that these soldiers have experienced. They have bravely chosen to make a stand against war and the military as their response. One of the most moving pieces includes a poem that begins “You are not my enemy, my brother, my sister, but I have done something wrong and perhaps I am now yours. I went to your home, I went inside, soiled your rug, and bullied your children.” And of course those children too are traumatized as testified to by an 11 year old participant in the Winter Soldiers accounts.

Soldiers join the military for many reasons, financial, education, patriotism, belief in the idea that they are protecting us. Just as during the Vietnam War, many soldiers leave disillusioned and traumatized. As we read their stories, we can acknowledge the courage of these soldiers who have been willing to stand up and tell the dark truths about war, one of which is its enormous physical and psychological toll. The reluctance of the military to acknowledge that means underfunded resources and misdiagnosis, as revealed recently at Joint Base Lewis McChord.

WAR IS TRAUMA is the website for the portfolio online if you want to view it or buy it to support the important work that these veterans are doing.
Gallery hours: 9:30 AM to 3:30 PM, Monday through Friday, additional evening hours on Tuesdays and Wednesdays 5 to 7 PM.

Admission is free. The gallery is located at the north end of the Atrium in Seattle Central Community College’s main building.

For more information, contact gallery curator Ken Matsudaira at 206-934-4379 or visit online

Northwest African American Museum
2300 S Massachusetts St Seattle 98144
206 518 6000 
Hours: Wed, Fri, 11- 4:30, Thurs 11-7, sat 11-4 Sun Noon – 4

“Book of the Bound”
Mixed Media Collages by Carletta Carrington Wilson

Free Admission first and second Thursdays every month
Seniors and students $4.00
Adults $6.00

Reviewer: Susan Noyes Platt 
www.artandpoliticsnow.com
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Carletta Wilson “book of the bound” mixed media, photo by Mark Frey
Paired with the James Baldwin Exhibition “Bearing Witness from Another Place, James Baldwin in Turkey Photographs by Sedat Pakay” at the Northwest African American Museum, Carletta Carrington Wilson’s just-opened exhibition means you must make a visit to this Central area museum treasure over the holidays.

The Baldwin exhibition is going to be on display until next September, but that does not mean you should wait to visit! It is filled with unusually intimate photographs of the fiery writer, a film also by Sedat Pakay, and an area for browsing his books.

In her performance that opened “Book of the Bound” on January 15, Carrington Wilson invoked the connections between Baldwin’s exhibition and her own, separated by a piece of the “Journey” gallery, the permanent historical display at the museum.

The artist is so articulate that I am tempted to simply quote her own poetic words in describing her exhibition, but I will begin with a brief description. The exhibition consists of a series of books that have been constructed or altered by the artist, each of them a memorial to an aspect of the history of slavery. The artist has two sensibilities in these works, the highly decorative and seductively beautiful surfaces of the books consist of fabrics, chains, strings, bones, jewels, paper and much more, and the deeper meaning of each book which addresses the nightmare of slavery in various ways. Several of the books are accompanied by a longer poem which the artist reads (we listen through headphones).

Carrington Wilson also provides two interactive works. One of her most original approaches to the intersections of text and object is her book title poetry: she creates poems from the sequencing of the titles of books. In this exhibition she has created one work that is fixed in a case, but nearby are books that we can arrange ourselves into a stack that makes a poetry sequence with the titles, a surprisingly easy and provocative act. All of the books we are stacking are sealed shut, which is a major point of the exhibition: the slave has been silenced from history, from speaking, from living life. These works are suggesting voices, experiences, and a means for honoring the losses that occurred through the cruelty of slavery, a topic that Carrington Wilson has intensely researched.

The second interactive piece is a paper chain, to which we can add our own thoughts about slavery, or whatever we wish. The entire exhibition has an intense presence in the gallery which speaks of sorrows, pain, and lives lived under constant duress as well as a deep reverence for these forebears who survived with so much strength.

Now here is Carletta Carrington Wilson’s own voice:

“Three vessels, the body, the book and the ship form an intimate connection in the works of ‘book of the bound.’ An enduring bond, which was further, forged and fastened during the expansion of the 17th century transatlantic trade in slaves. Cloth money was an important medium continuing to transition from domestic raffia to imported fabrics. There, just beyond the roaring sea, some thread-bare body came to be held, nameless, a number among the numbered to be contained in bowels of ships, upon pages of books as whole societies behind them unraveled, were rent through and altered beyond recognition. This series explores cloth’s intricate and complex meanings.”
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Carletta Wilson, “Abduction” mixed media, Photo by Mark Frey
See what I mean! Passionate, articulate, poetic, profound. I am just giving you a brief glimpse of the artist’s poetic imagination. The exhibition is beautifully installed in a newly designated and wonderfully intimate gallery at the museum, with extensive poetic labels for the books, as well as articulate wall panels written by Chieko Phillips, the talented young curatorial assistant who worked on the exhibition with the artist.

Go see the show and immerse yourself in fabrics, books, poetry, and history.
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