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waterforms 
spirit, liquid, solid

Traveling Photography Exhibition

Dorothy Kerper Monnelly

Photographer and committed environmentalist Dorothy Kerper 
Monnelly’s new exhibition waterforms: spirit, liquid, solid,  is drawn 
from the artist’s archive spanning 35 years, along with her third book, 
waterforms (Kettler Verlag, 12/2016).

Kerper Monnelly captures the effects of water on the shoreline envi-
ronment. From ice and snow patterns, to the rounded rocks of Acadia 
National Park, and the sinuous kelp and wind scoured sands of the Cal-
ifornia coast, Kerper Monnelly’s large format black and white abstrac-
tions provide a departure from reality, sometimes slight, sometimes 
partial, and in the case of her Ice Patterns, the move to abstraction is 
complete. However, the origin is always nature; unmanipulated, and 
unstaged.

“Fine art photography is the language of the inner eye - 
the inner self that responds without knowing. It is an intui-
tive dialogue that speaks as an image. It is a search for truth 
… for the song!”   —Dorothy Kerper Monnelly



ARTHUR OLLMAN: INTRODUCTION

The key is to not let the camera, which depicts nature in so much detail, reveal just 
what the eye picks up, but what the heart picks up as well. – Paul Caponigro 

WINTER’S LIGHT 

In winter the sun is thought to hide its face from us. The light visits only reluctantly and can’t 
wait to get away. Some refer to the winter earth as dead, the soil iron, unyielding, stiff like 
stone. The night too long, the freezing day, a test of human endurance. We refer to its middle 
as the dead of winter. Dorothy Kerper Monnelly, a visual poet, does not turn her face away. She 
loves the low, angular light, the long shadows. She embraces the simplicity and tranquility in 
the limited palette. Walking the edges of marshlands and streams, she is attracted to the subtle 
animation of winter and its amazing designs. She shows much that few of us notice, and after 
immersing oneself in her portfolio we can only be grateful that she does. 

Dorothy Kerper Monnelly uses black and white film. Her selection is perfect for the often 
colorless, crystalline, glass translucency of ice. We relate to ice by reference to its interplay with 
light. Even the term “freezing” has a correlative in the photographic act. The silvery, brittle 
winter world is well depicted along the continuum of white to black. Ice is a membrane be 
tween water and air and is composed of both. The cold air stiffens and then flattens the surface 
texture of water as surely as a hot iron smoothes wrinkled fabric. One feels the cold in her 
photographs, the crystalline tactility of snow and ice. 

Kerper Monnelly calls upon this traditional technology exactly because of its precise 
verisimilitude. She mostly works with the cumbersome 4 x 5 camera, which requires particularly 
careful and conscious placement and composition, and relies most heavily on acute observation. 
This process is slow, allowing her to take her deliberate time to discover what surely would, with 
a more spontaneous process, elude her. In the broadest sense she is responding to light and 
especially its illumination of the myriad manifestations of water. 

Water is our central reality. It composes most of the world and most of us. It can, over time, 
chisel a hole in solid rock. As the great ecologist Aldo Leopold reminds us, all life is heading 
inexorably to the sea, whether it takes one generation or many. Water is where life began, 
in evolution, in Genesis if you prefer, and in our wombs. Water is a requirement for almost 
everything we need to survive. It is nature’s primary tool. This book’s title suggests “water 
forms” as a noun, or as a noun and a verb. 

There is a “ calligraphy ” of ice and snow, water and stone. Each has a root language, spoken in 
different accents, as the water stills to ice, or falls as snow, or freezes into crevices, expanding, 
splitting stone. It is not easily deciphered. Kerper Monnelly has a clear sense of the grammar 
of her images. She has created a lexicon, beyond her subject matter. The cursive lines, curves, 
volumes, textures that build upon one another are prose poems, formations of carefully 
considered images structured in a flow. 

Ice, seems static, arrested in place. But it has forces working on it. Ice over moving water 
gurgles, burps, pulses, squeezes, and undulates, as trapped air attempts to find passage through 
it, air bubbles frozen, as the photo freezes the moment. Waves and currents lift and lower it. 
Sometimes thin napkins of ice remain on the grasses as the tide rolls out. 

Pothole and Boulder 2, Tuolumne River, Yosemite National Park, CA  7/2002



ARTHUR OLLMAN: INTRODUCTION (continued)

Kerper Monnelly’s images are elemental, rhyming the static with the flowing. The work tells 
of movement through time, of shape and visual harmonies. The messages touch on human 
scale, tactility, and memory. These are not symphonic, not overtly emotional or hyperbolic 
illustrations of nature’s grandeur. On the contrary, they are interior, meditative, observational 
whispered poetry. But they show confidence and certainty. Decisive and serious, they show a 
light but sure touch. 

While her attraction is gentle and contemplative, the structural designs she presents are 
dynamic, swirling, and energetic. There is a sense of roiling, muscular, subsurface energy 
pulsing in much of her work. Her compositions are bold, her statements strong. They have 
firmness and a resolute certainty. Her finely honed vision is confident. She moves in close to 
sequester the details of a tightly enclosed space. The four walls of the image straining to hold in 
the eruptive energies that try to escape their confines. Other pictures seem like delicate tracery, 
gently nested within the walls of the image. But these are no less resolute for their whispered 
restraint. 

A view camera loves to report on textures. But texture alone is not her interest, design is. And so 
much of the design she points at is charged with playful, improvisational abstraction. Dorothy 
Kerper Monnelly frames her images for maximum abstract effect, surgically cutting away the 
extraneous including reference to a horizon line, and often anything that might indicate scale. 
While photographic and painterly abstraction might occasionally be mistaken for one another, 
their similarity is more apparent than real. 

One of the driving motivations of the Abstract Expressionist artists was to break the insistent 
and historical bonds between painting and any need to represent the visual world. Photography 
had a difficult time traveling that road. Its link with things in the world that could be seen was 
rather insoluble. A photograph might be “about” abstraction, and depict something a viewer 
might not be able to name, but almost invariably it was the product of a camera being pointed 
at something. Of course experiments with pure chemical responses on photographic materials 
were common enough and their abstraction is undeniable but these were efforts rarely 
embraced by substantial audiences. Much more often photographers taught us that abstract 
appearing imagery could be gleaned from readily available subjects. 

It is this delight in design that Kerper Monnelly has exercised in much of her work. Gradations 
of silvery tones, compositions of bold massing of light and shadow, and gracefully flowing 
lines, bring to mind the playfully choreographed forms of Max Ernst, the swirling energy of art 
nouveau, Jean Arp’s curved sculptural shapes, aqueous Roberto Matta forms, 60’s rock concert 
light shows, amoebae magnified, interstellar gasses, and satellite topographic photographs. 
One could easily go on. But these are not Rorschach inkblots, exercises in interpretation. Nor 
are they complex rebuses for us to “solve.” They are primal photography, purely about the act 
of noticing, of mindfulness. 

Other images of coastal rocks suggest the closely composed imagery of Edward Weston. The 
granitic rills and striations of Acadia National Park build on Minor White’s complex and 
mysteriously ambiguous photographs of similar material. There is also a relationship to the 
Heliographers Association from the 1960s, and their philosophy of pure seeing beyond the 

descriptive identity of the subject. This sort of spiritual absorption of the subject harkens back 
to Alfred Stieglitz’s body of work that he called Equivalents, which posited that the images of 
clouds, if made with enough clarity and sensitivity, could evoke a broad range of emotions. 

We call photographic images abstract if we cannot decipher what they represent. They are not 
a “translation” of anything. Just as those of us untrained to read Arabic calligraphy or Japanese 
Hiragana, see those lines as abstract when they clearly carry information to those who are 
educated to it. The glaciologist, the Inuit, Yupik, or Aleut may find narrative in ice where we 
see only abstract design. 

Kerper Monnelly has devoted many years to the protection of Eastern salt marshes. While far 
less overtly dramatic than the flamboyant 20th Century western landscapes photographed 
by Ansel Adams, the Eastern marshlands are essential and elemental to the food chain, and 
the ecological web. They provoke a subtler, not less profound aesthetic experience. They don’t 
stun the viewer into silence, but rather lead one gently toward nature’s quietude. These wide 
and shallow diurnal tidelands provided salt marshes for wildlife, flood protection, an endless 
variety of creatures protected in the complex and rich abundance of flora. 

In this book of images, Kerper Monnelly shows a muscular yet understated attraction to 
the restlessness of water, contrasted with the temporary stillness of ice, and the ancient and 
static dignity of rocks. The way they are interleaved at coastal and riverine environments are 
particularly dynamic. The rocks are chipped and finely polished by the surf that slowly chisels 
them, or ice that gnaws at them. Waves, chained to the bedrock of the seafloor are shaped by 
rocky coastal structures. Weather and the invisible lunar pull of tides continue to slap and 
massage the stone into shape. The snow forms build, morph, gather and disperse, dancing 
whispered messages, owned by the wind. 

Spirit is more precise than the finest lens. – Minor White 

There is a crystalline clarity to her vision. Light through water, through ice, light through the 
air, through the lens, through the eye. Through the mind. 

In 1983 Arthur Ollman became the founding Director of the Museum of Photographic Arts 
(MOPA), in San Diego, serving there for 23 years. He curated more than 100 exhibitions. They 
have been seen in 9 countries and many great museums. He built a museum collection of more 
than 7,000 objects and a research library of 27,000 volumes. He has written all or parts of 25 
books, and numerous articles.



Boulders, Rock Shore, Acadia National Park, ME  7/1989 Ice Covered Rocks, Peabody River, Winter, White Mountains, NH  1/1992
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Snow Pattern 1, Rantoul Pond, Ipswich, MA  12/1993 Ice Pattern 3, Ipswich, MA 12/1992



Geyser Outflow, Yellowstone National Park, WY  8/2007 Mesquite Trunk and Surf, Maui, Hawaii, 2/2004



Duck Brook, Acadia National Park, ME,  10/2012 Sand Pattern 5, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA 2/1991
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Rainwater Pool, Coast, Acadia National Park, ME,  7/2010



DOROTHY KERPER MONNELLY: BIOGRAPHY

waterforms: spirit liquid, solid is inspired by the continual action of water on the land, 
creating endless forms and patterns. Surf-rounded boulders tossed ashore by waves reflect the 
rhythmic action of the sea, while the endless time of this action is seen in the silky, polished 
surface of the rock shore. Ice and snow patterns record dramatic changes in temperature and 
the sweep of powerful winter winds. Wet kelp strewn on the sand, or patterns made by the 
falling tide reveal both beauty and mystery created by the sea along the shore. It is a magical 
gift to encounter these natural forms and patterns in the landscape and I try to capture the 
feeling of rhythmic action and harmony. 

Another favorite subject is ice patterns that form in fresh water streams. The best ice forms 
occur early in the coldest part of the winter, before snow covers the ground. (I quickly learned 
that to photograph ice patterns, the critical extra ingredient is warm clothes!) Ice patterns 
embody a fragile, fleeting beauty and can convey the miraculous quality of the natural world. 
My thought is echoed by John Keats in “Ode to a Grecian urn.” “Beauty is truth, truth, Beauty, 
that is all Ye know on earth and all ye need to know.” 

Fine art photography is the language of the inner eye – the inner self that responds without 
knowing. It is an intuitive dialogue that speaks as an image. It is a search for truth..for the song!

“She shows me the uncommon in the common, the extraordinary in the ordinary, 
the universe in the pattern.”   —Thoreau scholar J. Parker Huber 

“Monnelly . . . beautifully captures the spacious tranquility of her subject . . . but 
her eye extends beyond nature documentation to more painterly, abstract visions: 
the grainy rhythms of wave-washed sand at Crane Beach and huge tree shadows 
falling across partly melted and powdery snow.   —Publishers Weekly

DOROTHY KERPER MONNELLY: ARTIST STATEMENT

Dorothy Kerper Monnelly speaks for the 
landscape through her photographs and 
also through her conservation advocacy. 
Her many years living in the midst of the 
Massachusetts Great Marsh culminated 
in the 2006 publication of her critically 
acclaimed book of black and white land-
scapes, Between Land and Sea: The 
Great Marsh (George Braziller, Inc.). 
The book won praise from both the fine 
art and conservation communities, and 
the large-format black and white photo-
graphic essay has introduced many to 
the unique beauty of a fragile landscape 
and rich ecosystem. In For My Daughters (Hudson Hills Press, 2013), her second book, Mon-
nelly paired her photographs of the natural world with her mother’s poetry, creating a dialog 
between photo and poem, mother and daughter, time and place. waterforms (Kettler Verlag, 
2016) is her third book, the title to be used as a noun or verb. This collection, addressing the 
power of water in its many forms, spans several decades of her most important and intimate 
work. 

 Since June of 2013, Monnelly’s photographs have been exhibited in seven museums across the 
US, along with Ansel Adams and Ernest H. Brooks ll in “Fragile Waters,” a traveling exhibition 
scheduled through 2017. This show is a photographic testament to the fragile and precious 
quality of our water resources. In 2012, photographs from her “Ice Pattern” Series were on ex-
hibit at Photo Vernissage 2012, in St. Petersburg, Russia. 

In addition to her widely published, award-winning marsh photography, Monnelly has photo-
graphed extensively in the lava fields of Hawaii, the California desert, in Iceland, and in Maine, 
where she was artist-in-residence at Acadia National Park. Monnelly’s large-format gelatin 
silver prints are in the permanent collection of the National Museum of Women in the Arts 
in Washington, D.C., the Peabody Essex Museum, Massachusetts, and the Mariners Museum, 
Virginia, amongst others. Her photographs have been exhibited in galleries from Maine and 
New York City to Seattle and Hawaii. She has lectured about her photography at numerous 
locations including Photo LA and the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, MA. 

Monnelly received a B.A., Phi Beta Kappa, from Wheaton College, MA, and a Master in Educa-
tion from the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
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01. Seven Sisters Waterfall, Hana, Maui, HI, 2/1998
02. Duck Brook, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/2012
03. Ice Covered Rocks, Peabody River, Winter, White Mountains, NH, 1/1992
04. Surf Rounded Boulders, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/1996
05. Boulders, Rock Shore, Acadia National Park, ME, 7/1989
06. Rock Pools, Tuolumne River, Yosemite National Park, 7/2002
07. Rock and Shadow 1, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/1995
08. Otter Cliffs, Dawn, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/1995
09. Rock Pool 2, Tuolumne River, Yosemite National Park, CA, 7/2002
10. Rock Crevice Pool, Acadia National Park, ME, 8/2001
11. Wonderland Rocks, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/2004
12. Pothole and Boulder 2, Tuolumne River, Yosemite National Park, CA 7/2002
13. Wrack Line and Rain, Wonderland, Acadia National Park, ME, 7/1992
14. Ice Edge, Great Marsh, Ipswich, MA, 2/2008
15. Ice Pattern 9, Ipswich, MA, 12/1999
16. Snow Pattern 2, Rantoul Pond, Ipswich, MA, 12/1993
17. Melting Ice, Ice Pattern 19, Boxford, MA, 1/1994
18. Double Wind Pattern, Rantoul Pond, Ipswich, MA, 12/1995
19. Snow Pattern 1, Rantoul Pond, Ipswich, MA, 12/1993
20. Ice Pattern 8, Ipswich, MA, 1/1997
21. Ice Pattern 11, Ipswich, MA, 1/2002
22. Ice Pattern 13, Ipswich, MA, 1/2003
23. Ice Pattern 2, Ipswich, MA, 1/1992
24. Ice Pattern 12, Ipswich, MA, 1/2002
25. Ice Pattern 25, Saco River, NH, 12/2014
26. Ice Pattern 3, Ipswich, MA, 12/1992
27. Harbor Reflections, Newfoundland, 8/2008
28. River Reflections, Winter, Ipswich, MA, 1/2008
29. Wind Pattern 1, Pond, Acadia National Park, ME, 10/2009
30. Rainwater Pool, Coast, Acadia National Park, ME, 7/2010
31. Wind on Water Pattern 3, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA, 9/2011
32. Castle Hill from Steep Hill Beach, Ipswich, MA, 9/2003
33. Wave Memory 1, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA, 9/2003

34. Sand Pattern 9, Reconciliation Series, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA, 9/2001
35. After Hurricane Irene, Beach Pattern, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA, 9/2011
36. Geyser Outflow, Yellowstone National Park, WY, 8/2007
37. Snow Squall, Crane Beach, Ipswich, MA, 3/2001
38. Foam Pattern 2, Duck Brook, Acadia National Park, ME, 4/2005
39. Giant Kelp, Drifting Sand, Pfeiffer Beach, CA 2003
40. Winged Kelp, Big Sur, CA, 7/1996
41. Mesquite Trunk and Surf, Maui, HI, 2/2004
42. Mesquite and Seacoast, Maui, HI, 2004
43. Mesquite Trunk, Foam, Maui, HI, 2004
44. Reflected Clouds, Attitash, NH, 12/2014
45. Cloud Pattern, Diptych 15, Ipswich, MA, 11/2009
46. Witch Island, Daybreak, Ipswich, MA, 11/2002 
47. Stillness at Dawn, Ipswich, MA, 9/2005 
48. Great Blue Heron, Sunrise, Ipswich, MA, 2008
49. Wet Meadow Grass, Sheffield, MA, 5/1993
50. Dory, Low Tide, Dawn, Ipswich, MA, 11/2002
51. Spring Tide and Swallow, Ipswich, MA, 9/1992
52. Salt Marsh Island, Clouds, Ipswich, MA, May
53. Salt Hay, First Light, Stoney Cove, Gloucester, MA, 9/1998
54. Parker River, High Tide, Byfield, MA, July

MASTER IMAGE LIST



waterforms
Photographs: Dorothy Kerper Monnelly
Introduction: Arthur Ollman

Published: Kettler Verlag 12/2016
Distribution: ACC (USA)

 
9.75 in x 12 in
156 pgs, 70 b&w duotone plates 
Hardcover with tipped-on photo

From ice and snow patterns, to the rounded 
rocks of Acadia National Park’s shoreline, 
and the sinuous kelp and wind scoured 
sand of the California coast, waterforms 
presents a stunning collection of seventy 
black and white photographic abstractions, 
capturing the effects of water on the shore-
line environment and natural surfaces. This 
body of work, taken with her signature 4×5 
camera, was created over thirty-five years.

“Dorothy Kerper Monnelly frames her images for maximum abstract effect, surgically 
cutting away the extraneous including reference to a horizon line, and often anything 
that might indicate scale … It is this delight in design that Kerper Monnelly has exercised 
in much of her work.”  
 —Arthur Ollman, founding Director of MOPA, in his introduction to the book

Back cover image:  Ice Pattern13, Ipswich, MA 1/2003
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