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To the wide-awake eye, a universe churns and shines inside every still life. And to the 
truly attentive artist, there are no still lives, since there’s vibrancy and movement 
in everything we observe; that’s part of what moves and vitalizes us. It’s easy to 

deliver such sentences, but when I look at Marissa Roth’s achingly soulful images from her 
crossings of the Atlantic, I’m reminded how every moment is an epiphany for those who 
know how to watch.

I’ve always loved the sea, because it represents such a field of reflection, often so still 
even as it’s constantly in motion. I took a three-week trip around the Cape of Good Hope 
when I was in my mother’s stomach, traveling from her birthplace (India) to mine (Great 
Britain), and after my mother, then widowed, reached the age of seventy-seven, I started 
taking her on long sea voyages, up and down the coast of Alaska, across the Mediterranean 
and the Baltic, around the Caribbean. At sea we could count all the ways we’d changed since 
our maiden voyage together—when I was nestled within my mother’s inner ocean—and all 
the ways we hadn’t.

But as I make my way with reverent slowness through Marissa’s images of that realm of 
infinite colors, I think of her earlier book, Infinite Light: A Photographic Meditation on 
Tibet, which somehow compressed the rich and rainbowed teaching of Tibetan Buddhism 
into a series of piercing, almost abstract canvases. I think of her decades-long work with 
women who’ve endured war, uprooted and forced to crisscross the world, when all they 
want is to be still at home. And I think of the crossings all of us are making, at a time when 
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so many live in motion and work to bring the oceans within us in tune with the ones 
without—even as a greater ocean separates the fortunate few who can travel by choice from 
the undefended many who have to take to inner-tubes, leaky vessels and life-rafts through 
terrible necessity.

For decades now Marissa has had the gift of lighting up places of deepest importance to 
me, from the Philippines (which tears at my heart as few places do) to the Southern 
California where we both spend time (and which in places seems to suffer more from 
affluence than its absence). Her work has been almost uncannily versatile, whether moving 
from black-and-white portraits of Hollywood to the Rothko-worthy shades of the ocean.

Yet underlying it all, I always feel the same questions—arising, I’m sure, from the 
crossings in her own life: the sea in these images steadies us as an object of contemplation, 
and yet it speaks for the moods, the images that never keep shifting within us. It asks us 
where our home is, where we most truly belong, what is real and what imagined.

In the end, all of Marissa’s work carries us back to two things: those emotions that keep 
moving with the tides and a near-universal longing for stillness, an anchor within. As I lose 
myself in these transporting images, I wonder how any of us, inwardly and across the globe, 
can begin to make the deepest crossing of all, from turmoil into peace.

        —Nara, Japan
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about what I’m going to see or experience—I prepare like a good girl scout, but 
then upon arrival at a destination, surrender to the circumstances of chance. 
While reacting photographically with informed cultural and historical 
knowledge, and heightened senses, I’m ever hopeful for visual inspiration 
crowned by gravitas and good light.

In May of 2015, August of 2016, and May of 2018, I was a passenger aboard 
the Queen Mary II during four transatlantic crossings between New York City 
and Southampton, England. These crossings mark what could be considered my 
allegorical return journeys to Europe, in homage to my parents, and a retracing 
of their destiny. Fleeing what would become World War II and The Holocaust, 
they came to America in late October of 1938 aboard the original Queen Mary, 
on which they met and fell in love. Their days on the stormy autumn seas proved 
to be more than just a pragmatic decision. It was also a romantic and prophetic 
passage, not just across an ocean, but one from fear to hope and probable death 
to life. 

The idea to make the crossings was sparked after the completion of two 
significant personal photographic projects and a view to the future, which felt 
blank and undefined. I wanted to take on a small subject, not the world again, or 
even a region, but something that was bite-size, so to speak. It was with great 
relief that I embodied this yearning to be a voyager again, as it meant that I had 

War defined the past three decades of my work as a photojournalist 
and documentary photographer, propelling me to circumnavigate 
the globe numerous times in order to face its tragic aftermath and 

inescapable consequences. 
I am uncertain if I took on my enormous women and war project, or if it took 

me on, but I was relentlessly compelled to photograph women from numerous 
countries who survived war. I also needed to hear and retell their stories about 
how they chose life after war and lived with the grief for loved ones who were 
lost. My enduring optimism somehow accompanied me on all of these journeys, 
offering hope that one day this project could inform future generations not to 
wage war. I could never have imagined that this odyssey would grip me so 
fiercely, not letting go for over thirty years. 

I am not unscathed for I bore too much pain from hearing too many stories 
that ended with death.I photographed the decimation not just of people’s lives, 
and the land on which they lived, but also the tearing apart of their entire 
cultures. Along the way, I retraced my own family’s war history and accrued 
more knowledge about the massacre that took the lives of my paternal 
grandparents, and great-grandmother, during World War II. 

My creative process has been external and physical, a matter of immediacy, 
geography and literal journeying. I never voyage with certain expectations 



come through the dark tunnel of witnessing trauma and tears and somehow 
made it to the other side. In many ways The Crossing is the coda to One Person 
Crying: Women and War.

My elegiac crossings were about pulling away from the known. I thought 
often of my parents and how they said good-bye to everyone and everything they 
knew and loved before their mournful and blissful crossing, and how it must 
have taken on deeper meaning as the war years added up. My journeys from 
continent to continent, across an ocean and across time, marked another 
passage in creativity, ushering in a more profound return to painting, again 
with light. I chose to photograph with color transparency film, solely from the 
perspective of the ocean. I still love film for its alchemy and mystery, the random 
nature of emulsion and the necessary creative suspension in not being able to 
see the results until the film is processed. For me, as a photographer, this 
medium is purely about intuition and trust.

The notion of a crossing, an elongated singular journey that is an echo for 
the inner journey, was inspirited by my desire to understand what it means to 
cross an ocean in terms of emotion. During the crossings, I kept journals and 
filled them with observations and musings that yielded my poetic prose that 
now accompanies the photographs; an inscape partnered with the seascapes. 
The Crossing is a means to continue my quest to frame my creative self-

expression against the backdrop of my familial war history, the passage of time, 
and my ever-present search for identity and memory. 

Marissa Roth
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I long to return to that wild land that lies deep inside of me,  

that beckons to the wind like the sail on a sloop in the doldrums. 

I can taste it and feel the spray against my soul, aching for the vistas  

yet to be discovered and the oceans yet to be crossed, again. 

I long for that freedom of spirit that I have savored so deliciously and meditatively  

all over the world in sprints of photography and travel. 

I yearn for that serendipitous transcendence when it all comes together in a single photograph,  

the place as background and foreground, the fleeting poetry of visual elements  

and that breathstopping euphoria. 

No matter how difficult or beautiful the image that results,  

the act of being in that moment of seeing is the bliss.







During my brief interludes on the Atlantic Ocean,  

my spirit was wholly enraptured in a way  

unlike any other experience that I have known. 

It was as though the ocean inhabited me for the duration  

of the crossings and I became liquid. 

From cobalt to teal, turquoise, azure, astral and indigo,  

as the ocean changed blue like a monochromatic kaleidoscope,  

I effortlessly danced in step with it, surrendering my senses  

and entire being, like a pliant lover.



Submersed in feeling,  

I watched the days unfold through the subtle shifts  

       in the character of the light  

as the latitude and longitude changed on our course  

with the steady forward momentum  

of the ship. 

This suspended sea time,  

this seam of horizon, this  

constant undulating motion,  

fueled my imagination  

in an elixir of creation.





I kept a steady watch over this light, learning its variable moods of refraction and luminescence. 

In the fog, the subtle gray bands that radiated from the horizon were like watercolor brush strokes  

on wet paper, bleeding edges that gently ran over each other—uneven, yet still horizontal. 

Mist and moonlight, twilight and  sunlight, all revealed a different palette that  

captivated and caught me in split second photographic wonderment.







Peering over the hard metal skin of the ship close to the water line, I could feel the thrashing energy of the waves generated 

by the hull’s interception of the swells. These wind-driven undulating currents sometimes whispered and sometimes roared 

their siren song of motion—a repeated temptation to touch them was beguiling, as they looked so divine and inviting.







I contemplated the horizon, the ever-present 

geometric visual that anchored our voyage. 

I know that this construct in my mind 

doesn’t really exist, but is merely the 

crosswalk towards infinity that binds the 

earth’s surface with our perception of 

space. I was not bound to include it in 

every image from the crossings, nor rigidly 

wedded to ensuring that it was a perfectly 

aligned straight line in the photographs.  

I saw it as an oblique metaphor—as 

contradictions—life and death, the present 

and eternity, while carrying the belief that 

there is no such thing as perfection, 

especially in my own creative expression.





In moments of quiet solitude and sanctuary, I knelt at the altar of the ages as witnessed in the 

vistas unchanged in ocean time. I saw the same horizon as Christopher Columbus and the  

passengers on the Lusitania, and was mesmerized by the same changeable seascape as countless 

warriors, explorers, travelers, traders, migrants, war refugees and fisherman who set upon the 

same open ocean over the centuries. 





The first sight of landfall affirmed earthly existence, even as internal waves of somber expectation about 

the imminent end of the journey roiled in an unsteady tempo that gave way to obverse revelations. The 

first step on land felt too solid after being at sea for seven or eight straight days. I wondered, how then  

to navigate again after the blue when one’s senses are grounded and weighted in stillness.



During my languid oceanic pauses, I marked human time by the baleful echo of our foghorn and the rare sighting 

of another vessel. But our ship’s crossing was soon forgotten by the Atlantic Ocean with our ever-dissolving wake.
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As I made the crossings with Marissa, again and again, reflecting upon the images in 
this book, going back repeatedly to the calm vistas and churning wakes she takes us 
into, I came to see how many of the oceans she describes swirl in the place where past 

and present wash over one another. And how the quiet, contemplative space of the ocean—
which sometimes can feel like a monastic cell, rocking under one’s feet—is the perfect way of 
plumbing the seas we all cross in our journey through life.

Yes, I could see how going back and forth across the Atlantic was a way of setting the many 
places of struggle she’s witnessed against the places where she’s going, embodied in the 
liberating stillness of Tibetan monks. Memories come up when you’re at sea—in every sense—
and out of sight of land, we fill the horizon with the colors and stories we have inside ourselves. 
But also, inevitably, we replay the crossings that brought us to where we are (those of our 
ancestors, who crossed seas) as well as the ones we’re heading towards.

Marissa has given us so much that’s real and vivid in the external world that, on this 
expedition, I thank her for taking me within. I remember myself, as a nine year-old boy, 
doubly displaced—by then I mixed an Indian face with an English accent and an American 
green card—flying across the Atlantic six times a year, as I traveled alone, over the North Pole, 
between my medieval boarding-schools in England and my parents’ home in Sixties 
California. I thought of how I came to think of home as less a fixity than a passageway, a place 
in transit—and pondered all the ways I could root myself in the conspiracies, the movements 
between two very different places.



I thought of the crossings we’re undertaking every day of our lives, between one point and 
another. Growing up in a state of motion, I started to think that where I “came from” was no 
more important than where I was going; and I started to think of those like Marissa, and so 
many in her photographs (whether women who’ve survived war or Tibetans in occupied 
Tibet), as my family, since they, too, are making up their sense of home and self in a space 
neither here nor there. As in these photos, that inner ocean is sometimes turbulent to the 
point of capsizing us, sometimes placid and quiet as a Buddha’s smile.

We’re all on a crossing, we know, whether quite literally or because the world is moving 
ever more around us, and strangers are appearing on our doorsteps, hands extended, every 
hour. And we all come to see that every crossing leads to another, so that the journey never 
ends, and our only destination is our provisional understanding of where we are. In my life, 
that boyhood spent in transit—and a family home burned to the ground in a wildfire—has 
meant that all my days are spent in crisscrossings, as now I fly every few months between the 
rented flat I share with my wife in Japan and my mother’s home in the hills of California. 
Moving back and forth, like the tides, measuring one destiny against another, wondering how 
the sea binds us all together even as it separates us, too.

Emotions and reflections arise and merge as I look again at the abstract concrete images 
in this book and anticipate looking at them till the end of my days. “Here and there does not 
matter,” T.S. Eliot wrote in the middle of his epic Four Quartets. “We must be still and still 
moving/into another intensity/for a further union, a deeper communion.” He concludes the 
section, as the ocean might, “In my end is my beginning.”

       —Santa Barbara, California
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During my brief interludes on the Atlantic Ocean, my spirit was wholly 

enraptured in a way unlike any other experience that I have known. It  

was as though the ocean inhabited me for the duration of the crossings  

and I became liquid. From cobalt to teal, turquoise, azure, astral and  

indigo, as the ocean changed blue like a monochromatic kaleidoscope,  

I effortlessly danced in step with it, surrendering my senses and entire 

being, like a pliant lover. 
                —Marissa Roth  

“In the end, all Marissa’s work carries us back to two things: those  

emotions that keep moving with the tides and a near-universal longing  

for stillness, an anchor within. As I lose myself in these transporting  

images, I wonder how any of us, inwardly and across the globe, can  

begin to make the deepest crossing of all, from turmoil into peace”.  
                — Pico Iyer


