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ON THE COVER

Aspiration by Marcy Dunn Ramsey

The Chester River, a tributary of the Chesapeake Bay in Mary-
land, has been contaminated through water runoff for many years.
Because she frequently kayaks along the river, Marcy Dunn
Ramsey, this month’s cover artist, has been painfully aware of the
deteriorated condition of this waterway. She has been actively
involved in the Chester River Association (now merged with
Shore Rivers), an environmental and conservation organization
that addresses issues of water quality, even serving as its president
for 4 years. “I became interested and worried about the state of the
river and what we can do to make a better world, to not pollute
what is so beautiful.”

Like the painting on this month’s cover, its title, Aspiration, has
many meanings and depths. On reflection, Ramsey comments that
the title conveys, at the most obvious level, her hopes that this
long-tainted river will become cleaner. Aspiration also describes
breathing, especially inhalation. The grasses in the marsh, Ramsey
says, are the lungs of the river. A further definition of aspiration
is the dangerous condition of breathing foreign objects into one’s
airways—certainly an ominous metaphor for that very pollution.

Growing up in Westport, Connecticut, Ramsey, the eldest of
six, was surrounded by art and artists. Her mother was a portrait
artist; her father, retiring early from market research, became a
jeweler. Ultimately, all of the children became artists in one or
another medium.

Although loving art, Ramsey always saw it as a hobby for
herself. She studied education and became a teacher. She obtained
further training, subsequently, at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
and the University of Maine and then, on moving to Maryland, St.
Mary’s College and the Maryland Institute College of Art.

As an artist for over 40 years, she has made various forays into
the art world, including being an art teacher, portraitist, commer-
cial artist, children’s book illustrator, and printmaker. For the past
20 years, she has been engaged in oil painting, especially playing
with the many faces of the Chester River. “When I did a painting
of grasses in the marsh and it sold in 15 minutes, that told me I was
onto something.”

Ironically, Ramsey was not trying to tailor her work to the
market. She is still somewhat in awe of the fact that she can live
off the proceeds of her paintings. Represented by and regularly
exhibited at the Carla Massoni Gallery in Chestertown, Maryland,
as well as the I. Pinckney Gallery in Beaufort, South Carolina, she
has participated in the U.S. State Department’s Art in the Embas-
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sies Program, with work shown in Brazil, Russia, Indonesia, and
Africa.

As meditation and metaphor, Ramsey’s process of painting
marsh grasses begins with quiet kayaking, early in the morning or
late afternoon—times when the light is most dramatic. She is
especially absorbed by the ways that light hits the grasses or the
intersection of branches, recording these images on camera. The
photos themselves become the basis for further contemplation.
She notes, “I simplify what I've seen, distill it down. I'm after a
mood more than realism.”

The paintings that result often have wildly unlikely color com-
binations and juxtapositions. Describing herself as neither a rep-
resentational nor an abstract artist, Ramsey attends to resonating
images and color contrast; she strives to animate the image. She
describes—as with Aspiration—an “inverted kind of perspective.
I like the feeling of tipping in. Everything is upside down, whether
in reflection, refraction, or shadow.”

The artist comments that she is not looking for perfect symme-
try or balance. The paintings are themselves both a meditation
and, like walking a labyrinth, an invitation to follow line and color,
moving in and around. Ramsey invites the observer to wonder: Is
that a refracted image, an angle of the grass? Is that the grass itself,
or a shadow? And if a shadow, of what—the land beyond? A
cloud in the sky? And where is sky? Or instead, is that the water?
Is the water still throughout, or are there ripples and shifts? Is
everything on the surface of the water— or what might lie below?
The subtle shifts of blues themselves invite contemplation, the
opportunity to still oneself and reflect.

Ramsey is not interested in being seen as an ecological or niche
artist. “I want to transcend the thing in itself,” she says, “whether
the grass or the landscape. I want to get to the heart of ‘grassness’
or water. I want it to feel wet without it feeling like a photograph.”
The paintings themselves become a reflection and refraction of
life’s complexity.

As poet of the land—and water—Wendell Berry reminds us:

I come into the presence of still water.

And 1 feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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