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Pictures of subtle winter light on a road, a blank space, a tree branch, light gently landing on the 
back of a young head, another blank space, lens flare and light washing across a pale wall.  Sweet 
as Sandi Haber Fifield’s photographs are, they do not readily give up their mysteries.  Are they 
daydreams? Is each image like a carefully selected word building together into a cogent sentence? 
Are they, like Alfred Stieglitz’s meditations on clouds, emotional equivalents? Perhaps these 
images are the formations of memory itself.  
 
Haber Fifield’s photographs from the past 5 years resemble a kind of memory, flavorful yet 
elusive. Poetic interpretations call out as if in several tongues from complex arrangements.  Haber 
Fifield requires much of her audience.  The combination of ideas is not, as some might expect, a 
complex puzzle with a solution for us to decipher.  She assembles a poetic lexicon of 
observations in passing.  One readily notes the humor, the melancholy and the irony of her 
intersecting visions.  Her pictures don’t readily divulge that which most photographs give up 
instantly.  It is not easy to tell sometimes what the pictures are about.  This allows, or perhaps 
forces, the viewer to float free and think more abstractly about images and their meanings.  If 
they don’t describe something that can be named, what are they doing?   
 
The camera cannot help but be specific.  Each image is of a particular time and place.  Each is of 
a unique moment, of a subject that changes even as the lens closes.  A photograph clearly points 
to the singular…the vantage point, the moment, the vision, the objects, the lighting. Yet in Sandi 
Haber Fifield’s work we see some generalized images where clarity is often set aside.  There is 
little identifiably specific in an image of open, unobstructed blue sky.  None in the blurred light 
coming through a diaphanous curtain, or the light pattern on a wall.  Why employ the veracity of 
the camera, the specificity of a photograph to identify the generalized sensations of a blurred 
image of an indistinct subject?  Why would one ask photography to describe something that is 
visceral?   
 
Sandi Haber Fifield’s early work gave us blended and overlapped views, stretched long in 
panoramas of filmic impulses.  The fortuitous encounters of images bleeding together precipitated 
unexpected figures emerging from swirls of color. She found her images in mass media, and in 
her wandering chance encounters. Energetic yet meditative horizontals, unencumbered by frame-
lines, show a “stream of consciousness” vision, as one might feel observing the world from a 
moving vehicle.  Much of this earlier work was done in India and Haiti,  places where the visual 
cacophony of crowds, colors and chaos propel such vision.  Overlapping visions, the crowding of 
people and the insistent urban crush created a fusion of inseparable sights. 
 
 
Ann Hamilton, the American artist, in a simple and profound statement said, “Everything is about 
two things coming together.” Everything.  How a person interacts with a space.  How the sperm 
comes together with the egg.  How lips touch.  How the rubber meets the road.  How the Senate 
interacts with the House of Representatives.  How my finger presses this key. How a parent 
relates to a child.  How age alters skin.  How one statement affects a relationship.   How one 
piece of information changes another.  Two things coming together.  



 
Life is never as simple or as pure as theory. Ms. Hamilton’s  “ two things” that come together 
have their own histories.  They have accreted other flavors on the way to their meeting. A word 
may change a relationship between two people but it rarely does so without reference to many 
other words delivered over time.  Skin and time interact in relation to many other conditions of 
care and genetic predisposition.. The finger that strikes this key does so with prepared purpose 
and fully in relation to previous keystrokes.  The two lips that meet have likely kissed others and 
may bring vastly different desires and expectations to this rendezvous.   
 
Physics tells us that two objects will each exert their own gravitational pull upon one another.  
The process of arranging images together is not the result of such physical forces but its effects 
are no less real.  When Sandi Haber Fifield balances several images and white space in a grid, 
why do they seem to generate thoughts only marginally related to their subjects?  The rules 
governing how images affect each other are rarely spoken of and not well understood.  How do 
we learn what an object or a confluence of objects means?  How are the names of objects and 
their appearance bonded?  Are the meanings of images as bound to culture as is language?    
 
A young child sees a yellow fire hydrant, her expression brightens, she kicks her feet and raises 
her hand extending her index finger. “Dis!,” she exclaims.  Every time sees this or any other 
bright yellow hydrant, her response is the same.  Cognition is the process of acquiring knowledge 
and understanding through experience of the senses.  Recognition is the identification of 
something from previous encounters or knowledge.  The child has overlaid previous encounters 
of this wondrous object with her current perception.  The recognition is thrilling.  Later she will 
learn to append the locution, “yellow.”  Still later perhaps she will learn to identify her emotion 
with “wow.”  It is the combination of words and images, pictures and emotional states, words and 
other words that build our perception of life.  Pictures never stand completely alone.   
 
Throughout our lives we set one image upon another. We experience a world constructed of 
images, not used as bricks but rather as translucent washes applied to one another mixing and 
blending, visions with memories, pictures with words.  Visual images arrive entwined with 
referents.   In fact, many have argued persuasively that the referents are inextricable parts of the 
image, and that the image cannot exist without them.  When images intrude upon one another the 
overlap, the interplay of variables makes chain reactions of potential meanings.  The extreme 
proliferation of images, meanings, mutations, and contradictions are, in fact, what we continually 
experience from the moment we open our eyes to life.  Given the pace of 21st Century life, and 
the many delivery systems for visual information, we soberly recognize that some industries now 
deliver our eyes to their images rather than, as we might believe, the other way around. Our 
appetite for images grows but not as fast, apparently as the supply.  
 
Sandi Haber Fifield’s photographs challenge traditional camera vision.  Does she see differently 
than we do?  Does her camera?  One of the primary conceits of photography is the equation of 
photographic vision with human vision.  Photographers speak of their practice as “the art of 
seeing.”  The camera’s “eye” is commonly referenced, as is the combined sight/insight metaphor. 
That much of our emotional and intellectual reality is intangible and thus lies beyond the 
capabilities of our visual apparatus is unquestionable. Many spiritual paths emphasize  “seeing 
with the heart,” nourishing our inner vision, our third eye, or the mind’s eye, exhorting us to 
locate truths that hide, often, in plain-sight. Workshops are taught on the enhancement of visual 
instinct, on developing a heightened capacity for seeing what is “really” there. Much art shares a 
border with religion and in fact there are elements of the photographic art world that 



 have strategically and sincerely blurred that boundary. The transcendent, however, is no easier to 
explain in photographs than in words.   Photography offers a somewhat different, and not entirely 
unsatisfactory tool for identifying the ineffable.   
 
In contrast, many photographic artists will identify that what they value most in their medium is 
how camera vision and human vision are dissimilar.  For them the camera is a tool for extending 
our vision into realms unavailable to the human eye. They may prefer the moment stopped, the 
isolated detail, the scene extracted from the continual flow of visual reality.   Photographers 
might explore the ways in which the camera sees things that we cannot; long night exposures, 
ghostly blurs, amazing infinite depth of focus, contraction of the color world to shades of grey, or 
heightened contrast.  A camera is a Cyclops, denied our binocular vision. If human and camera 
vision were congruent, it is likely that our passion for the medium would have long ago faded.  
Sandi Haber Fifield approaches the problem on a different trajectory. 
 
These pictures are very close to how we really see.  As our eyes dart around seeking something 
interesting to focus on, we are unconscious of most that we see.  Much simply does not register.  
If we consciously touch something, to feel its texture, its weight or its temperature, we are giving 
our attention to this sensation.  But we are always touching something, our clothing, water, air.  
We are always hearing, and smelling our surroundings, but we take note of it only when we wish 
to or when something anomalistic is present; lilacs in bloom, rough gravel underfoot, the wail of a 
fire-truck.  This is how our vision works as well.  Our minds cannot accommodate our attending 
to all of the sensual information that we experience.  The photographer sifts through the world 
showing us the moments that resonated with her. 
 
Unlike a camera, our eyes are designed to focus on only one thing at a time.  A normal human eye 
sees a pinpoint of clear focus and concentric circles of progressively blurred information.  If one 
holds one’s arm out and focuses on a thumb, all the rest of the visual field is blurred.  If we 
refocus on something in the background then the thumb is no longer clear. Shifting the focus to 
one side of the thumbnail, the other side of the nail is blurred.  Almost everything we see is out of 
focus. We navigate by continually changing the object of our focus.  If you consciously attend to 
your own focal process you will note that you probably shift focus, approximately every 1-2 
seconds.  Our eyes dance about, lightly resting sequentially on a hundred points of focus, but 
largely ignoring the indistinct periphery.  That periphery is where Sandi Haber Fifield finds her 
nourishment. Her images seem to be rotating in her mind, sequentially attracting her attention. 
They become her thoughts, occasionally clarified by perfect detail and then drifting off as though 
on the wings of a memory awakened by a previous image. They are pages in the artist’s visual 
diary. 
 
Sandi Haber Fifield addresses aspects of human vision that few have explored with such 
dedication. She seems to be floating through a world that is familiar to us and yet we have never 
seen it this way before. She directs our attention to the things we would almost surely overlook.  
We might consider a spot of light on a wall or the dripped condensation on a window to be 
beneath our level of interest.  She does not attempt to dramatize these things.  We are not being 
asked to glean a great spiritual meaning from them.  Rather she is showing us the context, the 
living frame within which we live our lives.  She is pointing out that   we are always navigating a 
stream of images from which we draw our sustenance. And this is how the stream looks..  Like 
trout in the river, we are watching the oncoming currents, waiting for nourishment to come and 
attract our attention.  Is the trout conscious of water?  Is the bird aware of air?   
 
 A snowy field on a bright day, a jet’s contrails making geometric lines, an unidentifiable orb of 
light, blurred circles of raindrops on a car window, a repeated image of a young woman curled as 



if in sleep on sand. They do not proceed in an orderly narrative manner; they need not follow 
grammatical rules.  Like memories, these images drift in and out of focus, messages from the 
edges of her vision, woven together with eloquent threads.  They wander elusively in the mind, 
dissolving one into the others identifying her surroundings and her experience. Here is the artist’s 
realization of everything coming together. 
 


