On the Cover

The following is based on an interview with the artist on
November 6, 2005.

Nifla Samantela-Ruivivar, born in the Philippines,
moved to the United States in 1978 at age 30 when her
husband’s job brought them to Washington, DC. Prior to
the move she had completed a degree in business admin-
istration at the University of the Philippines. Her interest in
art and especially in photography began while she was still
working full time, but it really took off after her retirement
from the World Bank in 2000.

Samantela-Ruivivar was always the family photogra-
pher, and like many mothers over the years, she captured
images of her daughter growing up. The beginning of her
serious engagement with photography happened at a con-
ference in Banff, which was also attended by a woman
from Samantela-Ruivivar’s home region, Bicol, on the
island of Luzon. As they were conversing in their native
dialect, Samantela-Ruivivar discovered that her new
friend’s cousin was president of the photography club at the
International Monetary Fund. Upon returning to Washing-
ton, DC, she looked up the cousin and joined the club,
which held monthly meetings as well as photography com-
petitions. When Samantela-Ruivivar began winning these
competitions, she felt that she could not tell the same
interesting story about her credentials as other winners with
several decades of experience and professional training in
photography. In order to speak with eloquence about her
images, she enrolled in a course at the Northern Virginia
Community College to learn the basics. This decision
proved to be a very good one, because she received a strong
grounding in traditional photography and enjoyed the aca-
demic interaction with teachers and fellow students. She
also discovered that she really loves photography.

Samantela-Ruivivar has become a multi-award-
winning photographer and has exhibited her work in New
York, Washington, DC, and Alexandria, Virginia. Her pho-
tographs include architecture, still life, and people; light—
its presence or absence—is the common element among all
of them. She finds the absence of light mystifying. It makes
her ask what lies beyond the darkness. She wants to stim-
ulate viewers by giving them images that make them ask
questions, not images that are easy to look at and known
immediately. She feels that when viewers ask “What am I
seeing? What am I remembering?” they then become part
of the art. In some ways, the viewer completes the image—
what the artist does is not all. Samantela-Ruivivar creates
images for reflecting and inspiring thought; she wants
viewers to move into her pictures with their own visions of
what is there.

Of course, every picture has a story behind it. Options,
which is shown on the cover of this issue, was shot in
Beacon Hill, in Boston, Massachusetts. In June 2004 the
family went for a fly fishing trip in New England, a Fa-
ther’s Day gift for her husband, which was arranged by
their daughter and son-in-law. Before heading back home,
they decided to drive farther north, returning to Boston as
a sentimental journey. Their daughter Owi had attended
Harvard University for her undergraduate work and the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology for her graduate
degree, so they were familiar with Boston and Beacon Hill,
where Owi had an apartment. Samantela-Ruivivar noticed
that the Beacon Hill train station was under reconstruction.
She happened to have her professional camera with her
because of the fishing trip and was preparing to take a
picture of the temporary structure that had been built to get
passengers to the station when the three women in their
brightly colored coats appeared and began climbing the
stairs.

What Samantela-Ruivivar saw on the spot was a col-
orful photograph. What she saw when she returned home to
her studio went beyond—she realized she had captured an
image that speaks to the empowerment of women. What
was endearing to her was the angle of the shot that makes
the structure appear to be connected to the sky. Where will
this lead them? These women, with their purposeful steps,
contain a passion that is echoed in the structure to their left.
The artist believes that when you surround yourself with
passion, you open yourself up to many possibilities—the
choice is yours. She likes to think that options can be
limitless, and the individual is the only one who can put a
halt to the choices in life.

Samantela-Ruivivar loves photography and stays with
it because it allows her to see things she has not seen
before. She is the only one of her family in the United
States, so her photography is a gift she can send to her
family back home. As the only girl and the eldest, she feels
responsible for seeing things for her parents, brothers, and
old friends. In her retirement she is able to use her photo-
graphic efforts to contribute to her hometown’s charities.
Closest to her heart is promoting the education of young
girls and protecting the welfare of older persons. Her
photographic success fulfills a lifelong dream to aid those
at both ends of the life cycle—the young and the old, who,
she feels, need the most help in life.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor

182

February—March 2006 ¢ American Psychologist

Copyright 2006 by the Ameuuan Psychological Association 0003-066X/06/$12.00
Vol. 61, No. 2, 182 DOI: 10.1037/0003-066X.61.2.182





