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THE ARTIFICE OF THE IMAGE
Andrea Modica is intrigued by the notion that an image can  
be a ‘great and fabulous liar’. In this interview, Donatella Montrone 
finds out more about the unconventional photographer  
who weaves stories with images.
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A
ndrea Modica grew up 
in a typical Brooklyn 
row house, in a 
predominantly Italian 
and Irish community, 
before the invasion of 
gentrification –  

a time when working-class neighbours 
spent long summer evenings sitting on 
the stoop, watching kids on the street play 
tag, skip rope and buy ice cream from 

the trusted vendor ambling through the 
neighbourhood in his gleaming white 
van. It was a busy neighbourhood, alive 
with activity and kinship, and only a short 
subway ride from Manhattan.

As a child Modica became obsessed 
with abstract expressionism, namely the 
complex geometric paintings of fellow 
Brooklynite Al Held (1928-2005). ‘I could 
sit in front of his paintings for hours,’ says 
Modica. ‘By my early teens, I was painting 
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in my parents’ basement and intended to 
become a painter, so I enrolled in art school 
to do exactly that – first at the Brooklyn 
Museum Art School, where I did some 
modelling in exchange for classes, and later 
at Purchase College, State University of 
New York (SUNY).’

Photography had its usual place in 
Modica’s childhood: it merely recorded 
events – birthdays, holidays, weddings. 
And because the framed images scattered 
about her home merely served a purpose, 
she never gave photography much thought. 
She was, however, greatly inspired by her 
mother, a classical pianist who, due to a 
recurring illness, would periodically stop 
playing the piano for long stretches. ‘The 
house would suddenly grow quiet. Things 
can change on a dime, and I understood 
that as a child. Because of that I live my life 
with a deep understanding that I may not 
be able to do something tomorrow, so I had 
better do it today.’

I
n her sophomore year at SUNY Purchase, 
Modica took a course in photography 
and became hooked. She then had what 
she calls ‘a transformative moment’, after 

she picked up her 8x10 camera and took a 
picture of her flatmate. ‘My roommate was 
stereotypically feminine, but somehow in 
my photograph she seemed androgynous.  
I suddenly understood photography as  
the great and fabulous liar that it is, and  
I continue to explore that in my work today.  
I remain amazed by the photographer’s 
ability to weave a tale that appears real,  
but is, of course, a complete fiction.’

Modica always knew she’d be an artist ‘no 
matter what’, she says. She worked at two 
halfway houses full-time while studying 
for her BFA in visual arts and art history at 
SUNY, and later at Yale, where she earned 

‘Treadwell is perhaps  
Modica’s most lingering series, 

not least for its portrayal of  
the desolation of a girl and  

her family living on the  
fringes of society.’
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an MFA in photography. ‘Working the 
night shift in a psychiatric halfway house 
freed my days to photograph. I was 
determined to do anything I could to pay 
my bills so I could pursue photography. By 
the time I applied to Yale I was primarily 
interested in studying with Richard 
Benson, the master printer. I had studied 
platinum printing with Jed Devine at 
SUNY and was already deeply interested 
in alternative printing processes. I fell in 
love with photography originally through 
the act of constructing pictures relatively 
slowly with a big camera. Although I use 
and teach digital photography, the 8x10 
is still the camera I grab when I get out 
of bed. And I prefer to make my own 
prints, while on my feet, moving around, 
processing film in a tray, washing, drying, 
proofing, editing and then, finally, hand-
coating a piece of paper and making a 
contact print using UV light. I like the way 
the prints look and feel in my hands.’

T
readwell is perhaps Modica’s most 
lingering series, not least for its 
portrayal of the desolation of a 
girl and her family living on the 

fringes of society. From 1986–2001, she 
photographed Barbara, following her 
and her extended family as they moved 
from one farmhouse to the next in 
rural New York State. She met Barbara 
quite by chance in 1986, while driving 

through Upstate New York. Driving past 
a farmhouse, she noticed a cluster of 
people sitting on a porch. They caught 
her eye, so she pulled over and struck up 
a conversation with them. Barbara was 
among them – only seven years old at 
the time. That was the start of a 15-year 
friendship that would culminate at the 
moment of Barbara’s death, when – having 
been diagnosed with diabetes some 10 
years into their friendship – Modica and 
her lens were present at Barbara’s bedside 
to see out her final days. It was to be their 
final collaboration.

The images from that 15-year period 
– which were published in two separate 
books, one by Chronicle Books (1996) and 
the other by Nazraeli Press (2004) – are 
haunting, shot entirely in monochrome 
and printed using the platinum process. 
For their final years together, Modica 
continued to photograph Barbara using 
the same 8x10 camera and the small lamp 
at Barbara’s bedside as her main source of 
light. Barbara died on 7 October in 2001, 

Sicily

‘The viewer is constantly 
suspended between future 

tense and past dread, 
between a sensual lust  
and a limpid patina.’
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and so the series was put to rest. ‘Treadwell 
is the name of the small town where 
Barbara and I met,’ says Modica.

Like Treadwell, the inspiration for  
Best Friends also happened upon Modica  
by chance. A high school in Connecticut had 
invited her to be their artist in residence. 
She had planned to take portraits of students 
but soon noticed that each one arrived 
at the session accompanied by their best 
friend. The impenetrable bonds and physical 
proximity she witnessed between the 
adolescents intrigued her, and she pursued 
the project in earnest after having received 
the Anonymous Was A Woman award – 
an unrestricted grant that celebrates the 
accomplishments of women artists. ‘For  
Best Friends, I photographed exclusively at 
one high school in Modena, Italy.’

A s We Wait, Modica’s latest 
photobook, is a collaboration 
between the artist and fellow 
Brooklynite and renowned 

photographer Larry Fink, who edited and 
sequenced the book from several different 
bodies of work. ‘Larry also included some 
“orphan” images that don’t belong to any 
particular series. The book is unlike any I’ve 

done before; the images are without titles 
or dates – all factual information becomes 
irrelevant. Larry wrote the intro, and his 
essay is superb.’ Of Modica’s work, he 
writes: ‘The viewer is constantly suspended 
between future tense and past dread, 
between a sensual lust and a limpid patina.’

Indeed, that ‘limpid patina’ which graces 
what are seemingly random subjects, along 
with her ability to ‘weave a tale’ around 
them, are true of Modica’s entire body 
of work – a bra hooked around a hanger, 
which she found on the floor in a bedroom 
while working on Treadwell; a dead foetal 
piglet, discovered after its mother had been 
slaughtered in an abattoir in Colorado; 
an elderly woman, her expression not 
dissimilar to the taxidermy bird perched 
at the end of the table where she’s sitting. 
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‘Most of my ideas come from the world and 
the many things that present themselves 
while I’m photographing. The woman 
with the stuffed bird was the mother of 
my landlord in Sicily. At the time I was 
working as a Fulbright Scholar, renting the 
apartment where she was born and lived 
most of her life. I photographed her in her 
son’s kitchen. The bird happened to be 
there – a decoration, I suppose.’

Larry Fink approached Modica with an 
interest in curating a book of her images, so 
she sent him a dozen or so highly organised 

digital folders of different projects, none of 
which had ever been published. ‘It was as if 
he took all the images and dumped them on 
the floor, and after figuratively dancing on 
them, scooped them up and put them in his 
own order. The book is a true collaboration, 

and I learned a great deal about my work, 
seeing it through his eyes.’ 

Fink writes, in the intro to As We Wait: 
‘… to try to understand where [Modica’s 
work] takes you is to let go of any preamble 
about what things are supposed to be.’

‘It was as if he took all the 
images and dumped them on 

the floor, and after figuratively 
dancing on them, scooped 

them up and put them  
in his own order.’

›

Andrea Modica is a professor of photography at Drexel University in Philadelphia. 
She is currently working on a project at a horse clinic near Bologna, Italy.

Signed copies of As We Wait, printed and published by L’Artiere, are available 
online at Photo-Eye Bookstore. See photoeye.com/bookstore.

For more of Andrea Modica’s work, visit her website at andreamodica.com.


