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I
n a recent conversation, photog-
rapher Andrea Baldeck ex-
plained her decision to give up
her anesthesiology practice for

the camera. “As much as I loved
medicine,” she said, “I came to the
point where I felt frustrated because I
couldn’t pursue some other significant
interests — music, photography,
travel.” After much soul searching,
Baldeck concluded that if she waited
for the traditional retirement age she
might never get that opportunity.

“It was not easy leaving,” she ex-
plained, “but in the end it was…the
right thing to do. My life in anesthesia
was basically 70 hours in a window-
less room with a bunch of screaming
surgeons. It is chronic high stress, and
it is the ever-present threat of malprac-
tice. Although it sounds corny, it is
life and death, over and over again,
every day, because you are doing sub-
stantial things to patients for whom
you then become responsible.”

Today she laughs at the thought
that her work has taken her from the
windowless operating room of anes-
thesia to the windowless darkroom of

photography. “You get to choose your
own music — in surgery, that’s gener-
ally the surgeon’s choice — and when
you make a mistake nobody dies,” she
said. “You just toss it in the trash and
start again.”

For the past nine years, Andrea
Baldeck has been doing photography
in a very concerted way. Her intensity
borders on the compulsive — she
works as though there were nothing
else — and the work that results re-
flects her dual interests in art and sci-
ence. “That is how I work. I think it’s
what got me through a music major in
college, where you have to practice
hours a day, and what got me through
pre-med and all the science courses in
the lab. It’s what gets you through
medicine,” said Baldeck.

Baldeck traced her choice of pho-
tography back to her parents: “An in-
teresting pair. My dad is…a horticul-
turist and also fascinated by black-
and-white photography. My mother is
a pianist, a linguist, and very inter-
ested in the fine arts. So…my work is
the amalgamation of my parents’ in-
terests — the combination of art and
science, nature and beauty — rede-
fined in the way I see the world.”

Sixty black-and-white photographs
from her book, Talismanic, were on
view at Esther M. Klein Art Gallery at
the University City Science Center
this fall. Almost all the images are
close up, cropped so that part of each
subject is cut off, almost squeezed into
the frame. This style of presentation
serves as an imperative for the viewer
really to look at, even study, the pho-
tographs. Baldeck’s are not the usual
pretty pictures; rather they are beautiful
and compelling, sometimes even jar-
ring, in their sensuality.

She freely acknowledges the influ-
ence of artists whose work has fo-
cused on still life and nature. The sen-
suality of her photographs of flowers
is reminiscent of the quality of Geor-
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Andrea Baldeck: Ranunculus, Pennsylvania, 1998

Almost all the images are close
up, cropped so that part of each
subject is cut off, almost squeezed
into the frame. This style of pre-
sentation serves as an imperative
for the viewer really to look at,
even study, the photographs.
Baldeck’s are not the usual pretty
pictures; rather they are beautiful
and compelling, sometimes even
jarring, in their sensuality.
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graphs of leaves in more formal, bo-
tanical specimen-like arrangements
and also depicts some more typical
still life arrangements. Water Caltrop
Seed, for example, is a study in black
and white of the star-like seed in a
white dish on a black background.
Other images reveal the everyday
scenes her discerning eye discovers
wherever she goes: scenes like Skate,
a beautiful composition of the dead
sea creature on a beach; Shrimp and
Anchovies, edible fare at a fishmarket,
and Knotted Cable, a selectively sharp
focus on a knot of metal cable.

gia O’Keeffe’s paintings of flowers,
and Baldeck’s exquisite images of sea
shells may well be in homage to Dou-
glas W. Mellor, her teacher and men-
tor. Her Sea Urchin Test calls to mind
Josef Sudek’s On the Windowsill of
My Studio, 1950-54. Baldeck’s sub-
ject, an empty seashell broken in two
pieces, is completely isolated, as
though it were floating on the black
background, while Sudek’s moody in-
terior still life depicts a leaf, a tack,
and an empty, broken eggshell. In
both images, commonplace, broken
shells offer a profound recognition of
the lives once inside them.

Of course, there have always been
— and always will be — photographs
of flowers, but Baldeck’s work reveals
a distinct vision. Her realistic black-
and-white images are seen with such
intensity that they impel the viewer to
look intensely as well. For example,
two photographs of ranunculus — one
depicting the upward-reaching buds on
long stems, the other a closer exami-
nation of the underside of the blossom
— succeed in conveying Baldeck’s
deep reverence for life. Her suite of im-
ages of datura explores the life cycle it-
self: while Double Datura and Datura
capture the exquisite beauty of the
flowers in full bloom, Wilted Datura
traces the flower to its fragile end.

Perhaps invoking her father’s
spirit, she presents several photo-

But perhaps the most “talismanic”
of all these pictures comes as some-
thing of a surprise. The image has no
background whatsoever, and its subject
— a tangle of vegetal strands — fills the
frame, conjuring up memories of Len-
nart Nilsson’s wondrous magnifications
from one of his photographic journeys
through the human body. We have all
seen and enjoyed so many photographs
of botanical subjects that we may be
disconcerted by an image, such as this,
that insists we actually look at it. On
close examination, this mystery image,
with its magical, luminous quality,
proves to be the interior of a pumpkin.

“Talismanic” at the Esther M. Klein
Art Gallery at the University City Sci-
ence Center, 3600 Market Street & Es-
ther Klein Way, Philadelphia, Septem-
ber 16 – October 30, 1999.

Talismanic.  By Andrea Baldeck, with
essays by Arlene Love and Helen Drutt
English, (Hawkhurst: Blue Bell, PA,
1999). Matching the beauty of the
photographs is the beauty of the book
itself, printed in a 300-line tri-tone,
fine-screened process by Becotte and
Company. For information, contact
Andrea Baldeck, Hawkhurst, 6122
Butler Pike, Blue Bell, PA  19422,
215/540- 1885, fax 215/540-1887.  ■

Helene Ryesky is a regular contributor
to Art Matters and Art Matters Maga-
zine as well as to The Photo Review.

Andrea Baldeck: left, Datura, Pennsylvania, 1995; right, Wilted Datura, Pennsylvania, 1995

Andrea Baldeck: Interior of Pumpkin, Carriacou, 1996


