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Blending science and art was at the ‘core’ of 
Minou Modabber’s life

With a partial lunar eclipse  
on August 7, 2017, amateur 
astronomers and nature lovers 
saw the chance to observe an 
exciting moment in nature.  
Minou Modabber, then director 
of the Medical Arts Core at  
Dana-Farber, saw an opportunity.
Pointing her iPhone out a  

window of her Newport, Vermont, 
vacation home, Modabber 
clicked again and again –  
capturing the eclipse at  

different points and angles. She then downloaded the photos 
and modified them using programs like Illustrator and  
Photoshop, creating images with varying degrees of light  
that could be easily manipulated to resemble cells or other  
scientific elements.
Such was the magic of Modabber, who died of a fast-spread-

ing metastatic anaplastic thyroid carcinoma on Sept. 2 – five 
months and one day after retiring from a 39-year career at  
Dana-Farber. The Brookline resident was 82.
During her tenure here, Modabber combined the skills  

and creative eye of the professional artist with a working 
knowledge of science to help investigators with research  
papers, posters, PowerPoint presentations, and an array of  
other projects. Everyone from undergraduate students to  
senior faculty at Dana-Farber regularly sought Modabber  
out, knowing they would get a heavy dose of her headstrong 
personality along with a beautifully crafted final product.
“Minou was a perfectionist with very strong views on how 

things should look artistically,” says Dana-Farber President/
CEO Emeritus Edward J. Benz Jr., MD, who used Modabber’s 

images (known as figures) many times, including in a textbook 
on anemia he recently edited. “She really understood the  
science, and what you were trying to get across, better than 
most people.”
Modabber took a well-traveled path to Dana-Farber. Born  

Minou Bayat in Egypt, to Iranian parents, she earned a full 
scholarship to the Academy of Art in Rome. There, she studied 
set design and art history, and later worked as a drafter at an 
architectural firm.
Moving to Los Angeles to be closer to her twin sister, Mangol 

Bayat, she married immunologist Farrokh Modabber, PhD, and 

Modabber with her daughter, Yalda.

Modabber with her grandsons, Manu and Kian.

“The web library is “a testament to her  
dedication to the research community, the  

Dana-Farber mission, and her desire to do all she 
could to make the lives of researchers easier.  

She always wanted to teach people new things.”

— Katie Ward

Continued...



DFCI ONLINE September 16, 2019

moved to Brookline in 1969 for his postdoc years at the  
Harvard School of Public Health (HSPH). They had a  
daughter, Yalda, a year later, and relocated again – this time  
to Tehran – in 1974.
Minou, who spoke six languages, worked there as an artist 

and a translator, but the family lost everything in the 1979  
Iranian revolution. She and her husband separated, and she  
returned to Brookline as a single mother.
After a brief stint as an administrative assistant at HSPH, 

Modabber was hired by Dana-Farber in 1980 to run its  
growing Medical Arts department.
Ellis Reinherz, MD, chief of the Laboratory Immunobiology, 

quickly became a frequent collaborator. In addition to helping 
him with figures for many journal papers, Modabber created 
all the posters for a major research symposium he hosted in 
Boston – images that he says allowed her to more fully utilize 
her artistic gifts.
“It was clear that she was as passionate about what she was 

doing as I was about what I was doing,” says Reinherz. “The 
thing about Minou was that in addition to being artistic, she 
was also very logical and focused. She had a fantastic moral 
compass and work ethic.”
She was also, according to Reinherz, a terrific cook.
“When Minou learned I loved to eat, she invited me over to 

her home for wonderful Persian food,” Reinherz recalls. “We 
became good friends, and I also got to know her daughter  
Yalda, who wound up working as a volunteer in my lab while 
at Brookline High School, and during college as well.”
As the years passed, scientists seeking figures to represent 

their research had more options open to them through digital 
cameras and computers. Modabber changed with the times. 
She created the Medical Arts Core Web Library, a free, online 
resource for researchers to download templates, illustrations, 

— by Saul Wisnia

Modabber (center) with Edward J. Benz, Jr. (left) and Gary Countryman, of the 
Board of Trustees, at the 2006 Service Awards.

and images from nature (including her eclipse photos) to use  
in papers, posters, and presentations.
“Minou always wanted to ensure she added value to the  

research community,” says Michelle Cox, vice president of  
Research Administration. “She saw the web library as just  
that and focused her efforts to create this useful tool, and those 
images are her legacy.”
Katie Ward, HR business partner, adds that the web library 

is “a testament to her dedication to the research community, 
the Dana-Farber mission, and her desire to do all she could 
to make the lives of researchers easier. She always wanted to 
teach people new things.”
In addition to her daughter Yalda, Modabber is survived  

by her son-in-law Matthew Stromberg and her two beloved 
grandsons, Kian (15) and Manu (12). Although she was a very 
strict mother, her daughter jokes, as a grandmother Modabber 
thought nothing of announcing to her grandsons 10 minutes 
before dinner, “OK, let’s go get some ice cream!”
She should also, says Benz, be credited for helping lead a 

movement at Dana-Farber in recent decades.
“Our ability to communicate science within the profession, 

but particularly beyond the profession – to lay audiences, to 
our trustees, and to the communities that were coming to us  
for care – got better and better as time went on.
Minou was a very important part of that.”

“The thing about Minou was that in addition to  
being artistic, she was also very logical and focused. 
She had a fantastic moral compass and work ethic.”

 — Ellis Reinherz, MD
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Colleagues reflect on Minou


