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Abstract
In this project, I explore the idea of finding beauty in dilapidated places. This project consists of
14 photos of ruins taken and edited by me, as well as 14 ekphrastic poems that further explore
the beauty in ruins. I arranged the poems and photos in a way that places the reader in an
imaginary ruins setting. My goal is for all of the poems to be read as a single work that mimics
the experience of exploring an abandoned site. I aim to take the reader on an adventure through
ruins and temporalities, highlighting the beauty that is found in the dilapidation along the way.

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank Dr. Charlie Geyer for all of his help and guidance throughout my senior
year. His knowledge and expertise was invaluable to my learning and completion of this thesis.

1

Process Analysis Statement for Beauty in Ruins
Ruins are temporal scenes, yet they cannot be pinpointed within the past, present, or
future. This indistinction grants them a unique agency to operate in any of the three
temporalities, depending on the perspective of the viewer. A sense of nostalgia can place the
viewer in the past, contemplating the state of the structure before its dilapidation. The same
structure can take its viewer to the future, showcasing an alternative future. And sometimes, the
viewer remains in the present, detached from any memories or possible futures. This idea is
supported by Svetlana Boym in her work “Ruinophilia: Appreciation of Ruins”, where she notes
“Ruins make us think of the past that could have been and the future that never took place,
tantalizing us with utopian dreams of escaping the irreversibility of time” (Boym 1).
Furthermore, in his work, “Nostalgia for Ruins”, Andreas Huyssen notes “We are nostalgic for
the ruins of modernity because they still seem to hold a promise that has vanished with our own
age: the promise of an alternative future” (Huyssen 3). Since ruins are an intersection of the past,
present, and future, they allow us to think about what time is and what it means to each of us.
They compel us to consider the kind of future we want for ourselves. Ruins are beautiful in the
way that they allows us to explore our own timeline, glimpsing at the errors and successes of our
past and utilizing these scenes to create our own alternative future.

For this process analysis, I have divided it into three main sections: Poetry, Importance of
the Camera, and Images. The Poetry section talks about my thought process behind each of the
poems and why I ordered them the way that I did. This section is important because it also
explains how the poems are grouped together, contributing to the overall cohesiveness of the
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project. In the next section, Importance of the Camera, I explain the role that the camera is
playing when capturing photos of ruins. This section is key towards understanding how an artist
can guide the viewer’s experience by utilizing the natural lighting and changing the angle at
which the photo is taken. The last section, Images, emphasizes the importance of editing photos.
In this section, I provide a list of some of the common edits made to all of the photos and what
each edit specifically accomplishes.

Poetry
“Topless Religion” and “Paranormal” serve as the initial pieces, setting the scene for the
reader. In “Topless Religion,” the dilapidated church stands out amongst other buildings,
‘exposing’ itself to the public. It has no roof, signifying that it has nothing to hide. Even though
the church is heavily marked with graffiti and looks as if it could collapse at any second, to
onlookers, it remains tempting to wander around the building. “Paranormal” serves as the
gateway poem to the exploration. The building cannot be ignored, like a siren’s call. The
onlooker is eventually lured inside the building and met with a parallel universe— one that is
plagued with a permanent haze and a frigid chill in the air.

The next few poems, “Mute”, “Saturation”, and the “Forgotten” series, keep the reader
situated inside the ruins, allowing them to further take in the environment. “Mute” is the
consequent experience after “Paranormal”; once the onlooker is inside the building, they find
nothing, not even shadows. This experience of pitch black is beautiful in the way that it removes
all sensory information from the body. This extracts the participant from the present, leaving
them in a unique timescape where past, present, and future can coincide simultaneously.
“Saturation” and the “Forgotten” series take the reader to the past by utilizing the idea of
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memories being contained inside the ruins. In “Saturation,” memories are represented by the
green lockers laying on the floor. These large metal pieces ‘saturate’ the room and are frozen in
place, decomposing with time. In “Forgotten” and “Forgotten 2”, the reader additionally
observes the formation of memories. The house is not quite in the same dilapidated state as the
other buildings since traces of life still inhabit the interior; a coat lays on the back of a chair and
numerous books and papers are scattered on the ground. Paper is usually one of the first items to
decompose completely, since it is vulnerable to slight changes in weather. The weathering of
these fragile materials represents the creation of memories. Eventually, the materials will reach a
state where they can no longer be identified, forcing the viewer to return to the past, when the
materials were still in a recognizable state and served a function.

“A Future Past Present” is an important piece in that it takes the reader into a space where
all three temporalities meet at the same time. The future is represented by the interior of the
diner, which contains a large amount of metallic surfaces, as if it were a spaceship from the
future. However, this same interior also represents the past— the style of the building looks to be
from around the 1950s. The present is represented by the more modern appliances like the plastic
coffee machine. This intersection of all three temporalities deprives the participant of their
senses, once again. This leaves the participant in a confused state.

“Light/Dark” is about the confusion that is felt after being lost in the temporalities. The
confusion is portrayed by the mixture of light and dark, similar to the mixture of the past,
present, and future. In the photo, the left side contains more white and the right side contains
more black. The unifying color between these two opposites is green, which represent life itself.
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The balance of all three of these colors is beautiful because all of the colors depend on each other
to exist. There can’t be white without black, light without darkness. Similarly, the past cannot
exist without the present and future as references. The importance of green in the photo is that it
serves as a bridge between the light and dark extremities, similar to how the present is important
in that it serves as a bridge between the past and future.

The next few poems, “Sepia”, “Steps”, “The Student”, and “Labyrinth”, take the viewer
back to the present. “Sepia” is about the way in which the past follows us throughout all of our
lives. There will be both good and bad parts of the past, which is the main idea of this poem. In
“Sepia,” I portray nice scenes like “bleeding walls of gold and honey,” as well as more desolate
scenes such as dust bunnies and a “sillage of aerosol” which represents the lingering smell of
graffiti. The important part about this poem is that no matter if the past is bad or good, it serves
as a guide throughout life. The next three poems are about feeling lost in life. “Steps” represents
climbing to the next stage. Eventually we are all confronted with an uncertainty in life, for
example, figuring out what to do after graduation. We have experienced this situation before
when we graduated from highschool, however, the stakes are higher this time around and the
important idea is to keep climbing, even if the destination is unknown. “The Student” and
“Labyrinth” are all about this feeling of uncertainty. At times life is stressful and responsibilities
feel like they are continually weighing down on us. We may feel ill-prepared and that we are
unable to move forwards, but we keep going anyways. We continue through the ‘labyrinth’ of
life until one day we look back and realize how far we have come.

The last two poems, “Rust” and “Last Performance” are all about the beauty that is found
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in ruins. In “Rust,” the environment is one of pure dereliction; windows are cracked and
shattered glass covers nearly all surfaces. The absence of windows allows rust to thrive on all
metallic surfaces. Rust is usually associated with ugliness, however, there is a certain beauty that
is found in rust because it is only found in certain places under certain circumstances. In the
poem, I portray rust as ‘metallic sunsets’ in the way that it gives off a unique orange hue when
sunlight hits it.
The final poem, “Last Performance,” serves as the capstone of the journey, with the rotting of the
auditorium itself being the last show of the theatre. There is no longer an audience, only
memories.

Importance of the Camera
Before moving on to the images section, it is important to clarify the role of the camera in
this project. The raw experience of the ruins is slightly altered by using a camera. A camera
cannot replicate the exact environment, in the same way that a picture does not portray the exact
scene that we see with our own eyes. This difference in perspective can be used in creative ways
to represent a scene exactly how the artist desires. When taking pictures of ruins, the camera acts
as a middleman between the scene and the photographer. Each decision that the photographer
makes has a direct impact on the final work. For example, the angle at which a picture is taken
can significantly alter the experience of the viewer. A photo taken straight on at eye level evokes
a sense of physically being at the location, since it is more closely aligned to what we see with
our eyes. A photo taken at an uncorrected angle, a crooked photo, evokes a less natural feeling
since we don’t interpret the world as crooked; the ground we walk on is level and buildings lay
perpendicular to the ground. Another decision that can greatly alter the experience of the viewer

6

is the lighting. An artist can use lighting to redirect focus to another part of the image. For
example, shadows can hide a lot of detail, while lighting can highlight it. By making these
decisions, the photographer is actively changing the scene and tailoring the experience for those
that view the photos. In other words, by utilizing a camera, this project is providing an already
modified experience for the reader, since the experience would be different if the reader was
physically in the ruins.

Images
As the poems are ekphrastic, the importance of the images, camera work, and editing
cannot be understated. The amount of decisions made when writing the poems and creating the
photos was the same. The reason for this is that my goal for this project was to give the viewer
an all-encompassing experience. The poems are supposed to be based off of the photo and vice
versa. If I were to write ekphrastic poems based off of unedited photos, the final product
wouldn’t be the same. The only photo that was not edited was “Mute,” and the reason for this is
because “Mute” is supposed to mimic the raw experience of being in pitch black in an abandoned
building, so I chose not to brighten it up or make any other changes.
Here are some comparisons between the unedited and edited photos to help emphasize the
importance of editing:

Unedited:
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Edited:
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Unedited:

9

Edited:
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Unedited:
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Edited:
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For simplicity’s sake, here is a list of some of the common edits to all of the photos and why:

Lens/Perspective Correction:
Because my camera lens is curved by design, this slightly magnifies the center of every photo.
This makes straight lines appear to curve around the edges of the image. This is fixed to give the
image a more natural feel.
Crop/Orientation:
Because I take photos while holding the camera, my pictures are not always lined up perfectly
due to slight shaking in the hands. This edit straightens out the photo. A good example of this
correction is seen in the church photo. In the unedited version, the church is leaning slightly to
the right.
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Exposure:
Adjusting exposure is used to brighten or darken the photo. If I increased the exposure in
“Mute,” the image would be less black and more details would be visible, at the cost of a less
crisp image.
Highlights:
Highlights are the brightest parts of an image. A lot of my unedited images had ‘blown out
highlights’ where the brightest parts of the image became pure white. This is seen in “Forgotten
2.” The window was mostly white, hiding much of the detail, such as the plants. By decreasing
the highlights, I was able to recover a lot of the details.
Shadows:
Shadows are the darkest parts of an image. I both increased (made dark spots in images darker)
and decreased (made dark spots in images lighter) the shadows on a case-by-case basis. For
example, I increased the shadows in “Paranormal,” in order to give the image a more dramatic
and heavy feel.
Tonal Contrast:
This changes the difference between the highlights and shadows. Increasing the tonal contrast
can define an image more by making the light parts lighter and the dark parts darker. By
decreasing the tonal contrast, the image becomes duller. I increased the tonal contrast in
“Saturation” to give the photo heavier shadows and to make it more crisp. I decreased the tonal
contrast in “Forgotten 2” to decrease the shadows and highlights, evening out the intensity and
giving it a more “rainy day” feeling.
White Balance:
White balance makes sure that the color white in the photo is true white and not orangish or
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bluish. I only changed this if I wanted to change the temperature of an image. For example, the
photo of “Sepia” is very warm temperature wise, since it contains mostly amber colors and
orange colors. The light coming through the window at the top realistically is not orange or
brownish, however, I kept this unedited because it adds to the overall aesthetic of the photo.
Saturation:
Saturation is the intensity of color in a photo. In the poem, “Saturation,” the word ‘saturation’
serves as a homonym, referring to the following two definitions:
1. The process or state that occurs when a place or thing is filled completely with people or
things, so that no more can be added.
2. Intensity of color in an image.
I increased the saturation in nearly all of the images to make them look nicer and not as dull.
However, for the poem, “Saturation,” I oversaturated the photo on purpose to give the effect of
the colors bleeding. The poem, “Saturation,” is about the stagnation of numerous memories in a
cramped space, so I wanted to portray this ‘oversaturation’ of memories through the
oversaturation of colors.
Color Correction:
Color correction was done on a case-by-case basis, as well. It was used to increase/decrease the
saturation of a particular color, change its hue, and change its luminance.
Sharpening:
Sharpening increases the contrast at the edges of shapes in a photo. It is used to make the image
more crisp. I sharpened nearly all of the images slightly. An example of this can be seen in the
bricks of the church.
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Noise Reduction:
Image noise is the random differentiations of either color or brightness in the image itself.
It is similar to graininess in a film photo. For example, “Sepia” has a lot of grain because it was
taken on a 35mm film camera. A lot of my photos taken in dark environments have some level of
noise when zooming in, but I reduced it to make the image crisper.
Chromatic Aberration Reduction:
This is a color distortion. An example of chromatic aberration in my photos is seen in
“Paranormal.” When zooming in on the broken windows that contain the grey sky in the
background, the lines appear blue, pink, and green. I tried to mitigate this issue the best that I
could so that it is not obvious unless the viewer knows where to look for it.
Vignetting:
Vignetting adds some shadows to the edges and corners of the photo. I added a vignette to most
of the images in order to soften the edges and to take focus away from the edges and place that
focus on the scene in the center instead.

The ultimate purpose of this project was to explore the beauty of ruins through
photography and ekphrasis. Through this series of 14 photos and poems, I hope to have
communicated my personal interpretation of the beauty of ruins, which is that their fundamental
beauty stems from their promise of an alternative future. We can attain this future by utilizing
our experiences from the past. As we look back on our mistakes, we learn from them, altering the
present and therefore changing the future. The sense of nostalgia that ruins provides us gives us
an opportunity to reflect on the good and bad in life. Sometimes, we don’t recognize the
importance of the memories that we carry. We forget our purpose in life and waste days
wandering around. It isn’t until we look at the unstableness of time itself that we begin to truly

16

understand our purpose. We may not be able to completely change the story of our past, but
every choice that we make in the present allows us to rewrite the ending. By viewing these
images of ruins, my goal was for the viewer to experience the past, present, and future, and how
all three of these temporalities intersect. Through the ekphrastic poems, I hope that the reader
found themselves further immersed into their own abandoned ruins so that they may work
towards their own alternative future.
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“Topless Religion”

My Garden of Eden,
With tattooed ribs and a wooden heart of sins,
Lays nude to the public,
Exposing herself to prying eyes and flirting with erosion.
Holy rays seek to illuminate her covert past,
While clouds of deception attempt to conceal.
Her possessive nature dissuades the curious,
Yet her seductive spell cannot be ignored.
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“Paranormal”

Outside the phantom hotel,
The siren's call can be heard,
Luring onlookers into the bones of a spectral structure.
Disembodied voices meet those that enter,
Unloading their burdens wistfully.
Inside,
One is met with a parallel future,
A dystopia where light is absorbed by a permanent haze,
Leaving a chill in the air that turns bones brittle.

20

“Mute”

In the mute darkness,
We find nothing, not even shadows.
Yet, there is something beautiful about the absence of light.
Perhaps, it is the rawness of an unobscured setting,
One that drains the light from your pupils—
One that takes your hand and guides you into the black hole.
No star could illuminate this stillness of the dark—
That mummifies lost artifacts to the inertia of space.
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“Saturation”

Confined,
Lingering memories saturate a small room.
Permeating the area with a redolent smell,
The weight of the air twists slowly,
Blending the ambience into an array of colors.
With no sense of purpose,
The memories stagnate,
Longing to be discovered,
Decomposing with time.
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“Forgotten”

Fading images of grandeur,
Adrift and unremembered,
Tainted by charcoal and with memories boarded up,
The cracked glass calls to anyone that will listen,
A story of decay, a story of neglect,
Only the leaves listen to its somber tone,
Only the leaves will remember its fading images of grandeur.
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“Forgotten 2”

Whispers encircle a once forgotten spirit,
Tranquil in disposition, yet verbose in language,
A Ring of Fire seals in these last words,
These last voices of a wandering soul,
That paint a picture of a rainy day,
Only the leaves will remember these fading images,
Only the leaves can hear such quiet whispers.
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“A Future Past Present”

Vintage metal adorns the walls and stools,
Glimmering,
Like a spaceship from the future.
Temporalities meet at this chiasm,
Presenting the future like the past,
And the memories like they’re present.
What was once forgotten now resonates,
At a frequency synchronized with balance itself.
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“Light/Dark”

I can’t tell you how the light feels, nor the dark.
I have experienced neither.
My eyes play tricks—
So much so, that I wake up at night and sleep in the day.
I can’t tell you what’s good or bad,
Only what is.
Only what’s there.
And even then, I still don’t know.
Occasionally, sprinkles of light adorn the stillness of the dark,
Seemingly blending the two opposites.
Greenery articulates itself amongst this mixture of light and dark,
Conversing in a pidgin language,
With each word breathing life into the stillness.
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“Sepia”

Sepia follows me throughout the hallways of life,
Like a past,
Marked by the sillage of aerosol and amber memories.
Amongst dust bunnies,
Each hallway guides me—
With bleeding walls of gold and honey,
Towards a future where sunbeams disband all shadows.
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“Steps”

Climbing another step,
We find ourselves at the starting point,
No leaps and bounds—
We walk on foot.
With a vague sense of direction,
And a familiarity with the area,
We continue to climb with no solid footing.
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“The Student”

With endless tiles of disarray,
That convene at the shadows of a skeleton,
The faeries of a forgotten tomb dance vibrantly—
In the eternal halls of ruin,
Torpid air chokes the senses.
Cognitive missiles fly under radar —
While yielding to obsessive thoughts.
The weight of disguise compresses.
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“Labyrinth”

Navigating the labyrinth,
A sense of doubt stalks at every corner.
Decisions become trivial,
As there is no right way or wrong way.
We go step by step,
Day by day,
Until we finally look back,
And see how far we have come.
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“Rust”

Through cracked windows,
Light is scattered amongst the ruins,
Highlighting the scars sustained from decades of neglect.
Shadows retreat to the corners, as the warmness of the sun envelopes the room.
A metallic sunset of rust begins to set in, as more light enters.
New beauty is found in the color of rust—
A color that can only be found in the final stages of a structure’s life.
And each day, time erodes the building a little bit more,
Sprinkling more metallic sunsets across the horizon.
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“Last Performance”

Fading away,
The auditorium hosts one last show—
A visual metamorphosis from glory to ruins.
With each row lined with empty chairs,
The audience is absent,
They’ve seen this show too many times.
Yet, despite the emptiness of the theatre,
It still maintains its fullness.
Where people once sat,
Memories have now taken their spot.

