


Introduction

Cinema is about motion—stories unfurling in real time, flickering reels spinning at 24 frames
per second, and a crowd bound together in collective breath. Yet the buildings that embody
this vitality can grow profoundly still once deserted. In undertaking my WIPP Portfolio for the
“Informing Context” module of my MA in Photography (January—April 2025), | was drawn to Rio
Cinema, a once-thriving local theatre now caught in a hush of abandonment. This setting
became the locus for my project, Phantasy of Rio, an undertaking that merges my personal rec-
ollections with psychoanalytic theory, through a monochromatic photographic journey.

While Cinema, at its core, is an illusion of movement, for many of us, the word alone evokes
memories of bustling lines at the ticket counter, neon marquees announcing showtimes, and the
warm hush that envelops an audience as lights dim. Yet once such a cinema is abandoned, that
carefully orchestrated dance of reels, stories, and communal spectatorship dissolves, leaving
behind a stark contrast: a stillness that almost belies the dynamic energy once contained
within.









In “Photography and Cinema”, David Campany underscores the odd coupling of photography’s
static essence with cinema’s perpetual flux. He contends that while film tries to replicate “reali-
ty in motion,” photography seizes an instant, inviting deeper contemplation on what’s visible or
implied at that single moment. Rio, in its dormant state, amplifies that tension. Where hundreds
of fleeting moments once strung together to create lively experiences, what remains is only
freeze-frames of disuse, like frames of film extracted from a spool and pinned in place.

Photographing the now abandoned Rio evokes what Campany calls “paper cinema,” where a series
of still images forms a spectral narrative of a once-bustling environment. In my black-and-white
images, | piece together glimpses of tattered seats, broken fixtures, and leftover reel canis-
ters—vignettes that collectively recount Rio’s arc from cherished local venue to silent shell.
Each photograph stands alone, yet viewed in sequence, they convey a ghostly film of emptiness.
It’s as if the building itself is caught between the memory of motion and the reality of stillness,
a tension that echoes cinema’s illusions of movement.









Creative Process

For me, following these hunches means letting the environment speak first—a posture reminiscent of
Adrian Stokes’s idea of “carving,” where you respond to what’s already present. If | see an unexpect-
ed shaft of light highlighting a row of seats, | might snap the photo exactly as is, preserving that
ephemeral slice of time. Other times, I’'ll engage in “modelling,” adjusting vantage points or slightly
repositioning an object to accentuate the building’s inherent melancholia. This dual approach resonates
with Jeff Wall’s distinction between “hunters” and “farmers” in photography: | become the “hunter”
when | spontaneously capture a discovered moment, and the “farmer” when | methodically shape or
cultivate a scene to coax out the emotional undertones | sense beneath the dust and neglect.

These metaphors—“carving” vs. “modelling,” “hunting” vs. “farming”—aren’t just academic con-
structs; | feel them personally every time | bring my camera to my eye inside Rio. Sometimes, as a
“hunter,” | roam around with the adrenaline of searching, waiting for the natural light in the hall or a
corridor to fall just right, as though pouncing on a decisive moment akin to street photography. On
other occasions, I’'m more like a “farmer,” returning multiple times, adjusting the angle or controlling
the elements as if cultivating a visual orchard of the mind. In either case, the synergy of environment
and personal vision shapes the final image.

This bridging of environmental cues with personal recall is where the transitional space concept truly
shines. Rio is not merely a “subject” for me to photograph and document; it’s an active participant in
the creative process. The theatre’s peeling walls might “tell” me a story of missed potentials or un-
fulfilled showings, reminding me of a time | arrived late for a movie, heart pounding from excitement.
respond with an image that tries to fold in that memory, letting the building’s actual condition con-
verge with my mental vantage point. The photograph that emerges is both an external document and
an interior reflection—a subtle dialogue between what is physically present and what is emotionally
resonant.






Framework

If | were to take a conventional approach, | might label the heart break | feel at seeing Rio in
ruin as nostalgia—a lament for simpler times, crowded nights, the flickering glow of a screen
capturing everyone’s attention in unison. Sigmund Freud, however, pushes deeper. He posits
that “phantasy” involves unsatisfied wishes and hidden elements of longing, surpassing mere
sentimentality about the past. The battered seats might be triggers for my own unaddressed
sense of loss: the younger me who was once enthralled by a comedic double feature, or the
communal warmth of sitting among strangers, collectively surrendering to the magic of moving
images.

Freud would suggest that the emotional weight we perceive in these images arises not just
from external changes but from the internal transformations we undergo. Rio’s demise might re-
flect the passing of certain illusions in my own life—the illusions of youth, or of unwavering
communal bonds. This could be why the torn seat, or the curled-up film reel resonates so pow-
erfully: it’s an external symbol for an internal shift. | am not simply yearning for the theatre’s
operational days; | may be grieving versions of myself that no longer exist.



Freud’s concept of mourning can also illuminate how one sometimes lament not just the building’s end
but the ephemeral experiences it hosted. A cinema like Rio might have witnessed countless first
dates, giddy teenage outings, and families huddled with popcorn or gram, creating a tapestry of per-
sonal and communal rites of passage. Perhaps witnessing the few remaining seats in the empty hall
collecting dust feels like an irretrievable piece of a collective narrative that has vanished. A photo-
graph of a seat leaning at an odd angle conjures the time | accidentally spilled my drink during a co-
medic scene, or the hush of tension when a plot twist shocked the entire auditorium. By capturing
that seat now, | confront my inability to revisit the exact thrill | felt then—an acknowledgment of
life’s unstoppable progression. Under Freud’s lens, that awareness can carry an undercurrent of
mourning, not just for the place but also for the self | was.

Crucially, Freud recognized that phantasies could be generative, spurring artistic invention. Photo-
graphing the cracked wall on a once grand and cozy hall, | may unconsciously project my own illusions
of revival—imagining the place reawakened with new films or envisioning an alternative timeline where
the theatre never closed. In a subtle way, each shot becomes an expression of that longing. The cre-
ative impulse merges my dream of recaptured glories with the building’s stark present. With each
photograph of Rio, the emotional impetus is the spark of “what if?”—a quiet testament to how fanta-
sies shape the images | produce.


















Reflection

Sequencing and editing these images further shape the emotional trajectory of Phantasy of Rio. |
opted for a structure that interweaves liminal shots—soft, dreamlike frames of half-lit corridors
or drifting dust motes—with more straightforward documentary images showcasing the theatre’s
actual state: peeling signs, battered seats, rusted film cans, time worn projectors. | also omitted
any images featuring people from the Portfolio, reinforcing that sense of emptiness—even the old
operator, who stood so faithfully by his projector when | was photographing, is conspicuously
absent in my WIPP.

This alternating rhythm of liminal and documentary reflects how | move between emotive recollec-
tion and raw observation. The liminal images evoke the intangible swirl—Freud’s “phantasy” di-
mension—while the more documentary images anchor the viewer in the building’s factual decline.
Piecing them together in a fluid sequence invites an almost cinematic flow, shifting from shadowy
illusions to concrete details, then back again, as if we’re simultaneously exploring memory’s haze
and historical reality. | felt that this editorial approach helped unify the narrative: it mirrors my
internal process of drifting between reverie and stark acceptance of Rio’s present hush.



Conclusion

At its core, Phantasy of Rio is a meditation on what it means for a place designed to cultivate illu-
sions to be abandoned. The hush that reigns here is more than physical silence; it’s the resonance of
a hundred, maybe a thousand communal moments that once beat in unison.

By colliding with each of these elements, | realize that Rio’s emptiness is not truly empty. Memory
lingers in the dust swirling where projector light once illuminated an audience’s wide eyes. A bat-
tered poster’s half-legible text can summon a half-century’s worth of comedic or tragic screenings.
The chipped paint or cracks on the walls may mirror the gradual chipping away of communal tradi-
tions, replaced by more isolated entertainment habits. Even the battered “Manager” sign, half off its
hinge, might lead me to wonder about the people who once meticulously scheduled each showtime,
the families that came year after year, or the shy teen lovers who found solace in a dark corner
seat. Every photograph becomes, in some sense, an invocation of these fleeting illusions—a quiet in-
cantation to a communal dream that once united strangers in shared wonder.

Moreover, in refining my approach, | discovered how personal this reflection is. The sense of hush
resonates in my own mind: a hush for the self who was once wide-eyed in the glow of cinematic
wonder, a hush that acknowledges we can’t truly resurrect the exact fervor of old joys. But photog-
raphy, especially black-and-white, can approximate the intangible—freezing that hush into an image
that invites the viewer into the same emotional space. In capturing Rio, I’'m also capturing my own
sense of phantom longing. Where is that feeling now? | can’t fully articulate it, but with each photo-
graph, | conjure a remnant: the swirl of a half-faded daydream or the subtle ache of a cherished
memory.



Author’s Note

All photographs in this document were taken by me in February and March 2025 for the “Informing Context” module. | have de-
liberately chosen not to caption or number them, hoping the reader will slip into my narrative as if peering through the lens of
my own memory.
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