The two sides of the Brazilian city of Salvador:

A structural example of the modern globalized politico-economic system.

Photini Papahatzi’s media environment Elevador extends across the first floor of the Contemporary Art Center of Thessaloniki. A work in progress, it currently consists of a series of photo prints and videos, which capture the personal stories, living conditions and interpersonal relations of prostitutes in the Brazilian city of Salvador. 

Photini Papahatzi collects her primary material using two media which are ideal for realistic recordings: a camera and a videocamera. She then composes her work through testimonials and documents, creating a narrative based on true stories, which combines images and text. Her work methods include wandering the city, doing on the spot interviews, directly participating in events as an eyewitness, and staying and interacting with people from the fringes of society for long periods of time. 

Papahatzi’s research on female prostitution, poverty and drugs - factors which shape the lives of a large part of the city’s population - reveals a parallel world, shedding light on the darker side of a cosmopolitan destination, which is exclusively presented as a tourist heaven - tropical beaches, rich cultural heritage, modern infrastructure and facilities, exotic delicacies and endless fun - in the pages of the world wide web and tourist guides.  

Papahatzi’s ostensibly sociological study becomes in the end a visual testimonial - document. The artist creates powerful, shocking and disturbing images, which entrap the audience in extreme situations, keeping editing and other processing methods to a minimum. Her techniques are simple: she edits videoshots in slow motion, also demonstrating the attractive aspect of her subjects and events, while she retains the natural sound of the environment - the talks, the shouts, the laughter, the music. In her “moving - life images” she blurs all sensitive details, making sure that nothing can be used to identify her subjects or locations. Her photographic portraits are printed in monumental dimensions, focusing on specific characteristics, facial and bodily expressions or on location-defining objects.  

At the same time, Elevador reveals the hierarchical paradigm imposed by the forces of globalization, which determines the manner in which prostitutes provide their services. The monumental elevator is the only means by which the young, healthy and beautiful prostitutes can get to the rich, touristically developed upper part of the city, while the older and less attractive counterparts use the same elevator to descend to the decadent seaside part of the city. For over a century, the elevator, which was designed by Brazilian engineer Lacerda, has served as an actual and symbolic tool of discrimination between women. It has also been used to mark the inescapable turning point in the life of every prostitute in the city of Salvador. 
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