
Gui Christ, Fissura

By Olga Yatskevich (https://collectordaily.com/author/olia/) / In Photobooks
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JTF (just the facts): Self-published in 2020 (here (https://guichrist.com/shop/fissura/)). Hardcover

(6.5 x 8.6 in), 112 pages, with 72 color photographs. Includes essays by the artist and Thiago Godoi

Calil. In an edition of 500 copies, each numbered and signed. Design by Gui Christ. (Cover and spread

shots below.)
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Comments/Context: Fissura, a photobook by the Brazilian photographer Gui Christ, opens with a

quote placed at the bottom of the first spread, “What leads to chemical dependence isn’t drugs, but

the necessity to run from a sad reality.” Christ wants us to keep this in mind as he immerses us into a

visual narrative depicting Cracolândia, the neighborhood in São Paulo known as the largest open-air

drug market in the world, and tells us a more complex and nuanced story of the area and its residents

than we might have expected.
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Growing up, Christ always avoided downtown São Paulo – it didn’t have a good reputation, it was a

place “where people lost their souls between abandoned buildings and dirty streets.” Years later, he

eventually made his way there, and at first, he tried to take portraits of people at the common space

that provided food and a shower, but because of the social stigma, many didn’t feel comfortable with

having their photos taken. Christ was ready to give up when a man asked him for a portrait photo so

he could look for a job, and then a woman wanted a photo to send to her family to say she was still

alive. On his next visit, Christ set up a mobile studio offering free photographs, and over the next two

years, he photographed roughly 2,000 people. Christ’s photobook tells the story of these people, as he

tries to get beyond enduring stereotypes. 

Fissura is a medium sized photobook with a straightforward, elegant design. The image on the cover

is a skull sculpture, with a wire connecting the jawbone to the rest of the skull. For Christ, it

represents how society sees and treats drug addicts. The title of the book “fissura” in Portuguese

means “crack, rifts or wounds,” and it is also a slang term used to describe the compulsion to use

drugs. Inside, most of the photographs have generous white space around them, with a list of

thumbnails and captions appearing at the very end.

A sequence of TV news screenshots opens the book, with a full bleed blurred image of the crowd at

the drug market, filled with groups of people making deals. It is followed by images documenting

heavily armed police officers storming the area – out of focus and disorienting, the photographs

capture the violence and chaos of the moment. This series serves as an introduction to the place, and

how it is typically depicted and presented in the media.

To tell his story, Christ combines images of the area with photographs of the people who occupy its

streets. Christ’s portraits are all set up in a similar way, shot against a light brown background and at

medium height while his sitters look straight into the camera. Each portrait is paired with a photo of

a pipe they use for smoking, also shot against the same background. One of the first portraits is of

Claudio, a middle aged man wearing a Brazil national team soccer jersey, who has a black mark on his

forehead and under his right eye. A portrait of a young woman Mel is paired with a photo of a pipe

made out of an apple. Eudoxio has an intense stare, and he uses a radio antenna as a pipe. And

Heloisa is an elderly woman, with deep wrinkles on her face, and her portrait is paired with a pipe

made out of gas pipe tubing.

Many of Christ’s sitters have visible scars and rough tattoos, reflecting their harsh lives and

surroundings, but Christ’s portraits show them with empathy, as real people forced to the edge of

society. He heard stories of “men who started using drugs to forget the anguish of unemployment, of

women who took drugs to endure shame of prostituting themselves to support their children, and of



children who smoked crack to forget the violence, the cold and the hunger of living on the streets.” By

taking their portraits with such empathy and compassion, Christ gives them back their dignity and

humanity. 

The images in and around Cracolândia provide the backdrop of their lives: streets covered with trash

after a police raid, decaying and abandoned buildings, a sculpture covered in paint, a dead bird in a

crack hotel, a broken sculpture of Jesus Christ. Together, these images and others reveal a degraded

and inhuman place, the cracks in the buildings symbolizing the similarly broken lives.

Christ also looks into the history of the neighborhood and how it became a refuge for the city’s

addicted and abandoned. It used to be the richest neighborhood in the city, built to welcome the

influential coffee barons. Everything changed in 1929 when the crash on the New York Stock

Exchange destroyed these Brazilian coffee exporters, forcing them to leave. Over the subsequent

years, the area declined further, the mansions turned into warehouses and the crime rate rising,

thereby attracting more and more homeless people. In the early 1990s, drug dealers took over the

neighborhood, turning it into a drug ghetto. In building up his story, Christ adds photographs that

connect the neighborhood back to its history – like the old railway tracks, built a century ago to

support coffee production. Today, the lack of useful public policy, as well as limited access to public

health, work, and affordable housing only widens the inequality and stigmatization.

Fissura challenges a simplistic understanding of drug addition and those it has ensnared, and

encourages us to humanize the way we relate to each other. Christ uses photography to preserve this

history, offering an attentive testament to people whose lives have otherwise gone unnoticed. 

Collector’s POV: Gui Christ does not appear to have consistent gallery representation at this time. As

a result, interested collectors should likely follow up with the artists directly via his website (linked in

the sidebar).
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