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SYNOPSIS

‘Society’s perception of madness lies between two extremes: aversion and fascination. This duality
creates stigma and prejudice because of the existence of a love-hate relationship with madness’.
Edmar de Sousa Oliveira, director of Instituto Nise da Silveira

In the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro a psychiatric institution - Fundagdo Nise da Silveira — tries to create
awareness and acceptance of the mentally disabled by opening its doors once a year during carnival so
its patients can interact and celebrate with the local community.

Alone the name, Loucura Suburbana, contains the relevance of this project: the carnival group (known
as a bloco) was born within a psychiatric establishment in the suburbs of Rio de Janeiro. The city’s
outskirts are vast and heavily populated regions, with great cultural traditions especially during the
carnival.

As one of Brazil's most innovative and unconventional institutions, Fundagao Nise da Silveira believes in
unconventional treatments, replacing limited medical resources with music and dance therapy.

Patients perform annually at the local carnival procession with the community. Suburban Madness
documents the patients leaving the institution and joining the collective craziness.

Thus, the procession of Loucura Suburbana is a symbol of integration and diversity during carnival:
Brazil's most important and democratic holiday. During these celebrations, rich, poor, young, old, sane
and insane come together.

Through the patient participation it is the bloco’'s aim to change preconceptions and transform people's
views, making them understand that madness can have a place within society. It offers the opportunity
for everyone to experience a moment with “the different.”

The institution’s goal is to illustrate the ordinariness of mental patients’ lives. This encourages the public
to re-define their perception of sanity. Bloco's function is to integrate madness within society and to
restore the ties of social relations that are often lost within the web of psychiatry. Suburban Madness is
a true testament to this integration.

For at least one day a year all roles merge as the sane and the insane meet when their carnival masks
are on. The line between sanity and craziness has never seemed so blurred.
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DIRECTOR'S STATEMENT

The initial inspiration for Suburban Madness was an article published in a German daily newspa-
per. The photo of a man in full costume looking somewhat misplaced caught my attention. The
headline of the article read: “Drums, glitter and a particular perception of the world”. The article
reported on the annual carnival procession of the patients of Rio de Janeiro’s biggest psychiatric
institution. | was instantly intrigued with what the author called “an example of tolerance and in-
tegration”. He described Suburban Madness, the psychiatric carnival group, as the synonym for
Brazilian society, which “under extreme circumstances of poverty and crime, manages to main-
tain the joy of life”. The carnival was depicted as “a day where social boundaries blur”, merging
the ‘sane’ with the ‘insane’ to form a collective madness.

Initially, my plan was to travel to Rio de Janeiro and create a photographic portfolio on the Sub-
urban Madness group. The colours and dynamics of the Brazilian carnival seemed just perfect
for a visual exploration. My aim was to see the carnival through the eyes of the Brazilian people.
The suburban procession appeared to be more original and authentic, plus thematically more
exclusive than the procession of the big samba schools. | quickly saw that the story would be
better voiced by using a video camera.

It was my ambition to spend as much time as possible at the institution in order to talk to patients
and staff. My visits proved to be the most important part of my research. After a week of regular
visits, often lasting the entire day, the patients and the staff integrated and connected with me
as if | was part of the scene. Everybody seemed to know who | was and what our project was
about. | was surprised how open and friendly they were towards me and my ideas.

| managed to gather and find a team of equally ambitious people who provided input with ener-
gy, passion and enthusiasm. The project gave me the opportunity to document a unique social
experiment and witness the Brazilian carnival from a very special perspective. The team and | felt
very privileged to have witnessed a very exclusive cultural event. By making this film | discovered
my affection for telling the stories of ‘real’ people and became conscious of the full potential of
a video camera - a powerful tool to give unnoticed people a voice.
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