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Their names are Claude, Nacéra, Dario, Dominique, Sam, Terry... They are French, 

Italian, or British. Schizophrenia, psychosis, depression, alcohol addiction, … are the woes 
of their spirits and psyche that make them different.  ‘Nutcases’. Nutcases to round up, 
and lock up? 

What if there existed other solutions, more humane and respectful of the dignity of 
the afflicted than straightjackets, screams in isolation cells, rattling of keys in halls…? 

 
Following Claude, Dario, Terry…, « Quand tombent les murs de l’asile » explores 

the alternatives to psychiatric hospitals that, for thirty years now, have been established 
in France, Italy, and the United Kingdom. A trans-European journey to the heart of illness, 
with its victims, present and past, as our guides through it. They bring us with them, 
where psychiatrists have chosen to heal them: at the heart of the city. Next to our very 
own homes… 

 
Early morning rendezvous with Dario, in a cafe. We are in Trieste. This is where 

everything started. For decades, it has been home to a vast asylum. But in 1974, its 
director, Franco Basaglia, revolted by traditional psychiatric practices, makes his patients 
build a huge blue horse, a symbol of freedom. He then brings the sculpture out of the 
asylum and shatters, as the statue passes by them, every wall and fence hindering the 
horse from descending towards the city. As this is where the psychiatrist wanted to treat 
the ‘nutcases’. Franco Basaglia will then have a law passed that will lead to the shutting 
down of every asylum over the entire Italian territory. Because according to him, the 
psychiatric hospital makes them even madder: it aggravates mental illness.  

Today, Dario benefits from this new awareness: after having finished his coffee and 
chatting, as he does every morning with the place’s manager, he takes us just next door, 
to the small mental health centre where he treats his schizophrenia. A place with a human 
dimension, with no more than eight beds, where he picks up his medication before going to 
the theater: Dario is a thespian who expresses his madness, his lust for life, through dance 
and declamation…  

 
The Italian psychiatric model has been emulated and has quickly spread across 

Europe. In Lille, Claude confides in us about his wounds: six years of confinement. Then, 
one day, he went to war... Today he is president of a patients association; he fights so 
that ‘nutcases’ have access to the fundamental right of housing. As for Nacéra, she is still 
too fragile to live alone. However, in no way will she be placed in a hospital: she therefore 
lives in a foster home. Gina, the house master, guides and supports her through the trials 
of daily life.   

 
On the British side, in Colchester, Janet is in the midst of an anxiety attack. Yet, 

she has remained home: where psychiatrists visit her, thus keeping her in a familiar 
setting. As for Terry, a schizophrenic, his fear of people keeps him locked indoors. 
Therefore, Sam, a young woman, comes over to take him out for a stroll. This is her job: 
to help the victims of mental diseases to reintegrate life. A brilliant initiative put in place 



by British psychiatric services; those who are hired to help patients are themselves… 
patients. Indeed, who better than them to understand the woes of the soul? 

 
Following the path of the great blue horse and of the patients we meet here and 

there across Europe, « Quand tombent les murs de l’asile » shows the advances and the 
initiatives brought by this new kind of psychiatry, called community psychiatry. Since 
2005, the latter is considered, by the recommendations of the WHO, as a priority in 
matters of mental health. A priority that a great number of psychiatrists are trying to put 
in practice, to the point that they have organized themselves in a European network. We 
will therefore also follow French psychiatrists traveling to find inspiration in British 
initiatives, and a French patient going to get acquainted with the Trieste model. When 
madness builds Europe…  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


