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EU SOU FELIZ
A film by Soraya Umewaka

Synopsis
In the favela communities of Rio de Janeiro, graffiti artists try to make a living through
art rather than crime, samba musicians give voice to their pain through music, maids
commute from the hillside every day to work in beautiful homes in the city's south zone
and the military police combat favela crime with minimal resources. Despite daily
hardships, these individuals soldier on with their own brand of happiness. Their joy is
their secret weapon for ensuring survival.
“I am happy. I am always happy. Do you think my happiness is false?”
-Claudia Mateus, Maid

FORM: Documentary
GENRES: Dance, Human Rights, Culture, Art
NICHES: Latino, Youth/Teen
LENGTH: 61 minutes
LANGUAGE: Portuguese with English subtitles
DATE OF COMPLETION: March 2010
OFFICIAL SCREENINGS / EXHIBITIONS: HBO Latino Film Festival (New York, 2009), Rio
International Film Festival (Rio de Janeiro, 2009), Latin American Film Festival (London, 2009), Cinema
Brasil (Tokyo, 2009) and Brasília International Film Festival (Brasilia, 2009), National Geographic All
Roads Film Festival (Washington DC, 2010).

1

| STREET WITNESS PRODUCTIONS |

Director’s Statement
In 2006 I received a fellowship from Princeton University to film a documentary in
Brazil for six months. Media coverage on the favelas of Rio de Janeiro oftentimes
highlighted the violence, corruption and poverty. I wanted to see the other side of the
story.
Despite the disadvantage of living in the favelas, graffiti artist, Acme’s works was
published in children’s books and samba dancer, Vinicius won a national samba
competition. Their talent and their perseverance push them constantly to attain bigger
dreams.
Maria was forced to work from the age of 7 taking care of other children but her love
of life is contagious. Her employer, Angela, shares an honest account of the culture of
maids and how Brazil is far from having a racial democracy.
Capitao Peixote is a police officer who points out the decrease of crime in the slums of
Rio de Janeiro after the establishment of a community police within the favela. He also
expresses how drug dealers, as well as police officers are victims of the violence and the
imbalance of forces in society. Luis Cesar explains how hard it is to make ends meet for
many police officers and how he had his home invaded by drug dealers when he used to
live in the slums.
Terms such as ‘joy’ (‘alegria’) and ‘happiness’ (‘felicidade’) are strongly embedded in
the Portuguese language and the Brazilian culture. I noticed when editing this
documentary that many of the individuals reflected upon happiness when talking about
their lives in Rio. In 2009, when I had the chance to return to Rio to revisit their stories, I
tried to deepen my understanding of their concept of happiness and how joy motivates,
strengthens and characterizes the residents of the city. For some individuals happiness is
a tool to survive. I call it a type of ‘self-salvation’ because it is a mind-state that nobody
can take away from these individuals. I found that many of the characters in the film did
attained happiness because they changed their values in order to cope with the difficulties
that overcast their lives. For some individuals happiness was a state of mind, for others it
was a fleeting moment, or simple joys that you find in every step you take.
There is a great deal of fear towards residents of favelas, which leads to increased
segregation. I hope that this documentary will alleviate some of the exaggerated fear
towards favela dwellers. Meaningful interactions and dialogues between city dwellers
and favela dwellers can lead to opportunities to construct a healthier society. This
documentary highlights the stories of inspiring individuals who stay strong amidst the
challenges that they face.

Soraya Umewaka
Street Witness Productions Founder
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Soraya Umewaka, Director

Soraya Umewaka is of Japanese-Lebanese descent, born in Tokyo; a graduate of
Comparative Politics from Princeton University (2006) and a Noh actress (traditional
Japanese theatre) who has performed at the National Noh Theatre since the age of 3.
Through a lifetime of Noh training, she has attuned her observations of the nuances,
symbolism and subtleties of expression found in the arts. Her cross-cultural
documentaries are intimate personal portraits that unravel tales of the quest for happiness
despite the pressure of various hardships, the uncertainties of tomorrow and a wide
spectrum of socially constructed borders. Soraya's works highlight the resilience and
dignity of the human spirit in the face of adversity.
Her mid-length ‘Street Witness’ (2007) was screened at the Miami International Film
Festival 2008, HBO NY Latino Film Festival 2008, Belgrade Documentary Film Festival
2009 and the Princeton Human Rights Film Festival 2008. She received Princeton
University’s Labouisse Fellowship to make ‘Eu Sou Feliz’ (‘I am Happy’), which was
screened at the HBO NY Latino Film Festival 2009, Rio International Film Festival 2009,
Cinema Brasil 2009, London Latin American Film Festival 2009, Brasilia International
Film Festival 2009 and the National Geographic All Roads Film Festival 2010.
Soraya has directed a Japanese television program as well as documentaries for the
World Intellectual Property Organization and was recently awarded The Prize of
International School on Mind, Brain and Education at the Ettore Majorana Foundation for
Scientific Culture, Erice, Italy (2010).
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Social Responsibility
Acme, a main character of ‘Eu Sou Feliz’, is a renowned graffiti artist who established
the Favela Museum nonprofit organization in the Rio de Janeiro slum of Cantagalo. His
community initiative offers classes in art and music to inspire creativity in local youth.

Sponsorship
This documentary was made possible through the support of Princeton University’s
Labouisse Fellowship from the Labouisse family.

Contact Information
Soraya Umewaka
e-mail: streetwitness@gmail.com
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