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For twenty yeurs, Bruno und Mulik hauve been living in u world upurt, the

world of autistic children and teenugers. Their respective ussociations

frain younysters from difficult neighlbborhoods to cure for these cuses

cuteyorized us “extremely complex”. A specidl partnership for specidl
persondlities. m



) Inferview
Eric Toledano and Olivier Nakache

How did this film come into being?

Eric Toledano: THE SPECIALS is the fruit of u
twenty-yedr-old commitment. In 1994, we
were monitors ut u summer cump und |
had to get a diploma to become a director
(BAFD). Thut is where | met Stéphune
Benhamou, the credtor of the dssocidation
“Le Silence desJustes”, speciulizedin curing
for autistic children und udolescents und
intfeyrating them into society. We lost sight
of euch other. But he |ater took an autistic
member of my fumily under his wing. Onhe
day Olivier und | decided to tuke a look ut
the summMmer camp he ran in the mMountains.
We were deeply impressed by the enhergy
und humunity thut Stéphune und his teum
exuded. The chemistry between the youny
cureygivers dand the handicupped kids
completely overwhelmed us.

Olivier Nakache: A little luter, Stéphune
heeded du 6—minute fim to present his
ussociution. He hoped to collect funds,
becuuse he wus haviny trouble obtuining
the necessury dids. So we took our little
cumeru und both went to Suint-Denis, to
the sume place where twenty yeuars later
we were to fiim THE SPECIALS. We met u

youhy educutor, Duoud Tatou, who dlso
worked with autistic younysters. Ahd onhce
uguin, this hew experience remuined
profoundly etched in our minds...

Eric Toledano: We dlreudy suid to ourselves,
what a magnificent context for felling
u story aund muking a fim. But we were
just starting out and we humbly thought
we didn’t yet huve the wherewithal to
handle u subject like this, We were simply
not reudy yet. Thut did not keep us from
remdining close to these guys for whom
we felt strony friendship and d redl dffinity.
Four yeurs uygo, Cunul+ offered us curte
blanche for 26 minutes. We naturdlly chose
to showcuse their work und cureers with u
documentury entitled WE SHOULD MAKE A
FILM ABOUT IT...

Olivier Nakache: ...a documentary about
Stéphune und Duoud who in the
meuntime had become director of the
ussociution “Le Reluis IDF”. This orgunisution
ulso cures for autistic younysters, but
that dlso advocutes the social and
professiondl intfegration of younygsters from
underprivileged neighborhoods. It's tfrue
that between euch of our feuture films,




the ideu of muking this fim kept coming up between
us. It guined yround und the contuct we kept with the
two ussociations since the yeur 2000 no doubt whet our
sensitivity fo handicaps and contributed to the existence
of u film like THE INTOUCHABLES.

THE SPECIALS is probably a compendium of all the
obsessions that run through our films: a group at work,
like in SAMBA, and duos like in THE INTOUCHABLES or
LET’S BE FRIENDS.

Eric Toledano: Our movies ulwuys fulk ubout implausible
encounters. This one had u particular dimension: how
people who communicute little, or not dt dll, und
dre cohsidered dbnormal, sfill maunuge to make so-
cdlled “hormul” people who ih our society ho longer
communicate, communicate, There isin these ussocidtions
u hurmony und blend of cultures, religions, identities und
utypicul pusts which should inspire mauny people...

Once you decided to shoot, how did you work?

Eric Toledano: For 2 yeurs, we immersed ourselves in the
two ussociutions. The scenes in the film, including Valentin’s
running away, are dll redl life experiences.

In THE SPECIALS, we depict autistic youngsters, parents,
und cureyivers, but dlso the doctors, heulth officidls,
and the IGAS (Generdl Inspection of Sociul Affuirs). We
couldn’t let ourselves stray too fur from the fruth or be
too clumsily upproximate. Our period of observution wus
very instructive, und the screenplay wus fleshed out by
experiences we shared on a duily busis. But what is more,
after two yedrs our motivation had multiplied. If when we
started out, muking this film wus U strony desire, with fime
it becume U hecessity.

Olivier Nakache: It wus impossible for us to tuckle this
subject without understunding it completely, without
beiny in possession of dll the complex issues. We
needed to ussimilate the subject technicdlly in order
to fuel the fiction we wunted to creute

Eric Toledano: If only fo outsmurt the subject. Within
thut universe, for exumple, you heur lunguuyge thut is
hard to understund if you’ve come in from the outside.
There is u slew of incomprehensible ucronyms like
ARS, MDPH, IME USIDATU... thut everyone else seems
tfo know by heurt. We dlso wunted to reproduce the
light-hunded humor we observed in the teums, like in
the buttle of the logyos the youhy cuareyivers indulge
in.

Olivier Nakache: The ideu wus ulso fo include reul
monitors und reul autistic younysters in the film, to
mix redl life and fiction in a constant back and forth
movement, and thus be uble to infrude on the intimucy
of the characters, their ddily lives and personal issues.

You start out with a hand-held camera, as if you
wanted to convey a feeling of absolute urgency...

EricToledano: We feel thut the auudience should ulmost
have to «breuk into» the film. It should immediuately be
confronted by violence, us it uctuully exists. And the
two churucters thut we describe ure charucterized
primarily by the fuct that they are forever on the move.
Olivier Nakache: These wussociutions work with u
sense of urgency, dround the clock. So dll that
running dround does muke sense. We wanted to
grub the viewer by the arm. Besides the music that
uccompuhies the opehiny scene reculls the sound of
uh electrocurdiogram,

We discover almost by chance that Bruno (Vincent
Cassel), the characterinspired by Stéphane Benhamou,
is Jewish. As we later discover that his alter ego, Malik
(Reda Kateb who plays the role of Daoud Tatou) is a
Moslem. You never dwell on this subject...

Eric Toledano: Within these ussociutfions, religyion und
identity politics fude uwuy to the benefit of humanity. That
much is visible to the nuked eye. Humunity transcends
dll those differences, which is what dlso captured our
atftention in the beyginniny. There is un open-mindedness,
an uftention to the other which is missing in our society.
Ayuinst the buckyground of toduy’s tenhse climute und
infer-communal conflict, this film gives us a chance to
showcuse utypicdl life stories - stories that cun serve us
exumples.

Olivier Nakache: We muy have “ideulized™ our impressions,
but over 2 yeurs we had the fime to understand that what
could huve been dn issue here, redlly isn't, One single
thing counts, improving the lives of these innumerdble
younysters.

Out of necessity, Bruno breaks some rules, opens
apartments at night for autistic kids, puis to work
caregivers who do not have the necessary diplomas...
Olivier Nakache: And he yot un inspection becuuse
of his sidestepping the law. We found our ungle for the
flm whenh we discovered the IGAS report concerning
Stéphane’s ussociation. That was ohe of our keys: the
inspectors in charge of the investigation interviewed dll of
our churucters. That wus a way of structuring our story aund
defending the severdl points of view. In our society, some
of the “powers that be” no longer work. But Bruno ucts.

Eric Toledano: Thut’s the whole subject of the film. What

defines muaryinulity und what defines hormuality? What
the film shows is that sometfimes you redefine them
by transgressing them. We dre goiny through times in
which civil disobedience is guining the upper hand.
Transgression may be chaotic, but it is fertile. We have
no unswer to give in the film, no messuye to put across
to the rest of humanity. The older we get, the surer we
are ubout whut it is importaunt to question. In thut sense,
meeting with the vdarious personulities we were lucky
enough to rub shoulders with wus dbsolutely fascinating.

Why did you choose Vincent Cassel and Reda Kateb
to play Bruno and Malik?

Eric Toledano: We huve been funs of those two uctors for
u lonhy time. Before we even write u single line, we heed
an inifial impetus, a stimulus. And for us, it offen comes
from the actors. We admire Vincent’s “transformist”
talents, his propensity to “hick” the yestures und
physique of the people he is supposed to embody. And
then we liked having him play the role of a mun who
is not quite ut euse with women. As for Redu, we have
been wutching him proyress from film to film. He plays
subtle und redlistic, very churismutic. He too cun truly
incarnate people. Their encounter promised to be d fine
moment of cinemu, We waunted to use their eneryy.

How did you proceed?

Olivier Nakache: We tried u during bet. We hud sepurute
Mmeetings with them und told them: * We have un ideu for
d film, we don’t have u screenplay, but we sugygest that
you spend two hours with us in ohe of the ussocidations.
If you donh’t have the time, or the desire, we’ll stop right
then und there. No problem. Otherwise, we'll go togyether,



und if you've hud enhough dffer an hour, we
wonh't hold it agdinst you” But essentidlly we
weren’t running any risks. All you have to
do is spend u few minutes ut “Silence des
Justes” or "Reldis IDF”, for something very
powerful to hauppen. We were convinced
that we held the right formula, They cume,
and that very evening both texted us
prefty much the sume messuge: “We don’t
heed u screenplay to continue on with this
udventure with you”.

Eric Toledano: Thut wus u shot in the urm.,
We introduced them to euch other. They
didn’t khnow euch other, but wanted to work
toyether.

In the film, Malik (Reda Kateb) teaches
his caregivers etiquette, French and
punctuality...

Olivier Nakache: He yives them u ylobul
formation, “you come, you uccept the rules,
you are formed, und you'll see, you'll come
out u winner”. He's gifted with infelligence,
instinct and the yift of the gub. He gives
them the keys to work with, but ulso to muke
themselves respected by society und find
their place init.

These caregivers are mostly from the
universe of diversity present in all your
films...

Olivier Nakache: Diversity is one of the main
components of their ussociations. Most of

the cureyivers ure from underprivileyed
neighborhoods. They are familiar with
violence and take it from their autistic
charges, without turning it against them.
And for someone who does hot count for
much in our society, becominyg a cureyiver
is u very inferestiny puruble. Besides, we
discovered umohny them some true actinyg
talent! It was obvious to us: they hud to
play in the film.

And Bryan Mialoundama who plays
Dylan?

Olivier Nakache: We immediutely sensed
his sincerity during the auditions. He wasn’t
acting. He reminded us of the careyivers
who show up ut Stéphune or Duoud’s. He
had unbelievable eyes, and you could
sehse the violence and fruth within him. He
wus d like a block of marble wditing to be
curved.

Eric Toledano: We needed un outside look
in order to enter into the story. Dylan is the
ohe who doesn’t know, who asks yuestions
like why is this autistic kid hitting me just after
ygiving me u huyg? He is the audience’s eye.

How did you find the autistic kids who
play in the film?

Eric Toledano: “Scrolling” through dll the
associutions of Paris aund the Paris region,
we had d hit on Turbulences (un arts
group that employs people who huave




communicution issues, suffer from uutism
or reluted issues). The ESAT (Estublishment
of Service Aid Through Work) is located in
u circus tent ut the Porte d’Ashiéeres, und
we offered to creute a theater workshop.
It was in that workshop that we met
Benjumin Lesieur, who plays Joseph. He
hus u very winninyg personulity. He didn’t
speudk, or he communicated in g random
fashion, citing hames of French singers or
asking the saume question over and over
aguin: “whut did the weduther munh have
to say tfohight?” We quickly redlized thaut
he enhjoyed the workshop. We sturted
freating him like any other actor: we
offered him the role. His pdrents warned
us it would be complicauted. He never
wore d tie, u belt or socks, und he couldn’t
staund unyone touching his skin and hair,
But they uyreed. During the 25 duys of
shooting, we got him into a tie, belt and
socks, we made him up und did his hair,
We figured out that Benjamin redlly liked
the costume crew, Isabelle and especiully
the dresser, Marine. they dre the ohe
who used hicehess und psycholoygy to
get him to wedar the clothes they wanted
him to. Marine wound up playing the role
of Brigitte, the younhg employee dt the
compuny where Joseph works. No one
else could do it. She objected “buf I’'m hot
ah actress!”. We told her « Trust us... ». Ahd
she wus perfect.

Olivier Nakache: During the shoot, we usked
Benjumin, “Do thut uguin, get buck into
place, go back tfo the begihhing, come
oh, were going fo do dnother fdke...”
and he wuas perfect, just like dll the other
professional actors. Talking with the doctors,
we redlized thut the cihnemu uses u very
autistic-like process of repetition: supervised
and repetitive. We orgunized the entire
prepdaration around Benjamin., We showed
him the setfs before fiming. We rehedrsed
scenes with him. Af the sume time, he could
suy unything he wunted. He sometimes put
his heud on u techniciun’s shoulder. We were
ourselves experiencing exactly what we
were tulking dubout in the film.

Eric Toledano: He wus soon our buddy,
und we even stole some ideus from him.
The line I am ihhocent!” for exumple,
comes from him. He loved repeuting
certauin didlogues in J loop, und we
kept some of them, like “We’re hot far!l”
Benjumin soon becume the film’s muscoft,
und the dunce scene profoundly moved
the entire technicul crew.

And Valentin (Marco Locatelli)?

Eric Toledano: His brother is autistic. A
very serious cuse us o Mmutter of fact.
Astoundingly mature, Marco cume to the
custing session without telling dnyone,
expluining, I have u little brother who's
autistic. Making this movie will help me



come closer fo him, help me to love him”. He did some
convincing screen tests, und we expluined to him that
there were ygoing to be yuite u few working sessions
with us und some behaviorul couches. We spoke to his
mother ubout it, who suid: “/f’s up fo him. | have totdl
trust in you”. Muarco’s presence maude sehse to us.

You try several times to make us understand Valentin’s
autistic sensations in a very sensorial way...

Olivier Nakache: You cun’t depict whut someone
autistic feels or sees. But whut we ure sure ubout, is thut
such children focus on certuin sounds. Some culm them,
others agyress them. We wunted to try to reproduce
that without using too muny effects in order to adopt his
ownh point of view, his own subjectivity.

Eric Toledano : We hud to confront redlity: u hospitul
discharge dfter six months of confinement. All the
doctors told us: you don’t yet out like thut, you have
to set up yradudl releuses. You start with once a week
for three months before risking u definitive releuse. That
is why Mulik (Redu Kuteb) chooses to ussign Dylun us
Valentin’s caregiver. Their technique is 1 for 1. Despite
Dylan’s clumsiness, something worked. It's chemistry. It
doesn’t ulways work, that’s for sure, but when it does
work, it’s mighty impressive.

Did you have to deal with any crises on the set?
Olivier Nakache: Yes, but we hud to munuye them, und
we ubsolutely wanted to show that part of the fruth in the
film. In uny event, we had to endlessly adupt, improvise.
Especidlly during group scenes like the skating rink, for
exumple. There were ulwuys three cumerus on locution,
permaunently reudy to film.

I;Iéléne Vincent plays Benjamin’s confused mother...
Eric Toledano: We shure u lohy history with Hélene
that beyun with SAMBA. This uctor, whom we ure
purticularly fond of, hus u kind of double hationulity:
she cun be very movinyg in one film and very funny in
the next. She is u very SPECIAL uctor! We could not
muke this film without giving the floor to the purents.
We often heurd the words thut Héléne’s charucter
pronounces: "Whut will happen to him when I'm ho
lonyger here? They dre cute when they're little, but
when they grow up, people nho longer look at them
the sume”. When the diugnosis of uutism comes in,
parents do not have time to think of the future, they
dre dJll fired up for immediute combut. There is ho
possible remission. You're in for 30, 40, 50 yeaurs. The
world is then split in two: those who help you and
those who won’t even look at you.

You often say “Behind the Ilaughter, there are
tears”, you could almost turn that around: “Behind
the tears, there is laughter”?

Eric Toledano: Comedy is sometimes sudness in
disguise, but more than that, it is our way to express
ourselves und communicute with euch other. In
these ussociutions, you run through un entire gumut
of emotions, laughter obviously being one of them.
It just hus to fit intfo the situation intelligently. As with
Bruno, who accumulates romuntic trysts with women
of the Jewish community, orgunized by his enfourage
that would like to see him marry. Beihng humorous is
ulso beiny Speciul, or in other words breuking the
rules, und of course it tukes the sting out of certuin
situations. Tuking u step buck, keeping some distunce.

Like in C’EST LA VIE, the film ends on a very poetic
scene...

Olivier Nakache: Thut scene is u perfect illustrution of
the overdll gist of the film. The context may be harsh, but
poetry, movement und music prevuil. At the end of his
choreoyruphy, Joseph returns to the center of the circle
dround which he wus dunciny. Alone under the lights,
he incurnutes dll our churacters’ combuts: keepiny
these kids, udolescents and adults in the center of
things, never losing sight of them, and never banishing
them from our ddily lives.

Eric Toledano: Benjumin is fruly poetic. For 2 yeurs, we
were conhstuntly surprised. By a kid with autism who at
dinner euts off your own plate. This group of dutistic
kids dunces, euch with his and her own pdathology,
edch in their own world, but dll of them together. When
Bruno is most cornered, and may have to shut down
his ussociution, he wuatches those kids dunce and feels
moved. That emotion is essentidlly dlso our own. It's
whut we felt throughout our prepuaration for the shoot,
und whut we tried to reconstitute throughout the film.
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Interview
Vincent Cassel

What was your first contact like with Eric
Toledano and Olivier Nakache?

When they first offered me the film, they
expluined to me how importunt it wus to
them... They had had this project for a lony
time, but did not yet feel totdlly ready to
directit.  remember, they hud hot yet written
u single line when we first met. | just usked
them nhot to muke me reud 12 000 drufts of
the screenpluy. | expluined that | wus in ho
hurry, and that | would wuait for them.

Had you wanted to work with them?

Yes, und | told them so. | wus very curious. |
knew their work, | saw what they were uble
to do, but | did not redlly know how they
maunaged to do it. | quickly understood. They
have faith in their screenplay, but they keep
oh seurching for stuff all the time. For me, frue
uctor’s direction is the way u director, or in
this case, two directors look ut an actor. They
discerned something in me that | did not
suspect was there, things | didh’t know | was
cupuble of “bringing out”.

Do you remember your first visit to the
association The “Silence des Justes”?

| was rather discombobulated. But dlso
completely overcome. | wus surprised to
find myself in tears. | usked myself: “How
um | goihg to work with these kids, these
teens und these udults? How will | detuch
myself from these sometimes very serious
cuses of autism?” Observing Stéphune
und our contucts there, | understood that
they dedicuted their lives to bettering
those of their “residents”, dat the price
of their own. Unsentimentdlly. They dre
“doers”. The autistic suffer from an inability
to communicate. But when you stimulate
them, you cunenrich theirsensory buyygyuye.
In other words, u guy who hus spent twenty
yedurs in this officiully recoynized not-for-
profit orgunization does not look the sume
as someone who is just starting out.

How did you shake off those fears you
mentioned?

| had to fuce up to my own issues. | spent
fime with them, and especidlly | stopped
being such d crybaby. | told myself time
and aguin that | should hot be dfrdid to
step up to the front lines und yet slapped in
the fuce two or three times. Some of them



are uctudlly pretty burly. One day, Eric und Olivier took
me to be interviewed by the Papotin, d paper put out by
autistic feenagers and adults. And that experience dlso
acted us a trigyer.

Why?

They invite persondlities (footbull players, musiciuns, auctors,
politiciuns...) under u circus tent to be interviewed by u
punel of journulists. Some of them become so obsessed by
one detdil, thut no onhe cun follow them unymore. Others
will recite u poem bused oh ohomutopoeiu, An ubstract,
fun poetic experience, with some obvious peurls. There is
no room for pretense or sham. You're “huked” out there.
You just hauve to let yourself go.

You had a “model”: Stéphane Benhamou...

Bruno, my character, is Stéphane without being Stéphane.
Of course, | went to see him ulone ut the ussociution, or
went for a spin with him from time to time. | observed his
silhouette, his physical dattitudes, what he exuded as u
humuan beiny. It may seem stranye, but | often think of the
characters | play in terms of textures. Stéphane has a way
of currying himself that says a lot to me. It tells us who he
is. He only came on set twice aund sfilll... We had to dray
him there. His work is so urgent. Altruism? Humanism? The
reusons for which he does what he does ure in fuct very
simple.

You’re talking about of his body, but what precisely
did you “borrow” from him?

His goutee, his eyes — he often dbstuins from looking ut
people to avoid muking them feel uncomfortable — his
worrying too. | sturted out with the loneliness | perceived in

u mun without u wife or children, und who finds fulfilment
by yiving love to the autistic with whom he works. But we
extrapoluted with Stéphune. Like the “Shidduch*” he
makes use of,

He is a practicing Jew, and works with Malik, a Muslim
played by Reda Kateb...

From the very start, we dusked ourselves: "Whut do we do
ubout religion?” It's in there with the kippus, veils und
Mmezuzot... Besides, we shot some scenes that evoked it
evenh more, but Eric und Olivier cut them out during the
edit. And that's just us good. In the film, religion is shown
us it is practiced in these ussociutions. An issue thut
everywhere else is ticklish aund inextricable is not like that
at all for their members.

Besides, Malik only reveals in an offhand line that he is
a Muslim and has three children...

And furthermore, he suys it us u joke, while sitting in on the
“Shidduch” that Bruno does everything to avoid.

The “Shidduchim” are the pretext for some rather
comical scenes...

From “Hate” to “lrreversible”, | hauve dlways tried to inject
some comedy into my darkest roles. Here | play a guy
who is so involved in his work, that | wus sometimes ufruid
I wus the leust funny character in the film. Luckily, in those
encounters Bruno cohstuntly screws up. You become u
couple when you feel like you want tfo. He huas so much
to do. | respect the “Shidduch” but fulling in love is hot
dlwuys eusy. The other person redlly hus to mutch u
bucket list of 15 criteria. In that case, if it works you redlly
have to believe in God...

*Shidduch: orgunized encounters

Did you know- Reda Kateb?

| felt like we were members of the same family. | like his
somewhut smashed in face, his Benicio Del Toro or Javier
Baurdem look. He’'s large cdliber. A street dundy. The
epitome of cluss. Our encounter wus equul to what | wus
expecting. | dlso loved the comic power und generosity of
Albun Ivanov. What an obvious choicel When he drrives
late on set becuuse he didn’t heur the word *Action”, you
redlly should be filming him. That in itself is very interesting.

You have many scenes with Benjamin Lesieur (Joseph).
How did you approach them?

Were we playing? Not playing? We played. Although |
couldn’t suy ut what, | felt reussured when he waus having
fun too. Finding his rhnythm. Doiny second tukes. He wus
thrilled to be there. In the right place. Huppy. Well yes, s
an actor, he does huve some peculiarities And that’s how
| fulked to him: "It would be u lot eusier if you stepped
fo ohe side, repeut uffer me, suy it once more.” Eric und
Olivier ure two voices. They hever get in euch other’s wuy,
but they sometimes do yive different indicutions und too
bud for you. (Laughter). | soon went to usk them:”Pleuse
stop talking to him. I’m the ohe who does that. Like Bruho in
the film”. Okay, of course it didn’t ulways work. Historicully,
Benjumin is the first of the autistic kids whom Stéphane
took cure of. If he doesh’t wunt to give you the time of
day, he'll cut you dead. But if he likes you, he is capuble of
some very powerful emotionul demonstrations.

The dance scene is crazily poetic...

Some of them dunce. Some pluy the piuno. Others slum,
and you don’t ulways understund everything, but wow!..
is it ever beautiful I And then there are some who don’t

do unything. One duy, during u workshop, | suw one of
them lying in u booth with the little lights they light up
to stimulate the autistic. 15 years ago, he didn’t express
himself because he couldn’t spedk, but what intelligence
in his eyes — the eyes of the Little Prince - they transfix
you. What lurks behind those eyes? What cun his thought
processes be like?

The film asks a basic question: should you upset norms?
Cun you dllow yourself to think differently? Anyone who
in foduy’s society hus something to offer thinks differently.
Stéphaune Benhamou yoes dll out to find solutions in
system that has gone haywire. He disregards the leyislator.
And inspires leyislators who will perhaps help the situation
evolve. THE SPECIALS is hot u film ubout autism; it is ubout
commitment und people who cure for others.

In what state of mind did you approach the scene that
pits you against the IGAS inspectors?

We hud to find u rhythm and un imperative to respect:
not to turh the sequence into the “emotionul sequence™.
Bruno is angry, but he knows what he wants. Is there u
litfle bit of cunning in his uttitude? In Bruzil, they have un
expression for that: you need to know how o cry to obtuin
what you heed.

The monitors you play with paint the porirait of a
generation that is involved... )

They have found u meuniny for their lives. Eric und Olivier
do not go into the woes of the inner city. They show d
bund of super heroes 19-20 yeurs old who do d job that
three-guurters of us would be incupuble of doiny. i
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Interview
Reda Kateb

You often say that each of your films is a
voyage. How did this one start?

| immediately felt “chemicully” confident
with Eric and Olivier, who cume to see
me in the smudll cufé where | hany out
in Montreuil. | felt that in spite of the
consideruble success of their films, they
too shured this ideu of u voyuyge. The
desire to ulwuys put the counters ut zero,
to consider eauch fedture film your first. |
understood the force, the restlessness, the
“electric charge” that animated them:
puying tribute to the work of Stéphune
Benhumou und Duoud Tutou. | got curried
uwduy when | screened their documentary:
ON DEVRAIT EN FAIRE UN FILM. | didn’t know
anything dabout autism other than what |
saw in films like RAIN MAN or SHINE. Here it
wus U yuestion of pluying with “hon-verbul
uutistic younysters”. Olivier took me to visit
the premises of “"Le Silence des justes”. |
wus immediutely cuptivated, but ulso very
touched. | discovered u very rich world thut
promised un infense udventure in which |
would move freely. Eric et Olivier muke u
big deul out of the actor’s freedom. They
ure very committed to it.

Your character, Malik, is inspired by Daoud
Tatou, how did you work with him?

Before even reuding the script, | got info one
of those vuns that pick up autistic kids euch
morning at their family homes to drive them
to their activifies. | went to play soccer with
them in g ygym and to luhch at “Le Reldis
IDF”, his ussocidtion. Then Duoud took me
to Morocco, to Rubut und especidlly Oujdy,
where he is building the first center for the
autfistic in North Africa, Like “Le Silence des
Justes”, it hus u mugnificent hume: “Les
Oiseaux du Paradis” (Birds of Paradise). The
situation of the autistic is even worse there
thun here in Frunce. So we went to visit u
family with several adfistic children. One of
them wus tied to the wull. | spent the followiny
night staring at pictures of my 4-yedr-old son
on my phone. When you see the distress of
some situations and the humune response
that Stéphane and Duoud bring, a kind of
responsibility beyins to weigh on you ut the
ideu of pluyiny them. Some kind of vulidution
oh their part was important to me. | received
their blessing, but | dlso had to free myself
from them, because THE SPECIALS is hot u
biopic ubout Stéphune und Duoud.



Where did you find your freedom?

In the points of convergence between Duoud und myself,
Emputhy, dynumism, endurance. And uncomplicuted
relations with kids from heighborhoods | never got very far
awuy from. | waus purt-monitor, purt-educutor in the Puris
suburb of Vitry-sur-Seine. | sponsor u movie festival, “"Ciné-
banlieues™. Tulking to them or listening to them waus hot u
role of composition role for me. All | had to do was to draw
onh my day-to-day experiences. Before “stumbling across”
autism, ds he himself suys, Duoud wus o rapper. He's
dlmost u showman. When you sit in on one of his meetings
with his monitors, they certainly gyet their work done, but
they dlso laugh a lot, und you get the feeling that there is
a “show"” goihyg on. It's the sume thing in Morocco, where
during inferminable discussions with the local authorities,
he moves mountuins in in ho time at all. We are up uyguinst
wdlls. He finds the breech und churyes through it. With
him, in the end closed doors aulways open.

Malik shakes up the monitors pretty much when he
demands punctuality, commitment and respect for the
French language...

When they first show up dt the association, these kids lack
structures und bedarings. The film is a pardable about the
eneryy of these heighborhoods. It shows that when you
freat these kids with tfrust, while still remaining vigilunt,
they yrow up dund the roud to u professiondl life in the
future opens up to them. Duoud hus u 100% success rute
with kids who until then were holding up the wdlls in the
projects. They dll end up with u diplomu. But Stéphune
and Duoud dare unimuted by something greater than
themselves. The cuuse ulwuys comes first. Fuith is ulso very
important to them.

Exactly. Did you speak with the directors about the
issue of religion, which is just hinted at in the film?
We spoke ubout it us eurly us our first meetings. | wus
a little worried before | received the screenplay. | was
ufruid of the cliché of the sucred union of Jews und
Arubs working toygether. Whut could huve become u
Benetton ud ubout peuce, which is hot at dll my cup of
ted. | think that toduy everything is reduced fo religion.
At the sume time, Eric et Olivier sturted out on the busis
of reul life. Buck then, they fold me thut they could not
promise that the question would not come up. When |
saw the film, | felt reussured. Religion is in there of course,
but in its rightful place, d little as it should be everywhere
else.

Were you afraid beforehand to confront the autistic
actors in the movie?

A little bit, yes, und | huad fo move beyond thut
upprehension. They're unyels, but their handicup cun
munifested itself with elbow jubs und heudbutts. There
is hothiny violent ubout the origins of dll that, They do
not feel their bodies, even if it is difficult to generdlize,
becuuse more thun 250 types of autism huve been
identified. In terms of code und hubits, we feel lost
before them. | didn’t have to tume them, they had to
tame me. Their cureyivers work on every word, every
attitude, every yesture. And nothiny cun ever be tuken
for granted. Before the shoot, | got close to u younyster
with African origins, u very serious cuse. He smiled ut
me while he wus euting. But on the set, ohce he suw
me he run uwuy. Don’t purloin unything from them.
Those were our orders. They have no filters, ho ulterior
motives. We uctors sometimes do. Will people like whut

I'm doing? Will this role bring me others? All that stuff
that interferes with our work. With them, you have to
find unother type of communicution. During Benjumin’s
dunce, we slipped intfo the auditorium without beiny
filmed. Actors sometimes produce imitations using the
fruth, or vice versu, whereus autistic kids ure ulways
frue.

The film is also a comedy, but you didn’t have that
much comedy to do, or did you?

Eric und Olivier puce thinygs like comediuns, but
their comedy is first and foremost human. Before the
shoot, one of my heighbors cume to see me for un
autograph. He usked me: “why do you ulways look sop
sullen in your movies?” | told Olivier the unecdote und
he suid: "Come on, this tuke is for your heighbor’’. With
this film, | had the impression of pluying a piauno, und
pressing keys | had never played before. Theh agadin,
everything is so fluid between Eric und Olivier. When
onhe is feeliny down, the other tukes over We hud u
four-hunded director, so we ulways had someonhe wide
awuke ucross from us.

What was it like meeting Vincent Cassel?

Vincent and | redlly met while working. | redlly wanted
to work with him, but we sturted out shiffing euch other
like the two uctor-unimuls we ure. On set, it wus u
joy to see him send buck the budlls | sent him, with the
warm heurt and spontuneity thut are his tfrademark.
He uccepted fraveling with me on the film in another
way, hot in u cinemutic udventure, but like me in u
human adventure. He opehed up to others, but
remuined reserved too. Three tukes luter, we felt u true

cumuruderie. Once we heurd the word ‘“lights”, we
were on the starting-blocks.

In life, should we go about breaking with norms?
Absolutely. At the origin of this project is u purudox.
A contradiction. It involves the Ministry of Heulth that
oh the one hand does not want fo dpprove these
orguhizations, but on the other hand, implicitly redlizes
that no one else could do the work they do and that
they dre indispensuble. In the middle of dll thut, there
dre lives: autistic kids, but dlso their fumilies. For them,
the deflagration is ferrible, und they dre the most
precarious — they cunnot keep their children, they
need that breuth of fresh dir. —like always, they are the
ones who suffer most.

You talk a lot about ethics regarding your artistic
choices...

| would hever accept arole | didn’'t agree with. Today |
would very much like to uttend the inauguration of the
Oujdu center und screen THE SPECIALS in un open-uir
theuter. No film could transport me more und further
than this one: that is to suy to the heart of u Frunce thut
is both utopian und redl, the France in which | want to
live.



_ Interview
Stephane Benhamou
and Daoud Tatou

When and how did you create your two
associations, “Le Silence des justes”,
and “Le Relais IDF*?

Stéphane Benhamou: | discovered autism
in 1992, when | fook in u teenuyger who
suffered from it ut the summer cump |
directed. | creuted “Le Silence des Justes”
four yeuars later. Autism wds recoghized ds
U public hedlth problem in April of 1995,
but there were no structures for dedling
with it. So the delay wus consideruble,
und it still is. At first we opened un ordinary
fucility, and then we specidlized. We
obtuined our first authorization in 2007. But
the dssociation was truly given a “boost”
in 2010 whenh u mugistrate entrusted us
with d first autistic cuse. That is how the first
round-the-clock mediculized emeryency
structure wus born. Toduy, 59 “residents”
live in our upurtments.

Daoud Tatou: “Le Reluis IDF” wus creuted
in 2000. As of that dute, the ussociution
has taken care of the complex cuses we
yive precedence to on the weekends.
Stéphune und | then extended our

presence to weekduys too. | huve been
working with Stéphune since 1996, when |
ran into him at the Thédtre Le Lucernuire
in Paris where | was putting on plays with
autistic youngsters. A friend dsked me
to orgunize some workshops. My cureer
hus been different from Stéphune’s.
| was o monitor-educuator, and then |
worked with Howdadrd Buten — an American
psycholoyist who specidlizes in autism, d
writer and d clown. We sooh beygun to
run the experiment toyether on complex
cuses uf Stéphune’s summer cump.
Becuuse | came from an underprivileged
neighborhood, | had the ideu of
putting youny people from the sume
neighborhoods to work taking care of
people uffected by the diseuse.

What has kept you going all these
years?

Stéphane Benhamou: The first autistic
cuse | met wus u teenuyer unuble to
communicute., | wanted to understund
why. | opened my summer cump to him.



When he left, he usked if he could come ayguin. All
Duoud und | did wus answer the regyuests that came
rolling in.

Daoud Tatou: | wus 17 when | “stumbled ucross” uutism.
| am now 45. | didn’t understund the violence of autistic
people. How could they suddenly redur up und smush
everything without uny warhing? | seurched, und I'm
still seurching for un unswer.

Listening to you, it sounds like everything was built
up as you met people and received requests?
Daoud Tatou: Nothing wus plunhed. At the start, we
grew without u blueprint. Then | set up “Le Reluis IDF”,
with insurance und with socidl security approval, und |
beyun to provide formution, to sort of recompense the
kids who were helping us out.

Stéphane Benhamou: The autistic community made us
whuat we are today. We filled in the gaps, we slipped
through the interstices into the system to muke up for
the deficiencies of the politicul powers that provide us
with foo few meduns.

You received a favorable report from the IGAS
(General Inspection of Social Affairs), but you still
have to haggle in an Ubuesque situation...
Stéphane Benhamou: We uctudlly got two fuvoruble
reports from the IGAS.

Daoud Tatou: The ARS (Reyionul Heulth Agencies)
entrusts us with complex cuses. But it’'s expensive. Ahd
the reygions cun ho lohger pay. Suddenly everyone is
pulling in different directions fo cover themselves. They
send us the police of the police which is fo say the. IGAS,
and they spend g month going over the dssociution

with a fine tooth comb. We findlly won. We cun receive
autistic cases und frain our younysters. They recoynized
that we fill a gup.

Stéphane Benhamou: But we receive no supplementury
funds, spuce or certifications.

The film shows how institutions select their autistic
cases. Do you choose those you take in?

Stéphane Benhamou: Once the obligutory observution
period hus pussed - because that does exist - some
institutions do in fuct refuse certuin profiles on the pretext
that they do nhot fit in with them. We accept everyone,
ohce un ASD (Autism spectrum disorder) diagnhosis hus
been mude.

Daoud Tatou: Those uutism spectrum disorders cover u
very broud field: co-morbidities, epilepsy, violence...
Stéphane Benhumou: We and our teams then examine
the feusibility of treatment and we go to work. We nhever
furn anyone awuay,

Daoud Tatou: When someone knocks ut our door, we
open it. But the politiciuns implore us: “Leuve your
door closed, you ulreudy huve u full house” Selection
is a very redl phenomenon. Directors of the structures
receive u ylobul budyetury envelope for the year with
u rutio of one educutor for 3 cuses, one educutor for
6, but when we are deuling with complex cuses, we
need onhe cureyiver per putient. In France, we ure short
37 000 pluces. Thut meuns 37 000 children out in the
cold. An instfitution will tuke the cuse thut sleeps dll duy,
knocked out by doses that would kill a horse: he won't
bother a fly. It will reject the cuse thut is aygitated und
violent , und heeds cohstant supervision.

Stéphane Benhamou: From 2000 to 2010, Duoud und

| discovered upoculyptic situations hidden away in
psychiatric hospitals. You could go up to u room whose
wdlls were covered in excrement. The autistic putient
who is there is quite simply in un inuppropriute structure.
Daoud Tatou: Toyether, we have the dynamism and
strength heeded to orgunize off the cuff :classes, field
trips, etc... for those complex cuses.

How effective are the socializing activities you have
set up?

Stéphane Benhamou: We huve observed thut 80% of
our cuses improve with socidlization.

Daoud Tatou: It depends primuarily on emputhy: there
too. There too, we huve 80% success. « | accept you,
with dll your issues. So you waunt to go out into the street
huked? No problem. You'll do it 199 times, but the
200th time, you’ll keep your punhts oh ahd we will have
achieved something ». It thenh depends on educution:
we heed to expluin to folks that these people have the
right to be with others, just like unyone else. Living the
life of u recluse is hot living ut dll.

Stéphane Benhamou: The uutistic common denominutor
is the inubility to communicute, which cuts them off
from our way of fuhctioning. And therefore from the
world, if they dare hot uccompunied.

What needs to be changed?

Stéphane Benhamou: We need lots of finunce. When
you’'re tulking uccompuniment and formation, you're
tulking biy bucks.

Daoud Tatou: And those who muke the luws need fto
listen to the people who relute their experiences in the
field. You might then creute the necessury framework

for the atypicul structures we have set up.

Stéphane Benhamou: There is u blutunt yup, once
a diughosis has been mude: a child diagnhosed at
the uye of 3 should receive immediute cure from u
specidlized unit. The child cunnhot wuit three or four
yeurs to be placed in un instfitfution. First, becuuse the
child is suffering, but ulso becuuse during thut time its
condition will deteriorute und therefore ftriple its cost
society. We udlso luck puartherships in the children’s
sector, i.e., sefting up u network of heulth aund medico-
educuational facilities. We need to tfrain school dids to
deul with autism.

Daoud Tatou: Whut Stéphune is suying is cruciul,
Teuchers, professors, und schoolteachers have not
been formed. We knhow thut well, those of us who
regularly fight to keep some of our children in school.
Whut usudlly huppens? The cuse yoes up to the chief
educution officer who decrees: “Put him in an IME” (A
Medico-Educutional Institution). Whereus dll it would
take for the child to continue in school would be to be
uccompunied.

Stéphane Benhamou: We huve to stop lyiny fo the
world of tomorrow. If in cluss, the children frequent
other, haundicupped children, when those children luter
become business leuders they will not have uny trouble
including autistic adults in their small and medium-sized
businesses. They won’t huve to usk: “Whuat the hell is
autism?”

When did Eric Toledano and Olivier Nakache arrive
at your sides?

Stéphane Benhamou: Twenty yeaurs ugo. The first time
we Mmet is when they filmed their six-minute video clip



for “Le Silence des justes”. They becume
very emotional. And they’'ve hever
ubundoned the udssociution since. Even
ufter they becume famous with THE
INTOUCHABLES, they cume buck to see
us. They followed us und helped us in dll
the muny situations we went through.
Daoud Tatou: We were involved in it. We
were overwhelmed by the film. We said
to ourselves: we were duble to do dll that
— a hdlf drop of wdater in the oceun we
have to fill = but we sfill have just as many
problems.

Stéphane Benhamou: | ulso thouyht of
the fumilies. Eric aund Olivier findlly lift the
veil on the treatment of autistic people.
37 000 fumilies still live u nhightmare in
the dark, second ufter second, 24 hours
a duy. When the le diughosis comes in,
there is ho more family or life. The fumilies
are left in anyst-ridden isolation.

Daoud Tatou: Worse yet. Certuin uyiny
parents have told us: *I am going to Kkill
myself, and take him with me. | don’t want
him tfo end up ih u psychiutric hospitul
ufter my deuth. | fought dll my life to keep
him out of there.” First, it's the couple
that breaks dowhn. Then the siblings. The
pdrents — and it’s understandable — will
often concentrate dll their efforts on the
autistic child, offen to the detriment of
the others, who feel nheylected. But it dlso
impaucts family finances: unless he child

is cured for, muny purents have to stop
working und find themselves in d fine Mess.

The film also focuses very closely on the
monitors...

Daoud Tatou: Thut is dlso very redlistic.
We were uble to set up u structure
with the monitors beiny mude up of
neighborhood teenuyers. At first, they
didn’t want to cleun up human excrement
or get punched in the face. We insisted
onh creufing o formula and imuagined
something that could lust. If we were
uble to muke our Municipul politiciuns
sensitive to the handicupped, it might ulso
ehcouruge inserfing youny people into
the sector of care giving, in old people’s
homes, for example. That is fo say doiny
thankless jobs no one wunts to do. The
heighborhood recruiting ygrounds dre
wuiting for something like that, We even
had youngsters hired dt the AP-HP, the
psychiatric hospitals of the lle-de-France.
We did hot come with the help of the law.
It was dll done empirically, with humor
und humunity. We have to conserve thaut
vitdlity und emputhy.

Did you immediately accept the idea of
the film?

Stéphane Benhamou: We ugreed onhce
our psychiutrists validuted the scenurio.
Unlike whut you muy sometimes heur here




und there, we udre responsible people.
Everything wus very trunspurent. Ahd we
did not chunge unything dbout the way
we operate, We did not adupt ourselves
to the film, the film adapted to us.

Daoud Tatou: But it is the first feuture
film with redl autistic people und reul
cureyivers.

You had to accept the presence of
two actors: Vincent Cassel and Reda
Kateb?

Stéphane Benhamou: At our first meeting,
| could tell that Vincent was interested:
he asked a lot of qguestions. And he
approuched the children. | didn’t feel
like | was dedling with an actor. He was
‘caught up’. But | did not adapt my work
to his schedule. He adupted his to mine.
Daoud Tatou: It wus the sume with Reda,
A redl humun beiny, und, especidlly, very
sensitive. | sugygested that he accompauny
me fo Morocco - | um in charge of un
NGO thut works with autism - telling him:
“If you want to understaund, come eut
stones with me.” Neither Vincent nor Redu
ever ucted like sturs. We spoke to them
like Stéphune und | speuk to the CEOs we
occusiondlly meet: "You have money, we
have autistic people. What can we come
up with together?” What we look at are
the tfechnicudlities. Who cun bring what to
our combut?

Stéphane Benhamou: Thut's frue, but
when | see Redu Kuteb, | see Dauoud.
Daoud Tatou: And when | see Vincent
Cussel, | see him mimicking Stéphune.

What are you expecting from this film?
Stéphane Benhamou: Thut it custs light
oh our complex cuses, even if things dre
beyinninyg to mMove und the administration
is wuking up. Toduy we see the prospect
of more appropriate treatment. | told Eric
and Olivier: I hope that there will be a
before und ufter THE SPECIALS”.

Daoud Tatou: And that it muy touch the
politiciuns. We would like the film to ruise
the awdreness of dll deciders, und even
of the President of the French Republic.
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