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Synopsis
MARIE’S STORY is based on reallife events that took place in France
in the late 19th century.
Born deaf and blind, Marie
Heurtin, aged 14, is incapable of
communicating. Despite the advice
of a doctor who believes she is
“dumb”, Marie’s father, a humble
artisan, cannot bring himself to
commit her to an asylum. Out of
despair, he goes to Larnay Institute
near Poitiers, where nuns take care
of young deaf women.
Despite the Mother Superior’s
scepticism, Sister Marguerite, a
young nun, takes this «wild little
animal» under her wing and does
everything she can to bring her out
of her darkness. She will succeed,
in spite of some failures and the
temptation of discouragement,
armed with her joyous faith and love
for young Marie.

Historical
Facts

In the second half of the 19th century, The Larnay Institute, a convent
near Poitiers directed by the “Sisters of Wisdom”, brought together a
group of deaf-blind children to give
them an education and teach them
to communicate through sign language.
Larnay gained worldwide renown
after the publication of Louis
Arnould’s “A Soul in Prison”in which
he graphically described the method
pursued by Sister Marguerite for the
education of Marie Heurtin, deafmute and blind by birth.
Marie Heurtin, often seen as the
French Hellen Keller, arrived at Larnay in March 1895 at the age of 10.
She was in an even worse state than
the American girl: struggling and
howling like a wild child, carried by
her arms and feet, it was impossible
to predict if she could learn anything
and how, since she had neither sight,
hearing nor power of speech.

After many months of struggle
and hard work, Sister Marguerite finally made a first step in
teaching her sign language by
establishing a link between
an object and a sign for Marie
to designate it: a pocket knife
which the girl showed a great
affection for. The nun would take
it away from her and designate
it passing her fingers through
her hands. Through these fingers flowed canals of patience
and faith, a sort of supernatural stream which worked and
kneaded young Marie until she
learned all the signs of the
deaf-mute alphabet.
Marie Heurtin would later learn
Braille, use a typewriter, play
dominoes and other games,
sew, knit, learn history, geography, know time, and become
a delicate young woman. Her
story is considered a miracle.
The Larnay Institute still operates today.

Director’s
Note

This project began with my fascination for
the story of Helen Keller. In my research,
I came across the lesser known story of
Marie Heurtin and I immediately decided
to visit the Larnay Institute in Poitiers,
where she lived in the 19th century.
The Insitute is no longer a religious establishment, yet remains a center for deafmute children. In light of the scientific
progress of the last hundred years, I was
surprised to find that the institute was
still in operation,
It is difficult for me to describe how I felt
when I met these children who could only
communicate by touch and who were eager to feel my hands and face as soon as
I arrived. I felt quite powerless trying to
communicate with them.
I also met these children’s parents who
explained the challenges they faced.
Exactly like Marie Heurtin’s father over a
century ago, some were told by doctors
that their child was mentally challenged
and would never be able to communicate.
The parents despair ended when they
were introduced to the instructors of the
Larnay Institute who taught their children
how to make contact with the world.

Marie Heurtin’s case, which depended on hard work and tenacity, far
more than mysticism, is considered
a miracle and the techniques Sister
Marguerite invented are used today.
Ever since my visit, I have felt compelled to tell Marie’s story.
People who are considered different,
and consequently marginalized, is a
central theme in my films, such as
ROMANTICS ANONYMOUS. What I
find thrilling in Marie Heurtin’s story
is the exceptional character of Sister Marguerite and her unshakable
conviction that she will succeed in
releasing young Marie from her inner
prison.
The bond created between Marie and
Sister Marguerite is nothing less than
a nun experiencing something which,
by definition, she is not intended to
experience : maternal love. This bond
includes an inevitable separation
which represents the final stage in
young Marie’s learning process.
The film I have in mind is a luminous
one. I want to film Marie’s hands touching animals, trees and faces, moving moments which turn out to be
the invention of a language and the
story of a liberation, a rebirth.
Jean-Pierre AMÉRIS
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