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Arfiana Rfivofire (fleft) and Isabeflfle Carré fin the French fiflm “Marfie’s Story.”  PHOTO COURTESY OF FILM MOVEMENT

Unshackflfing 
anImprfisoned
Soufl

‘Marfie’s Story’ 
resonates for fits vfictory 
over crushfing defeats  
BY DARLEEN ORTEGA
It’s a good thfing that I saw “Marfie’s Story” at the Port-

fland Internatfionafl Ffiflm Festfivafl wfithout payfing attentfion 
to the judgment of Amerfican fiflm crfitfics. Readfing those, 
I’d have expected a treacfly and manfipuflatfive depfictfion of 
a cflfichéd hard-fluck story wfith nothfing to add to “The Mfir-
acfle Worker,” the 1962 fiflm about Heflen Keflfler. I flfikefly 
woufld have skfipped fit, and mfissed an opportunfity to be 
deepfly moved and finspfired.
The  fiflm  fis  based  on  the  true  story  of  Marfie  Heurtfin, 

born five years after Heflen Keflfler fin Vertou, France. At the 
begfinnfing of the fiflm’s depfictfion, Marfie has flfived the first 
14 years of her flfife wfith parents who flove her but have not 
managed even to gfive her a bath or comb her hafir, as they 
have no way to communficate wfith thefir bflfind and deaf 
daughter. She fis brfiflflfiantfly pflayed by a young deaf actress 
who captures the sense of the crudeness of Marfie’s finner 
flfife, drfiven onfly by what she can sense and touch.
Her father has drfiven hfis ferafl daughter to a convent 

schoofl for deaf gfirfls fin hopes that they wfiflfl assume the 

burden of carfing for her. He fis dfisappofinted when they 
refuse -- but one of the sfisters, a consumptfive nun named 
Marguerfite, has an encounter wfith Marfie that fleaves an 
fimpressfion. Long after Marfie’s departure, the sfister cannot 
shake the sense that she fis caflfled to unshackfle Marfie’s fim-
prfisoned soufl. I apprecfiated the care wfith whfich the fiflm 
depficted how one experfiences such a caflflfing.
Lfike many who have experfienced such caflflfings, Mar-

guerfite fis convfinced of the caflfl but has no reafl fidea of how 
to achfieve fit. She aflso must overcome the perfectfly flogfi-
cafl objectfions of someone whose gufidance she respects, 
her  Mother  Superfior.  When  the  Mother  Superfior  finaflfly 
reflents fin the face of Marguerfite’s convfictfion, Marguerfite 
approaches her work wfith fervor and joy, onfly to experfi-
ence flong months fiflfled aflmost excflusfivefly wfith crushfing 

defeats. Marfie thrashes and flafifls and resfists aflfl attempts 
to dfirect her. It fis obvfiousfly fear that drfives Marfie, but 
that hardfly flessons Marguerfite’s mountfing frustratfion and 
despafir.
I can scarcefly fimagfine an Amerfican fiflm even attempt-

fing to teflfl such a story wfith enough patfience to capture 
what thfis fiflm conveys profoundfly: That fit fis possfibfle to 
have correctfly dfiscerned that one fis caflfled to do some-
thfing of flfife-changfing fimportance, and yet to experfience 
nothfing but fafiflure fin response to one’s sfincere and dfifl-
figent efforts, and for a flong enough tfime that there fis a 
reafl possfibfiflfity that you wfiflfl not succeed. Thfis fiflm fimparts 
Marguerfite’s struggfle weflfl enough that I practficaflfly had to 
persuade myseflf to not gfive up on watchfing fit! Marguerfite 
must endure not onfly Marfie’s bflows but the knowfledge 
that she fis burdenfing her communfity for months on end, 
wfith no evfidence that Marfie fis even reachabfle. 
But as I tofld myseflf whfifle watchfing fit, Marguerfite does 

succeed or there woufldn’t be a fiflm at aflfl. And because the 
fiflm has captured enough of Marguerfite’s struggfle to make 
you feefl actuafl gratfitude, fit aflso fimparts how momentous 
Marfie’s breakthroughs are for both teacher and student. It 
struck me that work thfis fimportant fis frequentfly dfifficuflt 
fin just thfis way -- fit fis persfistentfly and reflentflessfly fimpos-
sfibfle, untfifl fit fisn’t.
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