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It’s the first time Adrien is entering a homosexual sauna. In the space of one night,
he discovers this microcosm where the comic aspect of the individual tragedies
encounters the passing of time and where hope mingles with melancholy.

Dimmed tenderness
The young man hesitantly pushes open the door of the sauna on the basement level. He pays his due to a middle-aged woman who realizes this is the first time this
person wants to indulge in such pleasures, which he nevertheless approaches
with some hesitation. He’s shy and determined at the same time. Driven by his
curiosity, he ambles through the corridors and ventures glances into some alcoves
from which groans of pleasure can be heard, which Maxime Rappaz has decided
to suggest rather than to show.
The young man is welcomed by a transsexual, who procures him intense pleasure, and with carefully-paced steps he joins two bathers languishing in a haze of
jacuzzi bubbles. But a little kiss is the gesture that describes the sensitivity with
which the filmmaker sets his character in this gay environment which exerts both
an attraction over him and at the same time a kind of hesitation. True, the young
man has made his casual lover come, but it’s when leaving him that he plants a
little kiss on his mouth. It will be the only truly sensual - let alone erotic - image of
the film, which displays a bond of furtive tenderness that implicitly contrasts with
sexual relations, which are more about performance.
The way this film is staged reveals the talent involved in sketching the story of a
quest for Tenderness amid the loneliness of a place dedicated to the ritual of silent
exchanges. The little kiss given by the young man has the dimension of a more
intense desire, like an expression of nostalgia that transcends orgasmic flirts. The
disillusioned and melancholic smile that the woman at reception gives her customers suggests that the discreet hero of Tenderness will join the community of
regular sauna-goers in the future.
As for Celui que j’aime, that love song (for life...) by Nana Mouskouri, it accompanies this film right up to its end to bestow upon it a final note of gently painful
nostalgia.
Jean Perret
Film theoretician

When I was twenty, I frequented some establishments devoted to homosexual
encounters: these confined spaces enabled me to live out my sexual orientation
without having to reveal myself.
Ten years later, I was considering making a film in one of these gay pick-up joints.
There’s something so intriguing about them. I believe I missed them. I went back
there. I gave shape to my project from inside.
Working in a porn cinema a few years ago enabled me to enrich my research. The
fascination I have for these different sexual-encounter spaces is due to the fact
that they are conducive to exchanges other than those of a carnal nature. We may
find ourselves half-naked, but we go there to talk or kill time. We go there to feel
less lonely.
This enclosed setting, which is “outside of reality”, allows me to explore a form of
narrative based on sensations – an experience of the passing of time – rather than
one based on conventional dramaturgical elements. Tenderness relates moments
in time, whether significant or insignificant. Desires, frustrations.
Above all a quest, a quest for tenderness.
Maxime Rappaz

Interview between Maxime Rappaz and Jean Perret
Who is this young man - the main character - and how did you conceive of
him?
This character accompanies us on our discovery of the place and this discovery
constitutes the narrative. It’s a naïve presence. There’s some thoughtlessness in
this young man. And some insolence as well.
The relations between the individuals seem to be tinged with a form of solemnity; is this due to the sex games that are usually played in this kind of
place?
The human relationships in these enclosed places are the same as those outside,
in the everyday world. But these relations are laid bare.
Why the choice of a single decor?
The in-camera – a “self-contained” world – facilitates a depiction of reality that is
not necessarily accurate. Like a sort of fable. With moments in time, sensations,
rather than a story consisting of a plot.
The woman who runs the sauna welcomes her customers with a reassuring
smile. Why did you give this role to this well-known actress?
This maternal figure gives the customers the impression of coming together “like
a family”. This woman is a central figure: it was interesting for me to have an
actress with an established career appearing alongside less experienced actors.
Why choose an approach based on obvious modesty when depicting sexual
relations?
I wanted to focus on something other than sex because the decor already has sex
in it. On loneliness, on little hopes, on the search for tenderness.
Will the young man come back to this sauna? There’s a feeling of discouraging loneliness...
True, the film does depict a feeling of loneliness. But I don’t think it’s discouraging.
On the contrary, the young man brings a glimmer of hope. Doesn’t he wait for the
transsexual person before taking the lift? And isn’t the – albeit fleeting – kiss he
gives a boy in the corridor a sign that everything is still possible?

Born in 1986 in Geneva, Maxime Rappaz gained a Bachelor of Arts in design
(HEAD - Geneva University of Art and Design) in 2011 and then worked in the
fashion industry between Florence and Paris. At the same time he pursued his
experimental video and screenplay projects. In 2013, he decided to turn to film
and was hired as a scriptwriter on the feature film Les Métamorphoses by French
director Christophe Honoré. In 2016, he gained a Master of Arts in film and
screenplay (HEAD/ECAL) and shot his first short fiction film, L’été.
In 2017, he was again scriptwriter for Christophe Honoré on the feature film Plaire,
aimer et courir vite and with Laissez-moi obtained the SSA grant (Société Suisse
des Auteurs) for his support with the screenplay of first fiction feature films for the
cinema. In 2018, he worked once again with Christophe Honoré and was in charge
of the costumes for the theatre play he was directing, Les Idoles. That same year,
Maxime Rappaz also directed his second short fiction film, Tenderness.
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