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Getting the most from this guide

This guide is designed to help you to develop your understanding and critical appreciation of the concepts and issues raised in Les choristes, as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the film for the first time and also during your revision.

A mix of French and English is used throughout the guide to ensure you learn key vocabulary and structures that you will need for your essay, while also allowing you to develop a deep understanding of the work.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help build your language skills and focus your understanding of the film:
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Activity

A mix of activities is found throughout the book to test your knowledge of the work and to develop your vocabulary and grammar. Longer writing tasks will help prepare you for your exam.
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le délinquant young offender, delinquent
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Key vocabulary is highlighted and translated. Make sure you know these words so you can write an essay with accurate language and a wide range of vocabulary, which is essential to receive the top mark for AO3.
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TASK

Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the film. These require short written answers.
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GRADE BOOSTER

These top tips advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Answers

Answers to every activity, task and critical skills question can be found online at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/mfl-study-guide-answers.
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Build critical skills

These offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking and analysis to take you beyond what happens in the film to explore why the director has used particular techniques, and the effects they have on you. These analytical and critical skills are essential for success in AO4 in the exam.
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Key quotation

These are highlighted as they may be useful supporting evidence in your essay.
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1 Synopsis

Released in 2004 and co-written by Christophe Barratier and Jean-Philippe Lopes-Curval, Les choristes is the story of Clément Mathieu, an unemployed teacher and ‘failed musician’, whose love for music touches and transforms many lives. We first see him as he arrives to take up a new appointment as a supervisor in Fond de l’Étang, a school for ‘difficult’ children, where he is to have a profound effect on the children, and especially on the young Pierre Morhange.

The story is narrated as a flashback: the first scene of the film features Pierre Morhange, adult, who we understand has had a prestigious career as a musician. He has returned from New York to France because his mother has passed away. After the funeral, Pierre Morhange is visited at his mother’s home by an old school friend, Pépinot, who brings with him a diary that belonged to the late Clément Mathieu. The diary takes them back to 1949 when both Pierre Morhange and Pépinot were boarders at Fond de l’Étang.

January 1949. Welcomed by the little Pépinot, an orphan, and by Père Maxence, the school’s caretaker, when Clément first arrives at Fond de l’Étang he is rather bewildered: the building is austere, Rachin, the headmaster, is a strict and unpleasant man, the school rules are merciless, the other teachers, Langlois and Chabert, are cold and indifferent and the children appear to be very unruly.

Clément Mathieu’s first lesson does not go very well, but using his sense of humour, he deals positively with the children’s taunts and manages to dissipate the negative atmosphere. Among the unruly children, we meet Pierre Morhange, whose reputation in the school precedes him.
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Key quotation

« Ils ne chantent pourtant pas très bien, mais ils chantent. »

Clément Mathieu
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Clément Mathieu comes up with an idea: he wants to start a choir as a way of engaging the boys’ interest, an idea that is not well received by Rachin. Clément Mathieu wants to give the boys hope and to share his passion for music with them. In his own words, he is a failed musician, but he is inspired by the boys and starts writing music again, which the boys practise every evening in the dormitory.

Clément Mathieu’s approach to education is in total contrast to that of the other teachers and Rachin. He treats the children with respect and shows them compassion, and in this hostile environment Clément Mathieu is a saviour for the boys.

Having been severely punished by Rachin, Pierre Morhange is not part of the choir, but one evening Clément Mathieu finds the boy singing in the empty classroom and is astonished and moved by the beauty of the boy’s angelic voice.

Slowly, Clément Mathieu’s music works a kind of miracle in the school. The boys seem happier, the other teachers become more humane and even Rachin seems to have been transformed by the magic of music. Pierre Morhange is now in the choir and Clément Mathieu is trying to ‘tame’ this distant and disaffected boy. However, Pierre resents the friendship that develops between Clément Mathieu and his mother, Violette, which hampers Clément Mathieu’s efforts to win Pierre over.

The arrival at the school of another deeply troubled and challenging teenager, Pascal Mondain, also threatens Clément Mathieu’s work with the choir and disrupts the newfound harmony in Fond de l’Étang. From the moment he arrives at Fond de l’Étang, Mondain rejects the authority imposed on him and bullies the other boys. When he is wrongly accused of theft by Rachin and expelled from Fond de l’Étang, the magic of Clément Mathieu’s music resumes.

Summer has come. The boys and their teachers have been metamorphosed and the school, now a happy place, is hosting a concert for its benefactor. Rachin seizes on the opportunity to win praise for his supposedly successful teaching methods. Finally, forgiven by Clément Mathieu, Pierre rejoins the choir and enraptures the audience with his solo performance.

Then one day, when Rachin is away from the school, Clément Mathieu and Père Maxence decide to take the children out to the forest for a treasure hunt. While they are out, the school burns down in a fire supposedly started by Mondain as an act of revenge for his maltreatment. Rachin blames Clément Mathieu for having disobeyed the rules and dismisses him. As Clément Mathieu leaves the school, the boys, having been banned from seeing him by Rachin, launch paper planes from an upper window with personal farewell messages. Despite being sad, Clément Mathieu leaves the place a happy man, knowing that he has touched and transformed the boys.

Back in the present in Violette Morhange’s home, with Pierre Morhange and Pépinot (adults), we learn what happened after Clément Mathieu’s departure from Fond de l’Étang. And what a happy ending it was for the little Pépinot!
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TASK

Lisez ce résumé et identifiez quelques-uns des thèmes de ce film.
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