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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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2 Social and historical context



Les choristes is set in postwar France and the story spans several months, from January to summer 1949.


Les maisons de correction ou de rééducation
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Depuis les années 1830, la France multipliait la création de maisons d’enfermement pour punir les jeunes délinquants ou « enfants difficiles ». Ces institutions étaient souvent comparées à des bagnes pour enfants, compte tenu des conditions dans lesquelles les enfants étaient détenus.


La France comptait aussi des « maisons de redressement » qui avaient pour but de « redresser » moralement les jeunes délinquants. Ces maisons de redressement étaient donc plus strictes que les maisons de correction qui, elles, étaient des institutions pour punir.


La discipline y était extrêmement sévère et les pensionnaires subissaient un régime quasi-militaire. De 1870 jusqu’à la moitié du XXe siècle, ces institutions étaient souvent à la campagne et accueillaient de grands nombres de mineurs. Malheureusement, ces jeunes étaient souvent maltraités par leurs éducateurs sous la forme de privations, de travaux d’intérêt général, de châtiment corporel et d’isolement en cachot de longue durée. La violence existait aussi entre les pensionnaires : harcèlement moral, racket et bagarres étaient courants.
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le délinquant young offender, delinquent


le bagne labour camp


la maison de redressement reform school


redresser to rehabilitate


le/la pensionnaire boarder


subir to suffer


le châtiment corporel corporal punishment


l’isolement (m) en cachot solitary confinement


le harcèlement harassment


le racket threatening behaviour, usually for money


la bagarre fight
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TASK


1 Regardez le début du film quand Clément Mathieu arrive à Fond de l’Étang et notez les détails qui nous font penser à une prison.
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Build critical skills


1 Regardez la scène où Clément Mathieu doit punir Morhange pour avoir insulté M. Rachin avec son dessin. Analysez le moment où il entre dans le cachot.
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At the time the film is set, these institutions were increasingly coming under scrutiny, owing to their strict regimes, and the welfare of the children was being questioned. In 1934 and 1937, two uprisings occurred in two such institutions and these events exposed the ruthless conditions in which the children were kept. Many intellectuals of the time, such as Sartre and Prévert, spoke out against them. Prévert, for instance, wrote a poem called ‘La chasse à l’enfant’.
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Key quotation


« Action-réaction ! »


M. Rachin
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Numerous campaigns were launched for the closure of these institutions and there was increasing pressure for the way they were managed to be checked and drastically reformed.


In 1945 a new body, the PJJ (Protection de la Jeunesse Juvénile), was created to oversee the management and organisation of such institutions. The PJJ ensured that more rights were given to the children and that they were educated in better, more humane, conditions.


La France d’après-guerre
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Mai 1945. La France venait de sortir de la guerre et a connu doucement une période de reprise économique. Le rationnement était encore en place en France et n’a pris fin qu’en décembre 1949. La guerre était finie, mais les Français devaient encore faire face aux restrictions économiques qui continuaient de toucher le pays.


De plus, suite à l’atrocité de la guerre, de nombreux enfants se sont retrouvés orphelins et furent donc envoyés dans les maisons de correction, non pas parce qu’ils étaient difficiles, mais parce que ces institutions étaient à l’époque les seules à être en mesure de les accueillir.


[image: ]







[image: ]


la reprise économique economic recovery


le rationnement rationing


à l’époque at the time


être en mesure de faire qqch to be in a position to do sth
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Build critical skills


2 Quel aspect de la personnalité de M. Rachin fait référence à ces restrictions économiques ?
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TASK


2 Quel personnage est orphelin ?


[image: ]







[image: ]


Key quotation


« Pépinot. C’est un orphelin. Ses parents sont morts pendant l’Occupation. »


Chabert
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It is interesting to note that the war is hardly mentioned in the film, yet the children are dealing with its devastating aftermath.
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Key quotation


« Avec son aide, j’organise la Résistance. »


Clément Mathieu
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There is a reference to the war in a song that one of the children, Boniface, proudly sings at the start of the film when Clément Mathieu is auditioning the children: Maréchal, nous voilà. The song refers to Maréchal Petain and his government, the Vichy regime, during the collaboration with Germany. Another reference is to Pépinot’s parents, who died in the war, although no one has told Pépinot that his father will never come to collect him from the school.


Juvenile delinquency dramatically increased during the Second World War. With absent fathers and economic hardship, many children got involved in petty crime, such as stealing or dealing on the black market.



L’éducation dans les années 1940
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L’éducation était très formelle et stricte, avec des punitions comme copier des centaines de lignes ou aller au coin. Le châtiment corporel était, malheureusement, très courant dans les écoles françaises de l’époque.


Les enfants étaient souvent accueillis par un coup de sifflet par le maitre d’école. Les salles de classe étaient peu décorées et les bureaux individuels en bois, ou pupitres, comportaient un encrier.


Les buts principaux de l’école de ces années étaient d’inculquer les valeurs républicaines et d’enseigner les fondamentaux de l’éducation, c’est-à-dire lire, écrire et compter. La musique et le sport n’étaient évidemment pas une priorité ! Malgré de nombreuses tentatives d’introduction de la musique dans les écoles au cours des XIXe et XXe siècles, l’enseignement de la musique s’est heurté à de nombreuses difficultés et souvent elle n’était pas considérée comme une matière essentielle au développement de l’enfant.


L’école est devenue obligatoire en 1905 et le gouvernement français ordonna la création d’une échelle métrique pour mesurer l’intelligence des enfants afin qu’ils puissent être catégorisés pour mieux répondre à leurs besoins. En 1906 fut créé le test Binet-Simon par Alfred Binet et Théodore Simon.
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aller au coin to go and stand in the corner


courant(e) common


le coup de sifflet whistle blow


l’encrier (m) ink pot


inculquer to instil (something in someone)


se heurter à to run up against


obligatoire compulsory


l’échelle (f) métrique scale
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Une classe de l’époque




[image: ]


Hiver comme été, les garçons devaient porter des culottes courtes, une chemise et un pull, souvent de couleurs sombres. Comme chaussures, ils portaient des galoches (des chaussures à semelle de bois) ou des bottines en cuir. Les bretelles étaient un accessoire très courant et utile. Quant aux cheveux, ils étaient coupés très courts et sans style ; une coupe pratique, facile à entretenir.


Les enseignants, pour la plupart des hommes, étaient habillés très formellement pour montrer leur autorité, et portaient un costume, souvent noir, et une cravate.


Dans la salle de classe de l’époque, le bureau de l’instituteur était souvent positionné sur une estrade, ce qui renforçait la supériorité et l’autorité de l’adulte sur les enfants.


Bien entendu, le vouvoiement entre professeurs et élèves était de rigueur.
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les culottes courtes shorts


les galoches (f) shoes with wooden soles


la semelle sole


les bottines (f) ankle boots


les bretelles (m) braces


l’enseignant(e) teacher


l’estrade (f) platform


le vouvoiement using ‘vous’ to address someone
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TASK


3 Regardez la photo de classe et montrez en quoi la photo reflète une classe des années 40 en France.
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Key quotation


« Labor improbus omnia vincit » (Work conquers all)


Devise de l’école
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TASK


4 Trouvez un exemple de châtiment corporel dans le film.
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TASKS


5 Repérez à quel moment le test de Binet-Simon est mentionné et pourquoi.


6 Regardez une scène filmée dans la salle de classe et faites une description de ce que vous voyez. Est-ce une bonne représentation d’une classe des années 40 ?
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A change in pedagogy took place in France in the 1970s and its aims were to make the school system fairer and more accessible: state schools became mixed, the baccalauréat was changed and selection into university was abolished. Les estrades (the platforms) were also removed from most classrooms to symbolise the end of a hierarchy within schools; teachers ceased to be the incarnation of knowledge and were more on the same level with their pupils, enabling a more harmonious and cooperative approach to learning.


La vie dans les années 40
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D’autres aspects du film reflètent la vie dans les années 40. Les tenues vestimentaires des autres personnages sont aussi très typiques de l’époque avec, par exemple, des robes longues pour les femmes et des costumes pour les hommes.


De plus, les jeux joués par les enfants sont aussi très représentatifs de l’époque : les jeux de piste et jouer aux cowboys et aux indiens faisaient partie des activités favorites des enfants qui, rappelons-le, passaient la plupart de leur temps à jouer à l’extérieur.
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les tenues (f) vestimentaires clothing


le costume suit


le jeu de piste treasure hunt
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The film depicts the strict social rules that people had to conform to at the time; anyone who did not conform would be marginalised. Clément Mathieu is frowned upon, particularly by M. Rachin, because he has not got a proper job. Rachin belittles him for being juste un pion (a mere supervisor) and he is ultimately fired because he cannot conform to the school rules. Violette, Pierre’s mother, is ashamed of being a single working mother.
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Build critical skills


3 Regardez la scène où Violette rend visite à Pierre et lui apporte un gâteau au chocolat. Comment peut-on interpréter la réaction de Pierre ?
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Contexte
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Activités
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1  Associez les définitions aux mots suivants :









	



    1  un orphelin


    2  une maison de correction


    3  une culotte courte


    4  la mode vestimentaire


    5  l’encrier


    6  le tableau noir


    7  les punitions


    8  le règlement intérieur






	



    a  un enfant qui a perdu ses parents


    b  un synonyme pour un short


    c  un petit pot avec de l’encre pour écrire


    d  une sanction quand on s’est mal comporté


    e  liste de règles d’un établissement


    f  la chose dans la classe où le professeur écrit


    g  un établissement pour les enfants difficiles


    h  la façon dont on s’habille
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