
Teacher notes - Le Havre  

Le Havre is a 2011 comedy-drama film written and directed by Aki Kaurismäki.

Marcel Marx, a former bohemian and struggling author, has given up his literary ambitions and 
relocated to the port city Le Havre. He leads a simple life based around his wife Arletty, his favourite 
bar and his not too profitable profession as a shoe shiner. As Arletty suddenly becomes seriously ill, 
Marcel’s path crosses with an underage illegal immigrant from Africa. A dock worker in Le Havre hears 
a human sound inside one of the containers in port. The Le Havre police and French border guards 
find a still alive group of illegal African immigrants inside. On the sign from one of his elders, a young 
teenage boy among the illegal immigrants manages to escape, news of which hits the local media. 
The first friendly face that the boy, Idrissa, encounters is that of Marcel Marx. Marcel and friendly 
neighbours and other townspeople help to hide him from the police. The police inspector may, or may 
not, be hot on their heels. Marcel decides to help Idrissa by hiding him in his house. Marcel goes to 
great lengths to find out Idrissa’s story, which leads to Marcel’s further task of trying to get Idrissa to 
London, his original destination where he can find his family.

Brief synopsis of the film 

Description of activity 
and suggested uses Skills covered

Activity 1 Students are required to decide 
whether the events noted 
occur before or after Marcel’s 
visit to Calais. This tests the 
depth of students’ factual 
knowledge of the film. Each of 
the events noted, in turn, can 
become the focus of discussion 
- importance, contribution to 
narrative, character, plot and 
outcomes.

Reading skills. Ability to sort and 
prioritise information.

The actual extract can be used 
as a listening comprehension 
and be used as the basis of 
further oral discussion or 
written work.
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Activity 2 Importance of the scene. 

The scene is where Marcel goes 
to Dunkerque to find out more 
about Idrissa so that he can 
help him and ultimately assist 
in his wish to get to England. He 
encounters various reactions 
from the refugees in the camp 
and eventually gets to speak to 
Mohamed Salim who tells him 
what to do.

Listening and understanding. 

Writing skills - as students, with 
guidance if required, summarise 
the importance of the scene

Analytical skills.

Literary appreciation skills 
– character, plot, cultural 
differences.

The scene itself can lead to an 
oral and written discussion 
of the consequences of this 
meeting and what happens 
later. 

Activity 3 Effect on the plot. 

The influence the character 
of Marcel has on three other 
characters in the film and how 
these characters relate to the 
story.

Writing skills. Students are 
required to analyse in writing 
the relationship between Marcel 
and 

• his wife, Arletty

• Idrissa, the young illegal 
immigrant

• Monet, the policeman 
looking for Idrissa.

The exercise can be repeated 
using further characters 
(neighbourhood characters, 
other immigrants) and how 
they relate to Marcel. Further 
analysis is possible by naming 
someone else e.g. Idrissa as the 
main protagonist. 


