



[image: image]






Teach®
Yourself


Essential French Vocabulary


Noël Saint-Thomas




Series editor
Rosi McNab





Meet the author


I am French – well, I hold a French passport. I have been immersed in languages ever since I was born – in Paris, to a mother who speaks four languages fluently, as did her own mother, in a truly European family. I decided at the age of 15 to take my A levels in Germany, making good use of my extensive family in Eastern and Central Europe. As recurring injuries put an end to my first career (as a ballet dancer), I went to university as a mature student to study English and German literature, civilization and linguistics, ending up in Glasgow as a language assistant during my final year. I fell in love with this rough but gentle city that had just emerged from the 1980s crisis, whose inhabitants are so friendly, and where everything is possible for anyone with an entrepreneurial spirit. I have been based there for over 15 years, teaching French as a foreign language, French grammar and civilization, translating, copywriting, facilitating communication and liaising for local and international organizations. My work is more than a way of making a living; it is a way of life. Knowing several languages helps me to understand, and shuttle between, different cultures. It allows me to think, and innovate, at a far higher level and within a much wider scope than I would have been able to do knowing only one language, one culture, one way of apprehending, and rendering, reality. But, even living in Scotland most of the time, I always keep a substantial place – both in my heart and in my diary! – for France.


I hope I will succeed in transferring to you some of my knowledge of, as well as my passion for, the particularly beautiful French language.


Welcome to Essential French Vocabulary!


 


Noël Saint-Thomas





1: Only got a minute?



For someone in a rush (Pour quelqu’un de très pressé !)


Why French vocabulary? Below are some of the reasons why learning French vocabulary makes sense.


From an English-speaker’s perspective, it is a godsend: 50 per cent of English vocabulary comes from the French!


The vocabulary used by any society, or community, is in essence the reflection of its culture: thus, learning the vocabulary of another language is like opening a window onto another culture, another world altogether with different colours, different tastes, different – and exciting! – practices;


Together with English, French is the official legal language of the European Union and, together with English, the official working language of the United Nations.


If you are considering taking up ballet, the entire ballet terminology is French!


If you are interested in fashion and couture – see? couture is a French word you know already!; in cooking and cuisine – see? cuisine is yet another word you know!; in make-up, beauty care, perfume and perfume-making; in diplomacy, which is another French word that you know, written diplomacy in English… and la diplomatie in French!; in law… and all things risqué – (a French word!) – it is definitely a great idea!


This short book, quite simple but not simplistic, will open that window for you – with lists of vocabulary organized in themed sections; a toolbox to help you put the vocabulary you learn into articulated sentences – a little like a frame on which one puts the decoration and final touches; numerous so-called ‘author insights’ to link the vocabulary that you are learning, or re-discovering, to the culture it reflects and describes; a self-assessment quiz at the end of each section; and a free audio download from the website with tips and guidance on spelling, pronunciation, accent and melody.





5: Only got five minutes?



For someone with just a little time (Pour quelqu’un d’un peu moins pressé).


Why French vocabulary? Below are some of the reasons, all valid, why learning French vocabulary makes sense.


From an English-speaker’s perspective, it is a godsend: 50 per cent of English vocabulary comes from the French!


From 1066, when William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy (Guillaume le Conquérant, duc de Normandie) became King of England after his defeat over Harold at Hastings, until the death of Henri VI in 1471, French, both as a language and a culture, had a strong presence in England.


The former, William I, brought with him his court, soldiers, learned scholars and advisers, who offered a combination of Norman, Flemish, Provençal, Italian, Breton, Spanish, French and Latin influences in etiquette as well as spoken and written language.


The latter, Henri VI, was the last in a line of monarchs, starting with Henri II in 1154, who had established the tradition, so to speak, of marrying French-speaking princesses – Eléonor, or Aliénor; Isabelle; Marguerite; Catherine.


The vocabulary used by any society or community is in essence the reflection of its culture: thus, learning the vocabulary of another language is like opening a window onto another culture, another world altogether with different colours, different tastes, different – and exciting! – customs.


On the one hand, grammar and syntax – the technical terms for the structure and rules governing the language and the use of its vocabulary – are an indication of the way in which a society or community perceives the world, understands it and, consequently, depicts and renders it; how it ‘thinks’ and organizes reality.


On the other hand, lexis – the technical term for the body, or corpus, of vocabulary – gives an indication of the culture, of the ‘folklore’ of a society or community.


French, together with English, is the official legal language of the European Union: the European Union – currently 27 member States – operates in 23 official languages. When it comes to legal matters, official debates are conducted in both English and French, or in either one or the other.


Possible reasons for this are that French, it is claimed, is the language most suitable for law and legal matters. Until the 14th century, law in England was in French and Latin. It was not until the 16th century that a law manual in English was published in England.


Together with English, French is the official working language of the United Nations, partly due to a well-established preference for French as a diplomatic language, partly because the United Nations today includes more than 190 nations, many of which are French-speaking.


La Francophonie – French-speaking countries – may be described as a group, or network, of countries of which French is the official language, or one of the official languages, or one of the languages used generally. These countries share some elements of culture; certain values as well as social and political fundamental principles. There are 60 such countries today, and just over 170 million people who speak French, whether as their mother tongue, or as one of their official languages.


If you are considering taking up ballet, the entire ballet terminology is French!


Thus: pirouette, cabriole, entrechat, saut de chat, pas de basque, révérence, port de bras, piqué, et cetera et cetera… and also: battu – which means beaten – to refer to the beating of one leg by the other in certain jumps; fouetté – which means whipped – to refer to a whipping movement by the lower part of the leg; plié – which means folded – to refer to the folding of the leg, at the ankle, the knee and the hip, very much like the folding measure tape one uses in DIY – un mètre pliant.


Incidentally, these terms are also used in cooking – en cuisine: des œufs battus en neige – beaten, or whisked eggwhites; de la crème fouettée – whipped cream; plier la pâte sept fois, when making a puff pastry dough, would be fold the dough seven times.


If you are interested in fashion and couture and all things related to the world of fashion and couture, accessories, make-up, perfumes, beauty-care… much of the vocabulary used comes from, or is, French: guipure, gros pois, crêpe Georgette, à façon, tourné, haute couture – (and hot couture!) – couturier, atelier, bouillonné, dévoré, satin, bustier, décolleté, eau de toilette et de parfum, rouge, poudré, pour femme et pour homme…


If you are interested in cooking and cuisine – see? cuisine is yet another word you know! – you’ll discover that quite a number of words, and the techniques they refer to, come from the French.


When at the end of the 14th century England decided to impose English as the official language, rather than French and Latin, it retained a number of French words where the English did not have any that were readily available. Thus, in things related to meals – their preparation as well as consumption – one finds quite a high number of French words: hors d’œuvre, petits fours, soufflé, casserole, ramequin, pièce de résistance, entrée, à la carte, champagne, amuse-gueule, déglacer, réserver, canapés, vol-au-vent, etc.


If you are attracted by a certain je ne sais quoi, and all things risqué – in modern French osé – flirt, négligé, bidet, dessous… learning French vocabulary is definitely a great idea!


This short book – quite simple, yet not simplistic – will open that window for you with lists of vocabulary organized in themed sections; a toolbox to help you to put the vocabulary you learn into articulated sentences; a number of ‘author’s insights’ to link the vocabulary that you are learning, or re-discovering, to the culture it reflects and carries; a self-assessment quiz at the end of each section; and a free audio download from the website with tips and guidance on spelling, pronunciation, accent and melody.





10: Only got ten minutes?



For someone with time on their hands (Pour quelqu’un de pas pressé du tout).


Why French vocabulary? The following are some of the reasons, all valid, why learning French vocabulary makes sense.


Learning French vocabulary, from the perspective of an English speaker, is a godsend: 50 per cent of English vocabulary comes from, or is, French. A number of areas and techniques use French words on a regular, daily basis – and some have done so for a number of centuries.


From 1066, when William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy (Guillaume le Conquérant, duc de Normandie) became King of England after his victory over Harold at Hastings, until the death of Henri VI in 1471, French, both as a language and a culture, had a strong presence in England.


The former, William I, brought with him his court, soldiers, learned scholars and advisers who offered a combination of Norman, Flemish, Provençal, Italian, Breton, Spanish, French and Latin influences in etiquette as well as spoken and written language.


The latter, Henri VI, was the last of the line of British monarchs, starting with Henri II in 1154, who had established the tradition, so to speak, of marrying French-speaking princesses –Eléonor, or Aliénor; Isabelle; Marguerite; Catherine.


For the greater part of three centuries, three main languages were used in Britain: Latin, French and English – Latin and ‘educated’ French were the languages of knowledge and power; while English and ‘vernacular’ French were the languages of everyday life which developed independently from the written form.


The 100 Years War (1337–1453), Black Death and the emergence of the middle class – a phenomenon of which Chaucer would be the perfect example – put an end to ‘French domination’. Eventually, English imposed itself as the national language and in 1362 English was adopted as the official language of debates in Parliament.


This process of emancipation involves the borrowing, by the English language, of all the French words that it needs – in techniques and contexts such as heraldry, law, diplomacy and international relations, fashion and couture, beauty care and perfume, cooking and baking, ballet, maritime trade, home economics …


Heraldry


To this day, the motto of the Most Honourable Order of the Garter, funded in 1342 by Edward III, is still ‘Honni soit qui mal y pense’ (Shame upon him who thinks evil upon it) – a reference to the garter of the Countess of Salisbury, the mistress of Edward III, which had become loose and fallen while the Countess and the King were at a dance in… Calais.


Similarly, ‘Dieu et mon droit’, used for the first time in 1198 by Richard I, remains to this day the motto inscribed on the coat of arms which the Sovereigns of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland use when representing their Kingdom abroad.


Law


Until the 16th century, and the publication for the first time of a law manual in English, law in England was in French – a codified system with rigidly set phrases contained in numerous manuals, all called la court du baron.


It is not rare to hear, as did those lawyers of the 18th century who came to regret the disappearance of French as the language of law de rigueur, that French has specific features that make it the ideal language of the law.



International Relations


French is, together with English, the official legal language of the European Union; The European Union – today 27 member States – operates in all official languages spoken and used in the European Union, 23 in total. When it comes to legal matters, however, official debates are conducted in both English and French, or in the one or the other.


Together with English, French is the official working language of the United Nations.


This may be due to the fact that for centuries, French has been the language of international relations and diplomacy. It may also be explained by the fact that the United Nations include today over 190 nations, a very high number of which are French-speaking.


French-speaking countries as a group are known as La Francophonie – a body of nations that may be described as a network of countries where French is used, whether it is the official language, or one of the official languages, and/or it is one of the habitual languages used by their inhabitants. There are 60 such countries today across all five continents, including Belgium, Switzerland, Luxembourg, Monaco, Haiti, Cambodia, Togo, Gabon, Niger, Madagascar, Morocco, Tunisia, Canada and the USA to cite a few. According to the High Council for the Francophonie, there are some 115 million people whose mother tongue is French, and some 60 million who speak it alongside one or more other languages.


Cuisine: la, dans la, faire la, nouvelle et haute


Among the subject areas in which English borrowed commonly used French words, or where the English did not have any word readily available, is cooking, cuisine, and generally things related to meals – their preparation as well as their consumption – savoury as well as sweet. Thus: les hors d’œuvre, le menu, l’entrée, le soufflé, le bavarois, le chef, un apéritif, des amuse-gueule, des canapés, des petits fours, à la carte, un vol-au-vent, des entremets, la pièce de résistance, déglacer, réserver, le champagne, le café au lait, le maître d’[hôtel], gâteau etc.


You may remember Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, where live animals, known under their English names, take on French names when brought to the table as dishes!


It must be noted that one of the key reasons for French cuisine being so good is that it comes from a country blessed by both climate and geography: ingredients are abundant, infinitely varied, readily available, whether from the pastures, the forests, the mountains or the seas – no fewer than five of the latter! (mer du Nord, mer de la Manche, mer d’Iroise, océan Atlantique, mer de la Méditerranée). Naturally, passion, effort, time and a tradition that puts great emphasis on a sensorial apprehension of the world, come into play. Still, I would argue that the availability of such a wealth, excellence and diversity of ingredients is key.


Ballet


Almost the entirety of ballet terminology is French, including: pirouette, cabriole, entrechat, saut de chat, pas de basque, révérence, porte de bras, piqué… as well as battu – which means beaten – and refers to the beating of one leg by the other in certain jumps; fouetté – which means whipped – and refers to a whipping movement by the lower part of the leg; plié – which means folded – and refers to the folding of the leg, at the ankle, the knee and the hip, very much like the folding measure tape one uses in DIY – un mètre pliant.


… Incidentally, these terms are also used in cooking – en cuisine: beaten egg whites would be des œufs battus en neige; whipped cream would be de la crème fouettée; fold the dough seven times – when making puff pastry – would be plier la pâte sept fois.


Couture: haute, prêt-à-porter, pour femme et pour homme


Couture – la couture means sewing, and coudre to sew – lives and breathes in French. This is by no means to say that French things and trends and ateliers and couturiers are the sole, nor necessarily the best ones, in the world. But this is a tradition, very much like cooking, which has developed and gathered strength over many centuries; which has developed and refined its techniques, finer points and nuances, be it in relation to fabrics and the making of fabrics: cut, cutting and assembly; the treatment of a given genre, or the détournement – literally, the hijacking – of a garment to use it in a different context, as a ‘newcomer’ among old acquaintances.


Consequently, in fashion, couture, sewing, fabrics, accessories, shows, models and all things relating to, and revolving around garments, and garment-making as an art – perfumes, fragrances, make-up, beauty-care, etc. – French words are many and still very much in use today. Thus: guipure, gros pois, crêpe Georgette, crêpe de Chine, à façon, tourné, bouillonné, haute couture, grand couturier, atelier, dévoré, tulle, satin, décolleté, sautoir, cravate, eau de toilette et de parfum, rouge, poudre, blanc, papier-mâché, etc.


Port d’entrée


Finally, vocabulary is a fabulous port of entry – port d’entrée fabuleux – into another culture. Lexicologists, namely those linguists who specialize in the study of the ‘lexis’ – the technical term used to refer to vocabulary– generally agree on the fact that while grammar and syntax – which are the technical terms used to refer to the structure and the rules governing it and the use of the lexis, or vocabulary – give an indication of how a society, or community, perceives the world, how it understands it and, consequently, how it depicts and renders it; how it ‘thinks’, and organizes reality; the vocabulary used by any society, or community, is in essence the reflection of its culture, of its ‘folklore’: thus, learning the vocabulary of another language is like opening a window onto another culture, onto another world altogether – with different colours, different tastes, different – and exciting! – practices.


Learning another language also leads to discovering, or becoming better acquainted, with one’s own. English is a Germanic language: as such, its structure is closer to German, as well as languages spoken in Scandinavian countries such as Swedish and Danish. Consequently, one may start to understand better its propensity to pragmatism and all things practical, which, one may argue, are a common denominator in Germanic cultures.


On the other hand, its lexis, or body of vocabulary, comes from a mixture of influences, but 50 per cent is French, or French-sourced. Drawing further from the observation above, one may reach the conclusion that French vocabulary would, logically, ‘open a window’ onto… English, as well as French, culture.


It must be borne in mind that this book has been compiled and written from a ‘French-from-France’ perspective, with reference to Britain – not, for example, from a ‘French-from-Québec’ perspective, with reference to North America.


Still, the Académie française created in 1635 by Richelieu, ‘to strengthen the unity of a Kingdom based on political direction, and give it a tongue and a style that both symbolize and cement it’, has remained to this day a very active and vigilant institution over the French language, both in its oral and written forms. The institution issues regular bulletins and directives on spelling, sentence structure, usage, appropriateness, etc.


One last word: one must bear in mind also that life is not organized in air-tight compartments, nor is the world. Consequently, although some 50 per cent of English vocabulary comes from the French, it is not to say that these words were acquired once and for all, say, in the 11th, or the 14th century, and have remained immobile since. Many, perhaps most, have shuttled: between the two countries, or the two linguistic communities – the English-speaking community and the French-speaking community; between meanings; between applications, disciplines, discourse registers, status. And, last but not least, people.


This short book – quite simple, yet not simplistic – will open that window for you – with lists of vocabulary, organized in themed sections; a toolbox to help you put the vocabulary you learn into articulated sentences – a little like a frame on which one puts the decoration and final touches; numerous – but not too many, I hope! – so-called ‘author insights’ to link the vocabulary that you are learning, or re-discovering, to the culture it reflects and describes; a self-assessment quiz at the end of each section; and a free audio download from the website with tips and guidance on spelling, pronunciation, accent and melody.





Introduction


There have been many studies carried out into the way we learn vocabulary. The Swiss, who are generally acknowledged as experts in multi-language learning, are also leaders in the understanding of the processes of language acquisition and some of their findings may be of interest to people wanting to broaden their vocabulary.


 


Studies have shown that the most successful way [of learning vocabulary] is when the student is able to relate the new word to a concept and to integrate it into a conceptual system.


(Wokusch, 1997)


 


Put simply, this means that the most successful way of learning vocabulary is to put the new language into a context.


When a child first learns a language they are learning the concepts as well as the language at the same time. If you give a child an ice cream and say ‘ice cream’ they are learning the word and the concept at the same time, associating the word and the object. An adult has the advantage of knowing the concept already – well, at least in most cases. An ice cream already conjures up other words: cold, vanilla, strawberry, like, don’t like, size, price, etc.


It is for this reason that the vocabulary in this book has been organized by context, rather than, as in a dictionary, for example, in alphabetical order. The words proposed are those words which, from the author’s perspective, are most likely to be useful or of interest to the learner and, as far as possible, examples have been given with a real context, providing the learner with a model, or even a readily useable phrase.


One of the most useful tips in learning a new language is to look for ways of remembering a word: find a ‘hook’ to hang your new word or phrase on.



How this book works


This book is more than just a list of words – it is a key to open the door to better communication. It is designed to give you the confidence you need to communicate better in French by increasing your knowledge of up-to-date vocabulary and at the same time showing you how to use the new words you are learning.


The first part of the book includes some useful learning tips, rules on pronunciation and short cuts to look out for when learning new words. The toolbox provides you with the tools you need to speak a language. It includes basic information about the structure of the language and useful tips, including how to address people, how to ask questions, how to talk about what you have done and what you are going to do, various useful and idiomatic expressions. This part of the book is designed to be used for general reference.


The main part of the book is divided into topic areas: personal matters, family, work, education, etc. The selected words are the ones which our research has shown are the ones which are likely to be the most useful or most relevant to the learner of today. The words have been carefully arranged, grouped with other related words, nouns, verbs, adjectives etc. and useful expressions with up-to-date notes about language fashions where relevant, so that the new language can be used immediately.


This book uses the French convention (in French text) of preceding punctuation marks such as question marks or semi-colon with a space. See Toolbox – Accents and punctuation for more information.


Make learning a list of words more interesting


Remember that words don’t ‘hang’ in the air, empty, meaningless. Words express the world in which we live: this is why, when one learns a language, one opens a window into a whole new world, a world in which other people, those who speak the new language, live. Hence, one sure way of remembering words is to relate them to the objects, or concepts, which they express, and to link them to the situations in which they will appear.


 




	First, decide which list you are going to look at today. To increase your chances of memorizing them, choose words that correspond to your present mood or state of mind. Language is intrinsically dependent on emotions, affectivity, moods.


	See how many words you know already: either tick them off, or use them as ‘locomotives’ for others, linking a known word to one that you have decided to learn.


	Choose which new words you want to learn. However, don’t try to learn too many at once! A Japanese study has shown that one must learn and forget words seven times on average before knowing them.


	Count them so you know how many you are going to try to learn.


	Say them aloud, sing them, or ‘rap’ them if you are musically inclined. Tune/word association works wonders for the memorization process.





Remembering new words


 




	Copy a list of the most important words onto A4 paper with a broad felt tip and stick it on the wall so that you can study it when, for example, washing up, ironing, shaving, or even putting on make-up.


	Remember: words express reality, they are not ‘empty’! Bring them to life! For example, visualize in your mind the green-lit exit sign used in public places, and replace the word exit with sortie, or emergency exit with sortie de secours.


	One great way to associate words with the objects they represent (for objects that are tangible) is to affix post-it stickers on these objects, bearing the name, in French, of the object. Your house may end up looking like an auctioneer’s warehouse, filled with objects labelled in French!


	Play out – rehearse, in other words – a situation that you are going to experience: going to buy a newspaper, for example, or asking the concierge to keep a key for a friend who will arrive when you’re at work. When I changed school, and country, and started going to school in Germany, I would rehearse all sorts of situations – how I would say ‘hello’ in the school playground, or at the youth centre, or the gymnastics club, how I would answer possible questions that would be put to me, etc. Not for the classroom, when I first had to write out everything – and almost learn by heart – but for social occasions and interaction; it worked!


	Copy lists in French and English in two columns, in a notebook. First, say each word aloud, then cover up one column, and try to remember each word in the other column.


	In your list, mark the difficult words: ask someone else to test you on the ones you have marked.


	Pick a few words you find difficult to remember: write each one down with the letters jumbled up; leave them for a while, then later try to unscramble each one.


	See if you can split the word into bits, some of which you know already: super marché, hyper marché.


	Look for words related to English words, remembering that some 50 per cent of English vocabulary comes from the French. Go for it! You have a 50 per cent chance of being right! Also, as French originates in great part from Latin, this latter influence is felt in both French and English: maternel (maternal), sporadique (sporadic), diffamation (defamation), ponton (pontoon), etc. However, you need to be aware that the original word may not have retained an identical meaning throughout the centuries on both sides of the Channel. For example, to seduce has taken on a strong, physical meaning in modern English, whereas in French, séduire corresponds to the English to charm.


	Look for words related to ones you know already: jupe (skirt), jupon (underskirt); un magasin (a shop), un magasin de chaussures (a shoe shop).


	
The following prefixes added to the beginning of a word cause it to have the opposite or negative meaning:





 






	dis-   


	joindre (to join, to contact, connect), disjoindre (to disjoin) […following the previous advice above: disjoindre… disjoncteur – literally, ‘disjoiner’– is the circuit-breaker]






	mal-   


	aisé (easy to do), malaisé (difficult, awkward)






	im- (with b)   


	battable (beatable), imbattable (unbeatable)






	im-   


	(with p) partial (biaised), impartial (impartial)






	in-   


	discutable (disputable), indiscutable (undisputable)






	il-   


	légal (legal, lawful), illégal (illegal, unlawful)







You will have observed that the prefix in- in French changes into im- before a p and a b; the pronunciation, however, does not change!


Spelling tips


These don’t always work but may help!


 




	Words with a vowel followed by an -st combination in English will often have a vowel with a circumflex followed by a t: forest – forêt; mast – mât; August – août; honest – honnête.


	Often, a French word imported into English will have ‘dropped’ all accents, whereas the same French word will have retained them. Do not forget them, otherwise the word is unpronounceable! For example, desuetude – la désuétude; independence – l’indépendance; revolution – révolution; desert – le désert.


	Words which begin with con-, dis-, im-, in-, re-, sub- in French usually begin in the same way in English; words beginning with des- in French also begin with dis- in English.


	
Many words have similar endings in French and in English:



	
-able and -ible in French usually have the same ending in English, but are sometimes interchangeable, for example, faisable (feasible)


	
-ité in French is usually -ity in English: la sérénité (serenity)


	
-ude in French is often -(i)(n)ty in English: l’incertitude (uncertainty)


	
-isme in French is usually -ism in English: le romantisme (romanticism)


	
-tion in French is usually -tion in English: la révolution (revolution)










	Note that words derived from a noun, e.g. impression – impressionism, will double, in French, the final consonant of the original word in most cases: une impression – l’impressionnisme; la raison – raisonnable; le pardon – pardonner.





In the same manner, words that are built around an original noun will double the first consonant of the original word: la troupe – s’attrouper; le crédit – accréditer; le cumul – accumuler.


Short cuts: looking for patterns


Certain patterns reveal some important facts about the type of word:


 




	most nouns in French ending in -ot and -eau are masculine,





	
le pot, le bateau, le ciseau à bois









	most words in French ending in -ie are feminine





	
la folie, l’incurie, la mélodie









	
most words ending in -ier, -et, and -ien are masculine:





	
le luthier, le volet, le soutien









	words ending in -ssion, -tion, -ité and -tude are feminine:





	
la récession, l’invitation, l’immensité, la certitude












Other patterns can be seen in French which are similar to those in English. For example:


 




	words ending in -ment (adverbs) are similar to English words ending in -ly, such as promptement (promptly); finalement (finally). As you can see, in both French and English the adverbs are based on adjectives, in this case prompt (prompt), final (final) with the endings -ment and -ly added.





The alphabet


Here is the English alphabet with the approximate French pronunciation of each letter – useful if you need to spell your name or any other words out loud. The international convention – adopted by the NATO countries – is used in French too… with a French pronounciation, naturally! Note comme, and not pour, to link the letter to the noun starting with that letter. In the right-hand column, the corresponding French convention.


Thus, to spell out Antoine, you may say :


antoine, or


a comme alpha, n comme novembre, t comme tango, o comme oscar, i comme india, n comme november, e comme echo, or


alpha – November – tango – Oscar – India – November – echo, or


a comme Anatole, n comme Nicolas, t comme Thérèse, o comme Oscar, i comme Irma, n comme Nicolas, e comme Eugène, or


Anatole – Nicolas – Thérèse – Oscar – Irma – Nicolas – Eugène.


 






	A   ah… comme alpha   


	A   ah… comme Anatole






	B   bé… comme bravo   


	B   bé… comme Berte






	C   cé… comme Charlie   


	C   cé… comme Célestin






	D   dé… comme delta   


	D   dé… comme Désiré






	E   eux… comme echo   


	E   eux… comme Eugène






	F   eff… comme foxtrot   


	F   eff… comme François






	G   j’ai… comme golf   


	G   j’ai… comme Gaston






	H   ahsh… comme hotel   


	H   ahsh… comme Henri






	I    ee… comme India   


	I    ee… comme Irma






	J    j’y… comme Juliette   


	J    j’y… comme Joseph






	K   kah… comme kilo   


	K   kah… comme Kléber






	L   elle… comme Lima   


	L   elle… comme Louis






	M  emm… comme Mike   


	M  emm… comme Marcel






	N   enne… comme November   


	N   enne… comme Nicolas






	O   oh… comme Oscar   


	O   oh… comme Oscar






	P    pé… comme papa   


	P    pé… comme Pierre






	Q   ku… comme Québec   


	Q   ku… comme Quintal






	R   erre… comme Roméo   


	R   erre… comme Raoul






	S   ess… comme sierra   


	S   ess… comme Suzanne






	T   té… comme tango   


	T   té… comme Thérèse






	U   u… (as in du) comme uniforme   


	U   u… (as in du) comme Ursule






	V   vé… comme Victor   


	V   vé… comme Victor






	W  doubleu vé… comme whisky   


	W  doubleu vé… comme William






	X   eeks… comme x-ray   


	X   eeks… comme Xavier






	Y   ee grec… comme yankee   


	Y   ee grec… comme Yvonne






	Z   zed… comme zoulou   


	Z   zed… comme Zoé







You may hear a number of letters that you are not familiar with, such as:


 






	ê   


	e accent circonflexe, as in le carême






	è   


	e accent grave, as in le barème






	é   


	e accent aigu, as in la fidélité






	ç   


	c cédille, as in le reçu






	î   


	i accent circonflexe, as in la crème fraîche, or in une île [and remember (see ‘spelling tips’): the accent circonflexe in French often corresponds to an s in English, as here: île – isle, or island]






	ô   


	o accent circonflexe, as in la côte de bœuf – a bone-in ribeye steak (French cut)






	û   


	u accent circonflex, as in la flûte traversière






	ù   


	u accent grave, as in où






	â   


	a accent circonflexe, as in l’appât






	à   


	a accent grave, as in là-bas






	œ   


	o e collés, also spelt e dans l’o, as in bœuf, or cœur







Here are some other words and phrases you may need when spelling things out:


 






	capital m   


	m majuscule






	small c   


	c minuscule






	in one word   


	en un seul mot






	in two words   


	en deux mots






	next word   


	plus loin






	apostrophe   


	apostrophe






	‘at’ symbol (@)   


	arobase






	hyphen   


	trait d’union






	dot (.)   


	point






	dash   


	tiret






	underscore   


	underscore or tiret du 8 [the underscore on the French PC keyboard is under the 8]






	on the web   


	sur Internet






	website   


	site Internet






	www.   


	w w w point or trois w point






	forward slash   


	slash or oblique







Pronunciation


If you wish to speak French with a good accent, the following tips will be useful.


 




	In French, the same vowel sound may be written in different ways. The sound o may be written: eau, au, aud, aut, ault, eaux, aux, ô, ot, etc. The sound é may be written: é, er, et (when used to mean and), ée, ées, és. The sound è may be written: è, e before a double consonant + e -(ette, -esse), ai, ais, ait, et (at the end of a word, as in bonnet).


	Final consonants are not pronounced. For example, in un croissant, and deux croissants neither the t, nor the s in the plural, are pronounced.


	
H is never pronounced.


	
G followed by e or i is soft, as in the English J: le genre, la girolle; g followed by a or o is hard, as in the English grant: le gâteau, la gondole; g followed by u is hard: le guet-apens, la guimauve.


	The same principles apply to c: c + e = se, c + i = si: le centime, la citrouille; c + a = ka, c + o = ko: le camion, la convalescence; c + u + e = ke, c + u + i = kui: la cueillette, la cuiller. The presence of the cedilla – ç – makes the c soft: le garçon.





Stress and melody


Unlike English, where words are stressed individually and on different syllables depending on the words, in French one cannot speak strictly of word stress. At most, every syllable in a word is stressed – or unstressed, for that matter – equally. Rather, the stress bears on the whole sentence: the last syllable of the last word bears the stress. For example, if you say ‘Pierrot’, the second – and last – syllable of the word is stressed. If you say ‘Pierrot est là’, ‘là’ is the stressed word.


In French, the voice rises towards a comma, but falls towards the end of a statement. It rises towards the end of a question asking for a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, and descends in a question starting with an interrogation conjunction, such as ‘when’, ‘where’, etc.


 




	to hear these, and other words, pronounced by a native French speaker, a number of learning tips, and an amusing anecdote to illustrate my point above on ‘melody v. lack of stress’, go to www.teachyourself.com to download a free 25-minute audio.





A useful method of developing one’s pronunciation is to listen to French as often as possible, on the radio, at the cinema, on television, or in the street.


 




	Every time you go to France or another French-speaking country, take a small portable cassette player, or a dictaphone, and some blank cassettes. Try recording local ‘ambiances’, or people speaking … though you ought to ask their permission first!


	In some parts of the UK and the US, especially in the south, you can pick up French radio stations: get into the habit of choosing a French-speaking station when you drive, or when you are cooking, or tidying up your study, etc. The brain absorbs background music and words without you necessarily having to concentrate on the actual meaning. That ‘unconscious absorption’ nourishes your memory with other linguistic melodies and stress patterns.


	
If you have French-speaking friends, ask them to make recordings for you (tapes, CDs, iPods, etc.), perhaps sending you messages with their family news, or giving their views on topics of interest to you.


	If you have satellite or cable TV, see if you can also include a French-speaking, or several, channel(s). TV5 is the TV-Channel of the French-speaking world – la chaîne de la francophonie, from Europe to North-America, Australia and Polynesia, Africa and the Mediterranean.


	And if you have Internet access, try to find French radio broadcasts via the Internet. Most radio stations nowadays have a website. It will allow you to acquaint yourself with different accents, not only those from France, but also from Quebec, Belgium, Africa, North-Africa, the Caribbean, etc.


	Using the recordings you have made, or downloaded, or those sent by friends, you may want to do a fun exercise: repeat what you hear, imitating the sounds, a little as if you were rehearsing for a play!


	When speaking with French people, ask them to correct your pronunciation when possible (and if practical).


	If you live in the UK, you may also wish to go and have lunch in Lille, Paris, Brussels, Cherbourg or Le Havre, via the Channel Tunnel, hopping on the high-speed train – the Eurostar – or boarding one of the ferries that cross the Channel, over to Normandy.


	Finally: learning French in Geneva – in French, Genève – Switzerland, is quite nice, as people speak rather slowly, giving you the opportunity to follow exactly what is being said, and participate in conversations already at an early stage!








Toolbox


Nouns


Singular vs. plural


The plural of most nouns is formed by the addition of a final s, which you do not pronounce as it is there for grammatical reasons only. It may influence the pronunciation in cases when the plural noun is followed by an adjective starting with a vowel:


 






	un commentaire attendu   


	des commentaires attendus (pronounce: zatendu)







There are some exceptions, naturally, but these will be indicated in any good dictionary:


 






	un chou   


	des choux – as in: les choux de Bruxelles, Brussels sprouts






	un canal      


	des canaux






	un feu   


	des feux – as in: les feux de croisement, dipped beam







Some nouns – most of which are feminine – are always plural:


 






	les arrhes   


	deposit






	les fiançailles   


	engagement






	les funérailles   


	(grand) funeral







Some nouns change both spelling and pronunciation in the plural:


 






	un œil   


	des yeux








Gender


French has two genders – the masculine and the feminine.


There is no definite rule in relation to gender – in other words, one cannot say about any noun ‘this noun is feminine because …’, ‘this noun is masculine because …’.


Still, some broad indications may be of help:


 




• The ‘reality rule’: nouns that refer to an element of reality that is feminine or masculine are equally, in most cases, feminine or masculine in their lexical gender.

Thus all nouns that designate a status that may be acquired solely by a boy/a man/a male animal are masculine:


 






	    


	a cousin (male)   


	un cousin






	    


	an uncle   


	un oncle






	    


	a father   


	un père






	    


	a bull   


	un taureau







 


All nouns that designate a status that may be acquired solely by a girl/a woman/a female creature are feminine:


 






	    


	a cousin (female)   


	une cousine






	    


	an aunt   


	une tante






	    


	a mother   


	une mère






	    


	a mermaid   


	une sirène







 


• Nouns referring to an occupation: if the occupation is held by a male person, the noun will be masculine:
    un instituteur, un avocat, un boulanger

If the occupation is held by a female person, the noun will be feminine:
    une institutrice, une avocate, une boulangère




• The ‘euphony rule’: this refers to the way the language sounds and flows. The ending of a word will be characterized as ‘sounding masculine’, or ‘sounding feminine’. Anyone with a musical ear will hear it spontaneously, anyone who does not think that he/she has a musical ear will soon be able to hear it. Thus:




• Nouns that sound feminine: nouns ending in -ette, -elle, -enne, -ière, -esse, -ine, -oire, -trice, -ance, -ade, are usually feminine. The following nouns, one argues, sound feminine. They ‘have a spring in their gait’, so to speak:


 






	    


	une fermette   


	a small farm, a croft






	    


	une hirondelle   


	a swallow… as in: une hirondelle ne fait pas le printemps!






	    


	la maîtresse   


	the primary school teacher or the mistress






	    


	une ambassade   


	embassy







 


• Nouns that sound masculine: nouns ending in -eur, -et, -ent, -emps, -ier, -in, -oir, -eau, are usually masculine. They do not ‘bounce’ as do the feminine nouns, one may argue:


 






	    


	un ingénieur     


	engineer






	    


	un cabinet   


	cupboard (see the English ‘cabinet maker’)/a partnership, a firm (legal firm – un cabinet juridique; accounting firm – un cabinet comptable, un cabinet d’audit)






	    


	un parent   


	parent, or relative






	    


	un bavoir   


	bib






	    


	un bandeau   


	banner, or hairband







 


• All nouns in -ssion, -tion, -sion, are feminine.




	
la révolution (think French Revolution, 1789!), la chanson, la raison






 


• Some nouns can be feminine or masculine, depending on their meaning:


 






	    


	le vase vase   


	la vase sludge






	    


	le moule mould   


	la moule mussel






	    


	le somme snooze   


	la somme sum







 


• If you are not sure of the gender of a noun, just use the one or the other – it will not, except possibly in very rare cases, impair communication. And if you have chosen the wrong one, your interlocutor will most likely let you know.





Articles/determiners


 


[image: Image]






	ce train, cet « intercités »   


	this train, this intercity (train)






	ce train-là   


	that train






	ce train-ci ou ce train-là ?   


	this train or that train?






	cette voiture   


	this coach (or car, in an automobile context)






	cette voiture-là   


	that coach






	cette voiture-ci ou cette voiture-là ?       


	this coach or that coach?






	ces arabesques, ces arabesques-ci, ces arabesques-là   


	these arabesques







[image: Image]


* his/her in French remains the same, as the possessive pronoun ma/mon agrees with the noun possessed, not with the possessor:


son carton d’invitation; sa carte de débarquement – his, or her, invitation card; his or her, landing card


[image: Image]


Note: le and la become l’ when used in front of most nouns which begin with a vowel or silent h:


 






	l’incertitude   


	uncertainty






	l’horloge   


	clock






	But, e.g. la honte   


	shame






	l’expulsion   


	eviction, or expulsion






	l’holocauste   


	holocaust






	le hooligan   
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