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Preface

This new edition of A Comprehensive French Grammar corre-
sponds in most respects to the previous edition (2003). The princi-
pal change consists in the addition of a section on ‘Register and
medium’ (13) and of references to these topics here and there
throughout the text. Elsewhere in the ‘Introduction’, the sections
on ‘Capitals’ (4), ‘Punctuation’ (5) and ‘Hyphens’ (8) have been
substantially modified and expanded. I have also taken advantage
of this new edition to update the bibliography and to make a few
other modifications to the text. However, apart from the addition
of the new section (13) and the consequential combining of the pre-
vious sections (13) and (14) as (14), the paragraph numbering and
the pagination of the last edition have been retained.

I am grateful to all those colleagues and others from whose
comments and advice I have benefited, not least to my wife who
has read successive editions in typescript and made helpful obser-
vations based on her experience of teaching advanced students of
French. Professor Maria Manoliu of the University of California at
Davis made a number of suggestions for improving my discussion
of points of grammar in the last edition. This new edition has ben-
efited greatly from advice offered by Dr Mari C. Jones of the Uni-
versity of Cambridge. None of these, of course, are in any way
responsible for any errors or omissions that may remain.

GP
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Among the terms (some of which, though now in general use,
are not traditional) defined in particular sections of the book are
the following (the list is not complete):

accusative (case) 17
complement of a preposition 20
complement of the subject 16
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conjunctive pronoun 193
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Introduction

Alphabet

1 French has the same alphabet as English:

A B C D E F
[a] ~ [be]  [se] [de] [o0]  [ef]
I J K L M N
[l [31] [ka] [el] [em] [en]
Q R S T U \Y

[ky] ~ f[er]  [es] [te]  [y]  [vel
Y Z
* [zed]

*The letters w and y are known as double v and i grec (‘Greek 7).
For the values of the phonetic symbols used above to transcribe
the names of the other letters, see 2. (Note that w is pronounced
[v] in le wagon ‘(railway-)carriage’ and in a few other, relatively
uncommon, words but [w] in other borrowings from English, e.g. le

week-end, le whisky, and in wallon ‘Walloon’.)

The names of all the letters are now usually considered to be
masculine, e.g. un a bref ‘a short a’, « Londres » s’écrit avec un s
‘Londres is written with an s°, Le d de « pied » ne se prononce pas

“The d in pied is not pronounced’.

G
[3€]
o)
[o]
\

H
[af]

[iks]
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Phonetic transcriptions

2 To indicate pronunciation, we use symbols of the International
Phonetic Alphabet’s follows:

Vowels

[i] as in it

[e] as in és¢, j’ai

(€] as in béte, faites

[a] as in date

[a] as in pas, pate

[2] as in botte

[o] as in dos, beau

[u] as in tout

[v] asin m

(2] as in feu

[ce] as in peur

(3] as in je, premier

(€] as in vin, main

[&] as in un

[3] as in bon

[d] as in blanc, dent
Semi-vowels

[i] as in yeux, pied

[4] as in huile

[w] as in ow
Consonants

[t] as in tout

[d] as in dent

[p] as in pomme

[b] as in beau

[k] as in camp, qui, kilo

[g] as in goutte

[f] as in fou

[v] as in vie

[s] as in sou, face

[z] as in zéro, maison
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[ as in chapeau
[3] as in je, rouge
1] as in lune

[r] as in rouge
[m] as in madame
[n] as in nez

[n] as in signe

[n] as in parking

A colon, [:], after a vowel indicates that the vowel is long, e.g.:

[my:r] mur, [pait] pdte, [pee:r] peur, [m3:d] monde.

The two varieties of ‘H’ in French

3 The French 4 is not pronounced. However, some words begin-
ning with /& (which is always followed by a vowel) function as if
they began with a vowel, while others function as if they began with
a consonant. These two varieties of /& are known respectively as
‘mute 4’ and ‘aspirate 4’ (in French, & muet and h aspiré).

(i) Mute A. Words (most of them of Latin or Greek origin) begin-
ning with mute % function as if it were not there, i.e. as if they began
with a vowel. (Indeed, in many such words it used not to be there
but has been introduced under the influence of Latin spelling, e.g.
medieval French erbe ‘grass’, abiter ‘to dwell’, ier ‘yesterday’, which
have since had an /& added to them, i.e. herbe, habiter, hier, because
it was realized that they came from Latin herba, habitare, heri.)
Like other words beginning with a vowel, these words give rise to
the processes of elision (see 12) (e.g. herbe, j’habite) and liaison
(see 7.c) (e.g. les hommes [lez om] ‘the men’), they take the mas-
culine demonstrative cet not ce (e.g. cet homme ‘this man’ —see 235)
and the feminine possessives mon, ton, son not ma, ta, sa (e.g. mon
habitude ‘my custom’ — see 223).

(ii) Aspirate 4. On the other hand, a number of words beginning
with 4 function as if they began with a consonant. (In fact, though
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the 4 is now silent, it was pronounced until perhaps the sixteenth
century, and still remains in some provinces.) These are mainly
words borrowed from languages other than Latin or Greek and, in
particular, words borrowed in the early medieval period from the
Germanic speech of the Franks, or, much more recently, from
English. Such words do not give rise to elision (e.g. le hétre ‘beech-
tree’, la hache ‘axe’, je hais ‘1 hate’, je le hais ‘1 hate him”) or liaison
(les hiboux [le ibu] ‘the owls’), and they take the masculine demon-
strative ce (e.g. ce hachoir ‘this chopper’) and the feminine posses-
sives ma, ta, sa (e.g. ma honte ‘my shame’).

Capitals

4 Capitals (in French, majuscules) are used at the beginning of a
sentence and with proper names (Jean, Paris), but elsewhere are
much less widely used than in English. In particular, small letters
(minuscules) are used:

(i) for months and days of the week, e.g. septembre ‘September’,
samedi ‘Saturday’

(ii) for adjectives corresponding to proper names, e.g. la cote
méditerranéenne ‘the Mediterranean coast’, un printemps parisien
‘a Parisian spring’, I’ére napoléonienne ‘the Napoleonic era’. This
includes adjectives of nationality and also applies when they are
used as nouns denoting a language, e.g.:

le gouvernement francais the French government
la langue italienne the Italian language
1l comprend I’anglais He understands English

Le russe est une langue difficile Russian is a difficult language

but, when used as nouns with reference to people, they take a
capital, e.g.:

C’est un Espagnol He’s a Spaniard
Les Allemands sont partis The Germans have left

In English, utterances consisting of a part of the verb ‘to be’ and
an expression of nationality, or other local or ethnic origin, can take
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either an adjective, as in ‘I am American’, ‘He is Norman’, ‘Are you
Norwegian?’, “They are not Spanish’, or a noun, as in ‘I am an
American’,‘He is a Norman’, ‘Are you Norwegians?’, “They are not
Spaniards’. The French equivalents of the expressions quoted
above are Je suis américain(e), Il est normand, Etes-vous
norvégien(ne)s ?, lls ne sont pas espagnols/Elles ne sont pas espa-
gnoles. Note that the forms in question are adjectives and so take
a small (i.e. not a capital) initial. (The convention of taking the
words in question as adjectives is, however, sometimes breached
and they are treated as if they were nouns, with a capital initial.)

Likewise, with expressions characterizing religion, which in
English (especially in the singular) are usually treated as nouns, e.g.
‘I am a Buddhist’, “They were Christian(s)’, but Je suis bouddhiste,
1ls étaient chrétiens.

After C’est, Ce sont, C’était, etc., however, when the indefinite
article is used, the words in question are nouns and take a capital
initial, e.g. C’est un Frangais ‘He is a Frenchman’, C’était un Alle-
mand ‘He was/It was a German’, Ce sont/C’est des Japonais (see
251).

(iii) for titles, e.g. le colonel Blanc, le docteur Dupont, le duc de
Bourgogne ‘the Duke of Burgundy’, le président Sarkozy ‘President
Sarkozy’, le professeur Mornet ‘Professor Mornet’, la reine Elisa-
beth ‘Queen Elizabeth’, saint Paul. Note too monsieur, madame,
mademoiselle Dupont, without capitals except (a) when addressing
someone, e.g. in a letter (Mon cher Monsieur Dupont), (b) when
abbreviated to M., Mme, Mlle.

For capitalization of titles in names of streets, etc., see 8,iii.

In other contexts, usage fluctuates. Note in particular:

(iv) Titles, including preceding adjectives, applied to God, any of
the persons of the Trinity or the Virgin Mary, the names of religious
festivals, sacred writings, etc., are usually capitalized, though fol-
lowing adjectives are not, e.g.:

Dieu ‘God’, le Rédempteur ‘the Redeemer’, le Tout-Puissant
‘the Almighty’, le Saint-Esprit, ‘the Holy Spirit’, Notre-Dame
‘Our Lady’, Noél ‘Christmas’, la Pentecote ‘Whitsun’, le
Nouveau Testament ‘the New Testament’, le Coran, ‘the
Qur’an’, le Pentateuque ‘the Pentateuch’, le Rigveda ‘the Rig-
Veda’, la Torah ‘the Torah’, I’Ecriture sainte ‘Holy Scripture’,
Mardi gras ‘Shrove Tuesday’
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(v) In names of institutions, organizations, unique events, etc., head
nouns and adjectives preceding the noun are usually capitalized
(e.g. la Grande Guerre ‘the First World War’, le Nouvel An ‘New
Year’), but following adjectives or nouns linked to the head noun

by de are usually not capitalized, e.g.:

le Sénat ‘the Senate’, la Bourse ‘the Stock Exchange’, la
Réforme ‘the Reformation’, la Révolution francaise ‘the
French Revolution’, [I’Académie francaise ‘the French
Academy’, la Sécurité sociale ‘Social Security’, la Légion
étrangere ‘the Foreign Legion’, I’ Institut géographique national
‘the National Geographical Institute’, I’ Eglise catholique ‘the
Catholic Church’,la Légion d’honneur‘the Legion of Honour’,
la Cour d’appel ‘the Appeal Court’, le Conseil de sécurité ‘the
Security Council’ (but notice la Comédie-Frangaise [a theatre]
and the names of government departments, e.g. le ministere des
Finances ‘the Ministry of Finance’, le ministére des Affaires
étrangéres ‘the Foreign Ministry’, etc.).

(vi) Note the lack of capitals in words for street, road, square, etc.,

in names, e.g.:

la rue de la Paix, le boulevard Saint-Michel, 'avenue des
Champs-Elysées, la place de la Concorde, le carrefour de
I’Odéon. (In the Channel Islands, capitals are used as in
English, e.g. la Rue des Fontaines, la Greve de St Clément
in Jersey, la Route de la Lague, la Pointe de Pleinmont in
Guernsey.)

Punctuation

5 Most French and English punctuation marks are the same:

point full stop
, virgule comma
; point-virgule semi-colon
: deux points colon
? point d’interrogation question mark

! point d’exclamation exclamation mark
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- tiret dash

- trait d’union hyphen

... points de suspension three dots

() parenthéses round brackets
[] crochets square brackets

However, French makes considerable use in addition of guillemets,
ie. «...» (see below).

One notable difference between the two languages relates to the
use of quotation marks:

(i) The beginning of a passage in dialogue may be indicated either
by guillemets or by a dash. In either case, each change of speaker
is indicated by a dash and not by guillemets, which, when used, mark
only the beginning and end of the complete exchange. Note, too,
that there is no formal indication (i.e. neither a dash nor guillemets)
that phrases such as dit-il ‘he said’, répondis-je ‘1 answered’, do not
form part of the quotation.

(ii) Passages in direct speech are often broken up, within sentences
and even at the end of sentences (including questions), by points
de suspension.

(iii) Brief quotations incorporated in the text and other items that
in English would be enclosed in inverted commas are usually
placed between guillemets in French (though single or double
inverted commas are sometimes used):

These points are illustrated by the following extracts:
(a) Elle balbutia. Mais lui, comprenant, s’abandonna a une colére
épouvantable.

— Quelle honte! cria-t-il. Vous voila voleuse, maintenant! Et
qu’arriverait-il, si 'on vous surprenait ? Je serais la fable de la ville.

— C’est pour toi, Ovide, murmurait-elle.

— Voleuse, ma mére est voleuse ! Vous croyez peut-étre que je vole
aussi, moi, que je suis venu ici pour voler, que ma seule ambition est
d’allonger les mains et de voler ! Mon Dieu ! quelle idée avez-vous
donc de moi ?

(Zola, La Conquéte de Plassans)

(b) La réponse vint, catégorique:
«Non'!
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— Alors, qui est-ce ? On ne I’a jamais vu dans le pays ! II ne vient
pas d’étrangers ici . . .

— Je ne sais pas. . .»
Elle s’obstinait, avec une subtilité instinctive de femme.

« Le maire t’a toujours détesté . . . C’est vrai que tu as diné chez lui
ce soir? . ..

— C’estvrai...»
Elle trépigna d’impatience.
« Mais alors, dis-moi quelque chose ! Il le faut ! Ou je te jure que je
vais croire que . .. »
Elle n’allait pas plus loin.
(Simenon, Le Port des brumes)

(¢) Au bout d’'un moment, il m’a regardé et il m’a demandé :
« Pourquoi ? » mais sans reproche, comme s’il s’informait. J'ai dit :
«Je ne sais pas. » Alors, tortillant sa moustache blanche, il a déclaré
sans me regarder : « Je comprends. »

(Camus, L’Etranger)
(d) A la lumiere du thédtre afghan, quel doit étre le role de Ualliance
atlantique ? A la conception francaise s’oppose la vision américaine

d’une organisation appelée a devenir une alliance « globale », qui se
transforme peu a peu en une « communauté des démocraties ».

(Le Monde, 28 November 2006)

Division into syllables

6 (i) The following rules apply to the written language:

(a) A single consonant between vowels goes with the following syl-
lable, e.g. au-to-mo-bi-le, ra-pi-di-té; note that, for this purpose, the
groups ch [[], ph [f], th [t], gn [n], which each represent one sound,
count as single consonants and are never split, e.g. ma-chi-nal,
té-lé-pho-ner, ma-thé-ma-ti-que, si-gner.

(b) Except for the groups mentioned under a and c, two conson-
ants occurring together are divided, the first going with the pre-
ceding syllable, the second with the following, e.g. ar-gent, por-ter,
ap-par-te-ment, al-ti-tu-de, oc-cu-per.
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(c) Pairs of consonants, of which the second is / or r (except the
groups -rl-, -nl-, -nr-) are not divided and go with the following syl-
lable, e.g. pa-trie, li-brai-rie, ou-vrir, pu-blic, ré-gle-ment (but par-ler,
Sen-lis, Hen-ri).

(d) Where three or more consonants come together, the first two
usually go with the preceding syllable, except that the groups
referred to in a and ¢ above are not of course divided, e.g.
obs-ti-né, pers-pec-ti-ve, promp-ti-tu-de, sculp-teur, ron-fle-ment,
ins-truc-tion, con-trai-re.

(e) Occasionally, the rules set out in ¢ and d are not observed, a
division according to etymology being preferred, e.g. hé-mi-spheére
(cf. sphere), con-stant, in-stant (both from a prefix and the root of
the Latin verb stare, to stand).

(f) Adjacent vowels that fall into separate syllables in pronunci-
ation are also theoretically in separate syllables in the written
language, but see ii,c, below.

(i) When words are divided at the end of a line, the division is indi-
cated as in English by a hyphen. Note that:

(a) The division should always coincide with a division between
syllables, e.g. cha-ritable or chari-table, not char-itable.

(b) A syllable consisting only of one or more consonants and -e
should never be carried over on its own, so, pu-blique, impos-sible,
not publi-que, impossi-ble.

(c) Adjacent vowels should never be divided even when
theoretically they fall into separate syllables, so che-vrier not
chevri-er; this means that, since both po-éte, thé-dtre and (in accor-
dance with b above) poé-te, théi-tre are unacceptable, words such
as these should not be divided.

7 In the spoken language, similar rules apply. In particular:

(a) A single consonant between vowels goes with the following syl-
lable, e.g. [a-re-te] arréter, [te-le-fo-ne] téléphoner, [vi-la] villa.

(b) Pairs of consonants are split except those ending in [1] or [r]
(but the group [r]] is an exception to the exception), e.g. [par-ti]
parti, [ar-me] armée, [ar-[i-tek-ty-ral] architectural, [al-ter-ne]
alterner, [plas-tik] plastique, [ap-ti-tyd] aptitude, [py-blik] public,
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[a-pli-ke] appliquer, [a-gra-ve] aggraver, [a-bri] abri, [pa-tri] patrie,
[par-le] parler, [or-li] Orly.

(c) A final consonant that is normally silent is pronounced in
certain circumstances before a word beginning with a vowel, and
then counts as part of the following syllable, e.g. [le-za-ni-mo] les
animaux, [®-le-3e-ré-si-da] un léger incident, [&-na-mi| un ami. This
running on of a final consonant is known as liaison.

Hyphens

8 (i) Hyphens must be used when a word is divided at the end of
a line, in which case the division must be made at a syllable bound-
ary, e.g. télé-phone, par-tir (see 6,i and ii).

(ii) Many compound words are hyphenated, e.g. grand-meére ‘grand-
mother’, semi-conducteur ‘semiconductor’, sourd-muet ‘deaf and
dumb’, ci-dessus ‘above (i.e. earlier in the same piece of writing)’,
la-bas ‘over there’. There is, however, considerable inconsistency
(compare, for example, au-dessous, par-dessous ‘below’, le
porte-monnaie ‘purse’ and vis-a-vis ‘opposite, facing’, with en
dessous ‘below’, le portefeuille ‘wallet’ and face a face ‘tace to face’)
and few rules can be given. (Note, however, that all adverbial
expressions in au-, ci-, la- and par- have hyphens.) In case of doubt,
consult a dictionary.

Note the use of hyphens in names of streets, avenues, squares,
bridges, stations, etc., even when the elements in question (e.g. first
name or title + surname, name of monarch, etc. + number) are not
normally hyphenated:

avenue Albert-1-de-Monaco, avenue Général-Leclerc,
avenue du Président-Kennedy, avenue George-V, boulevard
Vincent-Auriol, gare St-Lazare, place Charles-de-Gaulle, place
de la Reine-Astrid, quai Henri-1V, rue de I’Abbé-Grégoire,
rue Paul-Valéry, rue du Professeur-Louis-Renault, pont
Alexandre-111, square Charles-Dickens

Note too that, in street-names, etc., titles are capitalized, contrary
to normal practice (see 4,iii).



8 Hyphens 11

(iii) Names of French towns, departments, etc., consisting of more
than one word are hyphenated, e.g. Aix-en-Provence, Colombey-
les-deux—Eglises, Hautes-Pyrénées, Saint-Denis, Seine-et-Marne; this
does not apply to an initial definite article, e.g. Le Havre, La Ferté-
sous-Jouarre, Les Andelys.

Foreign place-names in which a noun is preceded by an adjec-
tive are hyphenated, e.g. la Grande-Bretagne ‘Great Britain’, la
Nouvelle-Ecosse ‘Nova Scotia’, as are le Royaume-Uni ‘the United
Kingdom’, les Etats-Unis ‘the United States’, les Pays-Bas ‘the
Netherlands’, but most other names involving a following adjective
are not, e.g. I’Arabie saoudite ‘Saudi Arabia’, la Colombie britan-
nique ‘British Columbia’, nor are le pays de Galles “Wales’, I'[rlande
du Nord ‘Northern Ireland’, I’Afrique du Sud ‘South Africa’, etc.

Note also the hyphen in such Christian names as Anne-Marie,
Jean-Pierre.

(iv) For the use of hyphens with cardinal and ordinal numerals, e.g.
dix-sept ‘17, vingt-deux 22’, trente-cinquiéme ‘35th’, see 178 and
180. Note in particular that hyphens are not used before or after
the conjunction et (e.g. vingt et un 21°) or with cent ‘100°, mille
‘1000, or centieme ‘100th’, millieme ‘1000th’ (e.g. deux cent trente-
sept 237, deux millieme 2000th’).

(v) For the combination of personal pronouns with -méme, e.g.
moi-méme ‘myself’, see 215.

(vi) For -ci, -la with demonstratives, e.g. cette maison-ci ‘this house’,
celui-la ‘that one’, see 237 and 238.

(vii) A hyphen is used with personal pronouns (including y and en),
ce and on following the verb; if there are two such personal pro-
nouns they are also linked to one another by a hyphen except when
the first is an elided form (i.e. m’, ¢ or I’ for me, te, le or la), e.g.:

Regardez-la ! ‘Look at her!’, Donnez-le-moi ‘Give it to me’,
Allez-vous-en ! ‘Go away!’, Réfléchissez-y ! “Think about it’,
Voulez-vous ? “Will you?’, Puis-je vous aider ? ‘May I help
you?’, Oui, dit-il,* “Yes”, he said’, Est-ce vrai? ‘Is it true?’, Que
peut-on dire ? ‘“What can one say?’, Donne-m’en trois ‘Give
me three of them’, Va-r'en ! ‘Go away!’

If one of the pronouns i/, elle or on follows a verb ending in a
vowel, a -t- preceded and followed by hyphens is inserted, e.g.
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Ou va-t-il 2 “Where is he going?’, Peut-étre viendra-t-il demain
‘Perhaps he will come tomorrow’, Oui, ajoute-t-elle ‘*“Yes”, she
adds’, Chante-t-elle ? ‘Does she sing?’ A-t-on le temps d’y aller ?
‘Have we time to go there?’

Accents and the cedilla

9 (i) The acute accent (accent aigu) (*) is used only on the letter
e, e.g. été ‘summer’.

(ii) The grave accent (accent grave) (*) is used:
(a) over an e, e.g. trés ‘very’, jachéte ‘1 buy’

(b) over an a in a very few words, the most frequently occurring
being a ‘to, at’ and /a ‘there’, which also appears in voila ‘there is’
and (au) dela (de) ‘beyond’; note that there is no accent on cela
‘that’ and its reduced form ¢a (not to be confused with the adverb
¢d, as in ¢a et la ‘here and there’)

(c) over u in the one word ot ‘where’.

(iii) The circumflex accent (accent circonflexe) (*) is used with all
vowels except y, e.g. tdche ‘task’, étre ‘to be’, diner ‘to dine’, cote
‘coast’, stir ‘sure’. (In some words, the circumflex, which serves no
useful purpose, was introduced in the seventeenth century, though
the French Academy did not adopt it in its dictionary until 1740, in
place of an s that had disappeared from pronunciation several cen-
turies before, e.g. pdte, féte, maitre, ile, hote, for earlier paste, feste,
maistre, isle, hoste. Some of these words had passed into English
where the [s] remains either in pronunciation, in paste, feast, master,
host, or, in the word isle, in spelling only.)

Accents over capitals are sometimes omitted, in particular with
a capital A representing the preposition a (though even here the
accent, A, is increasingly found).

10 The letter ¢ with a cedilla (cédille), i.e. ¢, occurs only before
one or other of the vowels a, o or u, where it indicates that the pro-
nunciation is [s] not [k], e.g. je commengais ‘1 was beginning’, nous
commencgdmes ‘we began’, nous plagcons ‘we place’, j’ai recu ‘1 have
received’, nous reciimes ‘we received’, from the verbs commencer,
placer and recevoir respectively.
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Note that c is always pronounced [s] before e or i and so never
takes a cedilla before either of these vowels.

Diaeresis

11 The diaeresis (tréma) () has three principal functions:

(a) It indicates that the second of two adjacent vowels belongs to
a separate syllable, e.g. je hais ‘I hated’, pronounced [ai] (contrast
je hais ‘1 hate’ [g]), Saiil [sayl] (contrast Paul [pol]), Noél ‘Christ-
mas’ [nogl].

(b) In words such as ambiguité ‘ambiguity’ it indicates that -gui- is
pronounced [gyi].

(c) Over the -e of such words as the feminine adjectives aigué
‘acute’, ambigué ‘ambiguous’, contigué ‘adjacent’, it indicates that
the pronunciation is [gy]. (Otherwise, -gue would be pronounced
[g] as in figue [fig] ‘fig’.)

It also occurs over an e in a few proper names, the best known
being Saint-Saéns [sésais] and madame de Staél [stal].

12 Elision in French occurs when the final vowel of a word is
dropped before another word beginning with a vowel (this term
includes words beginning with mute / —see 3).The fact that a vowel
has been elided is indicated by an apostrophe. Note that, with the
exception of the words /a (see a and b below) and si (see f below),
the only vowel that can be elided in French is e.

Elision occurs in the following circumstances (for exceptions, see
the end of this section):

(a) The e of the pronouns je, me, te, se, le, ce and the a of la are
elided before a verb beginning with a vowel or mute 4 and,
provided the pronouns precede the verb, before the pronouns y
and en, e.g. J'ai ‘I have’, Il m’avait vu ‘He had seen me’, Je f'offre
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ce livre ‘I am offering you this book’, I/ s’est levé ‘He stood up’,
Elle I'adore ‘She adores him’, Je l'aime ‘1 love her’, J'y habite ‘1
live there’, Je I’y ai vue ‘I have seen her there’, Je t'en donnerai
‘I'll give you some’. (Note that the forms -m’en and -t’en can
occur after a verb in the imperative, e.g. Donnez-m’en ‘Give me
some’, Va-t’en ‘Go away’.) These words are not elided in writing in
other circumstances, e.g. Puis-je en prendre ? ‘May 1 take some?’,
Dois-je y aller ? ‘Am 1 to go there?’, Donnez-le a Henri ‘Give it to
Henry’.

(b) The vowel of the definite articles le and la is elided before a
noun or adjective beginning with a vowel or mute #4, e.g. le grand
homme ‘the great man’ but I’homme ‘the man’, 'autre homme ‘the
other man’, la petite ile ‘the small island’ but /'ile ‘the island’.

(c) The e of de, ne, que and jusque ‘up to, until’ is elided before a
vowel or mute 4, e.g. Il est parti d’ Amiens ‘He has set off from
Amiens’, N'ouvrez pas la porte ! ‘Don’t open the door!’, Je crois
qu’elle viendra ‘1 think she’ll come’, Il chante mieux qu’Henri ‘He
sings better than Henry’, jusqu’alors ‘up till then’, jusqu’en 1984 ‘up
to 1984°, jusqu’ou ? ‘how far?’

(d) The e of the conjunctions lorsque ‘when’, puisque ‘since’,
quoique ‘although’, is elided before the pronouns i/, elle, ils, elles,
on, and the indefinite articles un and une, e.g. lorsqu’un enfant nait
‘when a child is born’, puisqu’on ne peut pas partir ‘since one cannot
leave’, quoiqu’elle soit malade ‘although she is ill’, but quoique
Alfred soit malade ‘although Alfred is ill’, lorsque arrivera le beau
temps ‘when the fine weather arrives’, etc.

(e) The e of presque ‘almost’ and quelque ‘some’ is elided only in
the words la presqu’ile ‘peninsula’, quelqu’un ‘someone’, and the
infrequently used quelqu’un de . . . ,quelqu’une de . . . ‘one or other
of ..., e.g. quelqu’une de mes publications ‘one or other of my pub-
lications’, but presque impossible ‘almost impossible’, presque a
la fin ‘almost at the end’, avec quelque impatience ‘with some
impatience’.

(f) The i of si ‘if’ is elided omly before the pronouns i/, ils, e.g. s’il
peut, s’ils peuvent ‘if he (they) can’, but si elle peut ‘if she can’, si
Ibsen vivait toujours ‘if Ibsen were still living’.
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Note that there is no elision before oui ‘yes’ (e.g. Ce oui m’a
surpris ‘That yes surprised me’), or before the numerals Auit
‘eight’, onze ‘eleven’, and their ordinais, e.g. le huit janvier ‘the
eighth of January’, le onze de France ‘the French eleven (=
team)’, la onziéme fois ‘the eleventh time’. Note too the lack of
elision before un and une meaning ‘number one’, e.g. la porte du
un ‘the door of (room) number one’, la une ‘page one, the front
page (of a newspaper)’.

There is usually no elision (though it is possible) before the
names of letters, e.g. le a, le i, en forme de S [da es] ‘S-shaped’.

The e of de is sometimes not elided before the title of a book,
periodical, etc., e.g. un numéro spécial de « Arts et Modes » ‘a
special number of Arts et Modes’, or before a word that is being
quoted, e.g. la premiére syllabe de «autel » ‘the first syllable of
autel’.

Medium and register

13 Any description of a language has to take account of the fact
that differences, and sometimes far-reaching differences, exist
within any language depending on the circumstances in which it is
being used. Leaving aside regional differences, which are beyond
the scope of this book, we shall need to draw attention to differ-
ences depending on medium and register.

‘Medium’ refers to the fact that language may be either spoken
or written. In the case of French, the differences between the two
media may be considerable. To take a few simple examples, some
forms that are clearly distinguished in writing are invariable in
speech, including many masculine and feminine adjectives, e.g.
masc. cher, vrai, fem. chére, vraie (see 78, 82), singular and plural
nouns and adjectives, e.g. (la) grande maison, (les) grandes maisons
(see 97-98,101-104), and various forms of verbs such as (je) finis,
(il) finit (see 359) or (je) donnais, (il) donnait, (ils) donnaient (see
351). A striking syntactical difference between the two media is
provided by the preterite tense (otherwise known as the ‘past his-
toric’) (see 405, 408, 410), which has almost disappeared from
speech in all but the most formal registers (on this term, see below)
but still flourishes in some registers in writing.
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‘Register’ is defined differently by different linguists. A broad
definition of the term takes it to include what is sometimes termed
the ‘field of discourse’ (e.g. scientific or religious fields), but, more
generally, ‘register’ refers specifically to the degree of formality
characterizing a given situation. On the basis of this narrower defi-
nition, we shall have occasion to refer to a number of important
features of grammar where it is essential to take account of the
level of formality involved. (Register can also relate to vocabulary,
for example bouffer as an informal equivalent of manger ‘to eat’,
cf. English ‘to chuck’ as an informal equivalent of ‘to throw’. That,
however, is outside the scope of this book.)

There is not, of course, an absolute distinction between ‘formal’
and ‘informal’ language. We are faced, rather, with a cline ranging
from ‘highly formal’ to ‘very informal’ or ‘colloquial’ (see some
examples below).

It is important for non-native speakers of a language to be
aware of differences of register, i.e. of what linguistic forms are
appropriate to a given social context. To use inadvertently, i.e. not
deliberately for purposes of effect, features belonging to an inap-
propriate register (e.g. to use very colloquial forms on formal occa-
sions or specifically literary forms in familiar conversation) can give
rise to highly incongruous (and possibly shocking or amusing)
results. It would, for example, be inappropriate to omit the nega-
tive ne when one is making a serious speech (see 556) or, on the
other hand, to use the imperfect subjunctive in a familiar conver-
sation (e.g. je (ne) voulais pas que tu le fisses ‘1 didn’t want you to
do it’, see 496-506). On the other hand, one cannot imagine that,
in addressing the General Assembly of the United Nations in Sep-
tember 2006, the French President, Jacques Chirac, would have
said Y a pas de fatalité . . . instead of Il n’y a pas de fatalité a cette
situation ‘There is nothing inevitable about this situation’.

‘High register’ and ‘low register’ cannot be totally equated with
writing and speech respectively. In other words, the topics of
medium and register overlap; one can encounter both ‘high regis-
ter’ and ‘low register’ in either writing or speech. For example, one
would normally adopt a more formal style, i.e. use a higher regis-
ter, not only in writing a report or an article or an application for
a job, but also in, say, a letter of condolence or complaint, than one
would in letters to close friends or relations. On the other hand,
one would normally find a much higher register being used in
speeches, lectures or sermons than in everyday conversation and,
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in conversation, one would probably use a more informal register
when chatting with close friends or relatives than when speaking
to strangers.

For comment on some of the more salient register features of
French grammar, see, for example, 556 (on the omission of ne),
583-595 (on questions), 602 (on dislocation and fronting).
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Introduction

14 A noun phrase always includes either

(a) a noun (e.g. book, truth, elephants), which may be accompanied
by a determiner (see 23) and/or an adjective or adjectives, and/or
an adjectival phrase (e.g. ‘a coffee cup’, ‘une tasse d café’) or adjec-
tival clause (e.g. ‘the man who came to dinner’), or

(b) a pronoun (e.g. I, him, these, mine, someone, nothing, themselves,
who?), some of which may (like nouns, but much less frequently)
be accompanied by adjectival expressions, or

(c) a noun-clause, i.c. a clause fulfilling similar functions to a noun
(e.g. ‘I believe what he says’ = more or less ‘I believe his statement’,
‘that he is angry distresses me’ = more or less ‘his anger (or the fact
of his anger) distresses me’).

The functions of a noun phrase in a sentence, as far as
English and French (but not necessarily other languages) are
concerned, can be classified as follows (15-22). The noun phrase
may be:
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15 (i) The subject, e.g.:

The boy is reading a book
My friends work well

When his brother was killed
Where are the books?
These will never please him
If she speaks French

It is raining

Have you finished?

which in French would be:

Le garcon lit un livre

Mes amis travaillent bien
Quand son frére fut tué

Ou sont les livres ?

Ceux-ci ne lui plairont jamais
Si elle parle francais

1l pleut

Avez-vous fini ?

(In Latin, the subject was expressed by a form known as the
nominative case, and the term is retained in some grammars with
reference to English or French.)

16 (ii) The complement of the subject, after the verb ‘to be’ or
another linking verb (see 518), e.g.:

He is a doctor 1l est médecin
It’s me! C’est moi !
He became a soldier 1l est devenu soldat

17 (iii) The direct object, e.g.:

The boy is reading a book Le garcon lit un livre
Do you know them? Les connaissez-vous ?

(In Latin, the direct object was expressed by the accusative case.
Since both English and French have a distinct form of the personal
pronouns (though not of nouns) to indicate the direct object — ‘I
see him, je le vois, he sees me, il me voit’ — the use of the term ‘ac-
cusative case’ as it occurs in many grammars of English or French

is defensible.)
Note that verbs that have a direct object are known as transitive
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verbs while those that do not have a direct object are known as
intransitive verbs.

18 (iv) The indirect object, e.g.:

I am sending my brother a book (= ‘to my brother”)
He will give you it (= ‘to you’)

or, in French:

J’envoie un livre @ mon frére
1l vous le donnera

Note that, except with personal pronouns, the indirect object in
French always requires the preposition d ‘to’ (or occasionally pour
‘for’) (see 21).

(In Latin, the indirect object was expressed by the dative case.
Since, in the case of the third person pronouns, French has distinct
forms for the direct object (le, la, les ‘him, her, them’) and the in-
direct object (lui, ‘[to] him’, ‘[to] her’, leur ‘[to] them’) (see 198), the
use of the term ‘dative case’ is defensible with reference to French.)

19 (v) The genitive, e.g.:

the lady’s book (= ‘the book of the lady’)
my brother’s children (= ‘the children of my brother’)

Note that in French, there is no genitive — the construction with de
‘of > must be used (see 22) —so the equivalents of the above phrases
are:

le livre de la dame
les enfants de mon frere

(Latin also had a genitive case. Our reason for retaining this term
is that English nouns do have a special genitive form, viz. a form
ending in ‘apostrophe s’ (boy’s) or in an apostrophe alone (boys’)
(see 22).)

20 (vi) The complement of a preposition, e.g.

with his friends avec ses amis
under the table sous la table
without me sans moi
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The indirect object

21 English in certain circumstances expresses the indirect object
(i.e. the person or — occasionally — thing to whom or for whom
something is given, sent, lent, shown, told, bought, etc.) merely by
using the appropriate noun or pronoun without any preposition,
e.g.:

(a) He gave John a present = He gave a present to John

(b) How many letters have you sent your brother = to your
brother?

(c) He won’t lend anyone his video-recorder = He won’t lend his
video-recorder to anyone

(d) You’ll have to show someone your passport = You’ll have to
show your passport to someone

(e) He has bought his wife a car = He has bought a car for his wife.

This is not possible in French — the indirect object is always
(except for personal pronouns, see 198) indicated by the prepos-
ition a ‘to’ (or, with some verbs, pour ‘for’). So the equivalents of
the above sentences are:

(a) Il donna un cadeau a Jean

(b) Combien de lettres avez-vous envoyées a votre frére ?
(¢) Il ne veut préter son magnétoscope a personne

(d) 1l vous faudra montrer votre passeport a quelqu’un

(e) Il a acheté une voiture pour sa femme

The possessive relationship

22 English often expresses a possessive relationship between
two nouns by means of the ‘genitive case’ (see 19), i.e. by a
form of the noun ending in ‘apostrophe s’ (the boy’s book = ‘the
book of the boy’, the children’s toys, Thomas’s business) or, in the
case of some nouns (mainly plurals but also some personal names)
ending in -s, by the apostrophe alone (the boys’ books = ‘the
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books of the boys’, Euripides’ plays = ‘the plays of Euripides’).
French has no such construction and expresses the possessive rela-
tionship by means of the preposition de ‘of’, e.g.:

le pere de Jean John’s father = ‘the
father of John’

la maison de mon ami my friend’s house = ‘the
house of my friend’

le livre du gar¢on the boy’s book

les jouets des enfants the children’s toys

le sommet de la colline the top of the hill

(For du = de + le and des = de + les, see 25,b.)
Similarly when the possessor is a pronoun:

la maison de quelqu’un que je connais
the house of someone I know

Je n’aime pas cette robe, je préfere la couleur de la mienne
I don’t like this dress, I prefer the colour of mine

Moi, je préfere la couleur de celle-ci (de celles-ci)
I prefer the colour of this one (of these)

Note that English phrases in which a pronoun relating to the
object possessed is omitted must be rendered in French by the con-
struction celui de . . . , ceux de, etc. ‘the one(s) of’ (see section 245),
e.g.

Ce jardin est plus grand que celui de Jean

This garden is bigger than John’s

nos enfants et ceux de mon frere
our children and my brother’s

Determiners

23 French has a variety of forms that serve to introduce the noun,
and which, in most cases, also indicate the gender and number of
the noun. These are known as determiners. They are:

(i) the definite, indefinite and partitive articles (24-46), e.g. le
livre ‘the book’, une belle maison ‘a beautiful house’, du pain
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‘(some) bread’, les enfants ‘the children’, des enfants ‘(some)
children’

(ii) the so-called ‘possessive adjectives’ (222-230), e.g. mon
chapeau ‘my hat’, leurs crayons ‘their pencils’

(iii) the so-called ‘demonstrative adjectives’ (234-237), e.g. cette
maison ‘this/that house’, ces disques ‘these/those records’

(iv) the relative determiner, lequel (as in laquelle somme) (270)
(v) the interrogative determiner, quel ? ‘which?’ (279)
(vi) the negative determiners, aucun (546) and nul (547)

(vii) various indefinites and quantifiers, viz. certains (294), chaque
(295), différents and divers (297), maint (324 viii), plusieurs (331),
quelque(s) (306), and fout (317)

(viii) the cardinal numerals (178).

Articles

Introduction

24 Whereas English (like many other languages) has only two
articles, viz. the definite article the and the indefinite article a, an,
French has three, viz. the definite, the indefinite and the partitive
articles. The forms of the partitive article are identical with the con-
struction ‘de + definite article’ (see 25,b,c). In none of the articles
is there a distinction between masculine and feminine in the plural.
The basic forms are:

masc. sing. fem. sing. plur.
Definite article le la les
Indefinite article un une des
Partitive article du de la des

Notes:
(a) for I’ and de I’, see 25 and 3
(b) views differ as to whether (i) the indefinite article has no
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plural, or (ii) the partitive article has no plural, or (iii) the
plural form des is both an indefinite and a partitive; in practice,
it makes no difference which view we adopt; purely for
convenience, we shall deal with it under the heading of the
partitive.

Definite article

25 The definite article is:

masc. sing. fem. sing. plur.

le la les

le livre, les livres the book, the books
la porte, les portes the door, the doors

Before a vowel or ‘mute /4’ (see 3), le and la become /’, e.g.:

Parbre (m.), ’homme (m.) the tree, the man
Pautre maison (f.), heure (f.) the other house, the hour

Note, however, that an aspirate 4 (see 3,ii), though not pronounced,
counts as a consonant and so is preceded by the full form of the
article, i.e. le or la, e.g.:

le hibou, owl la honte, shame
Note too that:

(a) the preposition d¢ combines with the articles le and /les to give
au and aux respectively, e.g.:

au pere, au hasard to the father, at random
aux professeurs, aux enfants to the teachers, to the
children

(b) the preposition de combines with the articles /e and /es to give
du and des respectively, e.g.:

le prix du billet the price of the ticket
1l vient du port He’s coming from the
harbour

la fin des vacances the end of the holidays
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(c) a and de do not combine with /a and /’, e.g.:

a la maison, a I'enfant at the house, to the child
au sommet de la colline at the top of the hill
a la fin de lhiver at the end of (the) winter

Position of the definite article

26 As in English, the definite article usually comes at the begin-
ning of a noun phrase, e.g. le virage dangereux ‘the dangerous bend’,
la petite maison ‘the little house’. However, it follows fout ‘all, the
whole’ (see 317), e.g.:

tout le comité the whole committee
toute la journée all day (long), the whole day
tous les enfants all the children

Article in English but not in French

27 Generally speaking, if a definite article is used in English there
is likely to be one in the corresponding French construction also.
There are, however, some exceptions to this. In particular:

(a) The article is regularly omitted in appositions such as the fol-
lowing, in which the apposition provides additional information
about the head noun:

Alain-Fournier, auteur du « Grand Meaulnes »
Alain-Fournier, the author of Le Grand Meaulnes

Toléde, ancienne capitale de I’Espagne
Toledo, the former capital of Spain

If the article is used (Alain-Fournier, l'auteur du « Grand
Meaulnes »; Toléde, I'ancienne capitale de I’Espagne), this serves to
give greater prominence to the word or phrase in apposition.

(b) When read out in full, titles such as Francgois 1, Elisabeth II,
Pie XII become Francois premier, Elisabeth deux, Pie douze
(contrast ‘Francis the First’, ‘Elizabeth the Second’, ‘Pius the
Twelfth’).
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Article required in French but not in English

28 (i) French uses the definite article with various categories of
nouns used in a generic sense, including:

(a) abstract nouns, e.g.:

La beauté n’est pas tout Beauty isn’t everything

Aimez-vous la musique ? Do you like music?

Elle s’intéresse a lart She’s interested in modern
moderne art

(b) names of languages, e.g.:

1l apprend I'anglais He is learning English

Comprenez-vous le russe ? Do you understand Russian?

Le danois ressemble beaucoup Danish is very like Swedish
au suédois

But the article is not usually used with the verb parler, e.g. Parlez-
vous frangais ? ‘Do you speak French?’, Il parle trés bien anglais
‘He speaks English very well’ (though the article also occurs, e.g.
1l parle l'allemand sans accent ‘He speaks German without an
accent’), and never after en, e.g. en frangais ‘in French’, en japonais
‘in Japanese’.

(c) nouns denoting substances, e.g.:

L’or est un métal précieux Gold is a precious metal
J’aime mieux le vin que la I prefer wine to beer
biere

(d) plural nouns referring to a class, e.g.:

Les insectes ont six pattes Insects have six legs
Les magnétoscopes coiitent Video-recorders are
cher expensive

Note, however, that in literary French the article is sometimes
omitted in enumerations such as Vieillards, hommes, femmes,
enfants, tous voulaient me voir (Montesquieu) ‘Old people, men,
women, children, they all wanted to see me’, or when two nouns
linked by et complement one another, e.g. Patrons et ouvriers sont
d’accord ‘Bosses and workers are in agreement’.

(ii) The article is used with words meaning ‘last’ or ‘next’ in
expressions of time, e.g.:
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le mois ('an) dernier last month (year)
le mois (I'an) passé ]
la semaine prochaine next week

and with the names of religious festivals, fasts, etc., such as la Saint-
Michel ‘Michaelmas (Day)’, la Saint-Jean ‘St John’s Day, Midsum-
mer Day’, la Toussaint ‘All Saints’ Day’ (in these examples the
article is la because the full form is la féte de saint-Michel, etc.),
la Pentecote ‘“Whitsun’, le Caréme ‘Lent’, la Pdque ‘Passover’, le
Ramadan ‘Ramadan’, etc. Note, however, that Pdques ‘Easter’ has
no article (see also 72) and that the article is optional with Noél
‘Christmas’ (@ Noél, a la Noél ‘at Christmas’).

(iii) Most titles followed by a proper name require the article, e.g.:
le président Kennedy ‘President Kennedy’, la reine Elisabeth
‘Queen Elizabeth’, le pape Léon XIII ‘Pope Leo XIII’, le capitaine
Dreyfus ‘Captain Dreyfus’, le général de Gaulle ‘General de
Gaulle’, le docteur Martin ‘Dr Martin’, le professeur Fouché ‘Pro-
fessor Fouché’, la meére Théreése ‘Mother Teresa’. This does not apply
to the titles saint(e) (e.g. saint Paul, sainte Geneviéve), Maitre (used
with reference to certain members of the legal profession, e.g.
Maitre Dupont — note the capital M-), or the English title lord (no
capital, e.g. lord Salisbury).

(iv) The definite article is sometimes used with an exclamatory
value, similar to that of quel ‘what (a)’ (see 36, 279), e.g. Oh ! la
belle fleur ! ‘Oh! what a beautiful flower!’

(v) The definite article is sometimes used when hailing or ad-
dressing people, as in La Fontaine’s Passez votre chemin, la fille
‘Continue on your way, girl’, or in the Communist anthem, L’In-
ternationale (E. Pottier):

Debout ! les damnés de la terre !
Debout ! les forcgats de la faim !

the equivalent of which in the English translation is ‘Arise, ye
starvelings from your slumbers! Arise, ye criminals of want!’

29 (i) French uses the definite article where English uses the
indefinite article:

(a) To express measures of quantity in relation to price, e.g. quinze
euros le meétre ‘fifteen euros a metre’, deux euros le kilo/la douzaine
‘two euros a kilo/dozen’.

(b) After the verb avoir with nouns referring to parts of the body
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or mental faculties and followed by an adjective, e.g. Il a le nez
pointu ‘He has a pointed nose’, Il avait les levres gonflées ‘He had
swollen lips (His lips were swollen)’, Elle a la mémoire fidéle ‘She
has a retentive memory’. But the indefinite article may also be
used with reference to permanent or lasting features, e.g. Il a un
nez pointu et des yeux bleus ‘He has a pointed nose and blue eyes’,
and must be used if the adjective precedes the noun, e.g. Il a un
grand nez ‘He has a big nose’, Elle avait une trés jolie voix et une
excellente mémoire ‘She had a very pretty voice and an excellent
memory’.

(ii) In contexts in which articles of clothing or other items normally
carried on one’s person are mentioned as part of the circumstances
accompanying the action, the definite article is frequently used
in French where English uses either ‘with’ and a possessive deter-
miner, e.g.:

11 est entré dans la cuisine le chapeau sur la téte et la pipe a la
bouche

He came into the kitchen with his hat on his head and his pipe
in his mouth

or no determiner at all, e.g.:

1l courait le long de la rue la serviette a la main
He was running along the street briefcase in hand

For the use of the definite article in French where English uses
the possessive determiner with reference to parts of the body, see
228-229.

30 The article is repeated with each of a series of nouns regarded
as separate entities, e.g.:

J’ai mis le beurre et le fromage dans le frigo
I’ve put the butter and cheese in the fridge
Les Belges, les Hollandais et les Allemands s’y opposent

The Belgians, Dutch and Germans are opposed to it

but not when they are regarded as forming a single entity, e.g. les
ministres et secrétaires d’état ‘the ministers and junior ministers’.
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Geographical names

31 The definite article is used with most names of continents,
countries, regions and rivers, e.g.:

(a) (masculine) le Brésil ‘Brazil’, le Portugal, I’Anjou, le Périgord,
le Transvaal, le Valais, le Yorkshire, le Danube, le Nil ‘Nile’, le
Rhone

(b) (feminine) I’Afrique ‘Africa’, I’Europe, I'’Egypte, la France, la
Grande-Bretagne ‘Great Britain’, I’Andalousie ‘Andalusia’, la
Baviere ‘Bavaria’, la Bohéme ‘Bohemia’, la Moldavie ‘Moldavia’,
la Normandie ‘Normandy’, la Sibérie ‘Siberia’, la Toscane ‘Tus-
cany’, la Seine, la Tamise ‘“Thames’

But it is not used:
(a) after the preposition en — see 656,ii,1

(b) with Isra¢l (which was originally a personal name, that of the
patriarch Jacob)

(c) with the names of the following islands (see 33) that are also
countries: Chypre ‘Cyprus’, Cuba, Malte ‘Malta’ (all feminine).

32 There is some fluctuation in the use of the definite article with
names of countries and regions after the preposition de ‘of, from’,
but in general the following indications apply:

(a) with masculine singular names, the article is used, e.g.:

1l revient du Portugal He’s coming back from
Portugal

la reine du Danemark the Queen of Denmark

Ihistoire du Japon the history of Japan

l'ambassade du Brésil the Brazilian Embassy

les vins du Languedoc Languedoc wines

(b) with feminine singular names, the article is not used when de
means ‘from’ e.g.:

1l revient de Grande-Bretagne He’s coming back from
Britain
1l arrive d’Espagne He’s arriving from Spain

and after certain nouns such as roi ‘king’, reine ‘queen’, ambassade
‘embassy’, histoire ‘history’, vin ‘wine’, e.g.:
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le roi d’Angleterre the King of England
Ihistoire de France the history of France
les vins d’Italie Italian wines
Iambassade de Suede the Swedish Embassy

But, on the other hand, note for example [’histoire littéraire de la
France ‘the literary history of France’, la géographie de la France
‘the geography of France’, le président de I’ltalie ‘the President of
Italy’, le nord de la France ‘the north of France’, la politique
agricole de la Grande-Bretagne ‘Britain’s agricultural policy’. The
distinction seems to be that expressions like le roi de . . ., les vins
de ..., etc.,in most cases go back to a period when the article was
not normally used with names of countries (‘France’ was just
France,not la France), while those that involve the use of the article
are usually of more recent coinage.

(c) with plural names, masculine or feminine, the article is used (as
it is in English), e.g.:

I'ambassade des Etats-Unis the United States Embassy

Ihistoire des Pays-Bas the history of the
Netherlands

1l arrive des Philippines He’s arriving from the
Philippines

33 As a rule the definite article is not used with the names of
towns and islands, e.g. Londres ‘London’, New-York, Paris, Aurigny
‘Alderney’, Bornéo, Corfou ‘Corfu’, Guernesey ‘Guernsey’, Java,
Jersey, Madagascar, Madére ‘Madeira’, Majorque ‘Majorca’, Sercq
‘Sark’, Taiwan.

The principal exceptions to this rule are:

(a) a considerable number of towns in France, e.g. Les Andelys,
La Baule, Le Creusot, Le Havre, L’Isle-Adam, Le Mans, Le Puy,
La Rochelle

(b) a few foreign towns, e.g. Le Caire ‘Cairo’, La Havane ‘Havana’,
La Haye ‘the Hague’, La Mecque ‘Mecca’, La Nouvelle-Orléans
‘New Orleans’

(c) certain islands, some of which are also countries, e.g.
la Barbade ‘Barbados’, la Grande-Bretagne ‘Great Britain’, la
Grenade ‘Grenada’, l'Irlande ‘Ireland’, [’Islande ‘Iceland’, la
Jamaique ‘Jamaica’, la Nouvelle-Zélande ‘New Zealand’, la Trinité
‘Trinidad’, and some of which are not, e.g.: la Corse ‘Corsica’,
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la Crete, la Guadaloupe, la Martinique, la Réunion, la Sardaigne
‘Sardinia’, la Sicile ‘Sicily’.

34 There is a certain amount of inconsistency in the use of de
+ definite article on the one hand and of de alone on the other,
e.g.

le vent du nord, le vent du the north wind, the south
sud wind

larmée de Iair the Air Force

le mal de la route, le mal de carsickness, airsickness
Pair

loffice du tourisme tourist office (in some towns)

but, on the other hand:

le vent d’est, le vent d’ouest the east wind, the west wind
larmée de terre, 'armée de the Army, the Navy
mer
le mal de mer seasickness
loffice de tourisme tourist office (in other towns)

In general, however, if the prepositional phrase functions more
or less as an adjectival phrase, de alone is likely to be used, e.g. un
vaisseau de guerre ‘a warship’ (cf. un vaisseau marchand ‘a mer-
chant ship’) but le ministére de la Guerre (= ‘the War Office’).

For similar inconsistencies in relation to place-names, see 32.

Indefinite article

35 The forms of the indefinite article in the singular are:

masc. fem.
un une

Its use corresponds broadly to that of the English indefinite article,
‘a, an’; see 36 to 39 for exceptions.

On the form des as the plural of the indefinite article, see 24,
note b, and 40.

36 The indefinite article is not used in French:

(i) In apposition, e.g. Son pére, boucher de son état, est mort en 1950
‘His father, a butcher by trade, died in 1950’.
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(ii) After étre ‘to be’, devenir when the noun that
‘to become’, paraitre ‘to follows denotes
appear’, sembler ‘to seem’, nationality, profession,
and verbs such as faire ‘to rank, family status or
make’, nommer ‘to appoint’, some other long-term
élire ‘to elect’, croire ‘to situation in life,
believe’ )

e.g. Le pere était avocat. Son fils est devenu général pendant la
guerre. Plus tard, il a été élu sénateur, et finalement de Gaulle
I’a nommé ministre “The father was a barrister. His son became a
general during the war. Later, he was elected a senator, and finally
de Gaulle appointed him a minister’.

Elle est Francaise She is a Frenchwoman
Je vous croyais citoyen I thought you were an
américain American citizen

1l est grand-pére He is a grandfather

But the article is inserted if the noun is qualified, e.g. Son pére était
un avocat distingué ‘His father was a distinguished barrister’.

(iii) After quel (m.), quelle (f.) ‘what a...", e.g. Quel homme
intelligent | “What an intelligent man!’, Quelle famille! “What a
family!’.

(iv) When the direct object of a verb in the negative is introduced
by pas de (or, but much less usually, point de) (see 568), e.g.:

Je n’ai pas de crayon I haven’t got a pencil
1l n’a pas acheté de voiture He didn’t buy a car

(v) When the subject of the verb is preceded by jamais ‘never’,
e.g. Jamais enfant n’a été plus charmant ‘Never was a child more
charming’.

(vi) In a number of miscellaneous expressions where the English
equivalent has an indefinite article, e.g.:

nombre de a number of

C’est chose facile That’s an easy thing (easily
done)

C’est mauvais signe That’s a bad sign

porter plainte contre to lodge a complaint against

a grande/faible allure at a great/slow speed

en lieu siir in a safe place
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37 French uses par where English uses the indefinite article in a
distributive sense in such contexts as the following:

trois fois par semaine three times a week
gagner trois mille euros par to earn three thousand euros a
mois month
dix euros par personne ten euros a head (per
person)

Le son . ..se propage a une vitesse de 340 métres par seconde
(Petit Larousse)
Sound travels at 340 metres a second

Note, however, the constructions une fois tous les trois mois ‘once
every three months’, rouler a cent kilométres a I’heure ‘to travel at
a hundred kilometres an hour’.

38 French makes considerable use of adverbial expressions of the
type preposition + noun, e.g. par hasard ‘by chance’, en hdte ‘speed-
ily’, avec soin ‘with care, carefully’, avec patience ‘with patience,
patiently’, sans difficulté ‘without difficulty’, sans enthousiasme
‘without enthusiasm, unenthusiastically’. In appropriate contexts,
the noun may be modified by the adjective grand, e.g. en grande
hdte, avec grand soin, sans grande difficulté. Nouns introduced by
sans are also sometimes modified by other adjectives, e.g. sans
raison valable ‘without good reason’, sans difficulté excessive
‘without inordinate difficulty’. Otherwise, if the noun is modified
by an adjective, the indefinite article is introduced, e.g. par un
hasard malheureux ‘by an unfortunate chance’, avec un soin
particulier ‘with special care’, avec une patience admirable ‘with
admirable patience’.

39 The indefinite article is repeated with each of two nouns
linked by et ‘and’ or ou ‘or’, e.g.:

1l a cassé une tasse et une soucoupe

He broke a cup and saucer

Je sais qu’il a un fils ou une fille

I know he has a son or daughter

Likewise with a series of three or more nouns:

Vous trouverez sur la table un stylo, un crayon et une regle
You'll find a pen, pencil and ruler on the table
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Partitive article

40 The forms of the partitive article are:

masc. sing. fem. sing. plural
du, de I’ de la, de I’ des

The form de I’ is used instead of du or de la before a vowel or a
mute A& (cf. 25, notes b and c), e.g. du pain ‘bread’, de la viande
‘meat’, but de I'or (m.) ‘gold’, de I'eau (f.) ‘water’.

The form des can also be considered as the plural of the indef-
inite article (see 24, note b).

41 English has no partitive article and no plural of the indefinite
article, and nouns taking either of these forms in French often stand
alone in English, e.g.:

11 boit de la bieére He’s drinking beer
Elle a des cousins au Canada She has cousins in Canada

Not infrequently, however, English uses ‘some’ or ‘any’ where
French has a partitive article, e.g.:

11y a du pain sur la table There’s (some) bread on the
table
1l a acheté des biscuits He bought (some) biscuits
Voulez-vous du vin ? Do you want (some/any)
wine?
S’il y a de I'eau chaude, je If there’s any hot water, I'll
vais prendre un bain have a bath

42 The distinction between these and the definite article (which
can also be used when English has no article, see 28) is that the
definite article indicates that the noun is being used in a general
sense whereas the partitive article refers to only a part of the
whole (and, likewise, the plural indefinite article indicates ‘some’
as opposed to ‘all’ members of a class), e.g.:

J'aime le café I like coffee (in general)
Jaimerais du café I’d like (some) coffee
Je bois du café I'm drinking coffee

Les moutons ont quatre pattes Sheep have four legs
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Il'y a des moutons dans le There are (some) sheep in
champ the field

43 After (ne...) pas or point ‘not’, guére ‘scarcely, hardly’,
jamais ‘never’, plus ‘no longer, no more’, the partitive article is
normally replaced by de alone (see 568 — but see also 569-570),

e.g.:

Je ne veux pas de fromage I don’t want (any) cheese

Je n’ai pas acheté de pain I haven’t bought any bread

Ils n’ont guere d’argent They have hardly any money

Vous ne buvez jamais de Don’t you ever drink beer?
biere ?

Nous ne mangeons plus We don’t eat eggs any more
d’ceufs

Note that this does not apply to ne... que ‘only’ which is not
negative but restrictive in sense, e.g.:

1l n’achete que du vin He only buys wine
Nous n’avons que des cerises We only have cherries

44  The plural partitive (or indefinite) article des is replaced by de
when an adjective precedes the noun, e.g.:

Il nous a dit d’affreux mensonges
He told us (some) dreadful lies

Vous avez de belles fleurs dans votre jardin
You have (some) beautiful flowers in your garden

This does not apply when adjective and noun are virtually com-
bined, expressing one idea, e.g. des jeunes gens ‘youths, young men’,
des petits pains ‘rolls’, des petits pois ‘peas’. The rule is often ignored
elsewhere, especially in speech, e.g. des vieilles chansons ‘old songs’,
des petits yeux ‘small eyes’. A similar rule used to apply in the sin-
gular (de bon vin ‘good wine’, de belle musique ‘beautiful music’),
but nowadays it has virtually ceased to apply, in writing as well as
in speech, e.g. du bon vin, de la belle musique.

45 The partitive article is not used after de, in the following
circumstances in particular:

(a) after expressions of quantity such as:
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assez, enough

autant, as much, as many

beaucoup, much, many, a lot of

combien ? how much? how many?
moins, less

peu, little, few

un peu, a little

plus, more

tant, as much, so much, as many, so many
trop, too much, too many

e.g. assez de pain ‘enough bread’, J'ai autant de problémes que vous
‘T have as many problems as you (have)’, beaucoup de difficulté
‘much (a lot of) difficulty’, beaucoup de gens ‘many (a lot of)
people’, combien de fois ? ‘how many times?’, peu de difficulté ‘little
difficulty’, un peu de difficulté ‘a little (= some) difficulty’, trop de
temps ‘too much time’.

Similarly after nouns expressing quantity, e.g.:

une bouteille de vin a bottle of wine

un kilo de viande a kilo of meat

labsence de témoins the absence of witnesses

son manque d’intelligence his lack of intelligence

un certain nombre de a certain number of people
personnes

une tranche de jambon a slice of ham

(b) when de means ‘with’ or ‘by’ after one of the verbs listed in 526
(which see for further examples), e.g.:

Nous étions entourés d’ennemis We were surrounded by
enemies

Il me comble d’amitié He overwhelms me with
friendship

couronné de succes crowned with success

couvert de boue covered with mud

rempli de sable filled with sand

(c) after certain adjectives, e.g.:

Le verre est plein d’eau
The glass is full of water
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La place était vide de passants
The square was empty of passers-by

dépourvu d’intelligence
devoid of intelligence

But if de is followed by a definite article, then it combines with it
in the normal way (see 25,b), e.g.:

La boite est pleine du sable que j’ai rapporté de la plage
The box is full of the sand that I brought back from the
beach

Beaucoup des timbres qu’il a achetés sont sans valeur
Many of the stamps he bought are worthless

In these examples, pleine du sable = pleine de “full of” + le sable ‘the
sand’ (so not ‘full of sand’), and beaucoup des timbres = beaucoup
de ‘many of’ + les timbres ‘the stamps’ (so not ‘many stamps’).

46 The partitive article can, however, be used after prepositions
other than de, e.g.:

1l m’a écrit sur du papier a en-téte

He wrote to me on headed paper

On le fait avec de la farine

You make it with flour

1l I’a pris pour de 'or

He thought it was gold (/it. He took it for gold)

1l réfléchit a des problémes graves
He is thinking about some serious problems

Nous allons passer par des chemins dangereux
We are going to travel by dangerous roads

Note, however, the existence of numerous expressions of the
type preposition + noun, including:

(a) a indicating either purpose, e.g. une cuiller a café ‘a coffee
spoon’, un verre d vin ‘a wineglass’, or a characteristic feature, e.g.
un verre a pied ‘a stemmed glass’, une béte a fourrure ‘an animal
with fur’, une chemise a rayures vertes ‘a shirt with green stripes’

(b) avec with an abstract noun forming an adverbial expression,
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e.g. avec difficulté ‘with difficulty’, avec patience ‘with patience,
patiently’ (but avec du sucre ‘with sugar’, etc.)

(c) en, especially with abstract nouns, e.g. étre en colére ‘to be
angry’, en guerre ‘at war’, en réparation ‘under repair’, en théorie
‘in theory’, or to indicate the substance that something is made of,
e.g. une cuiller en bois ‘a wooden spoon’, une jupe en laine ‘a
woollen skirt’, une statue en bronze ‘a bronze statue’

(d) sans, e.g. sans arrét ‘ceaselessly’, sans difficulté ‘without dif-
ficulty’, sans délai ‘without delay’, une robe sans manches ‘a
sleeveless dress’, sans sucre ‘without sugar’

(e) a number of fixed expressions involving other prepositions, e.g.
par pitié ‘through pity’, sous verre ‘under glass’, fait sur commande
‘made to order’.

Gender

Introduction

47  Although the two grammatical genders of French are referred
to by the terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, in the case of most
(though not all) words these terms are utterly meaningless and,
were it not for the fact that they are so well established, we might
do better to abandon them altogether and use some such terms as
‘class A’ and ‘class B’. It is impossible to give simple — or, indeed,
complicated — rules that will enable learners to determine the
gender of each and every noun they come across. However, it is
possible to draw up certain categories of words that are likely to
be of one gender rather than the other. In particular:

(1) Words standing for male or female human beings are likely
to be masculine or feminine respectively — but not necessarily so
(see 48). (For animals, see 49.)

(2) Words falling into certain other categories depending on their
meaning are likely to be of one gender rather than the other even
though, in this case, sex is not a relevant factor (see 50-52).

(3) Words with certain endings are likely to be of one gender rather
than the other (see 53-55); in most cases, not only sex (as in
1 above) but meaning in general (as in 2 above) is irrelevant.

(4) Special rules apply to compound nouns (see 57—63).
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Gender according to meaning
Gender and sex

48 (i) Humans
(a) Generally speaking, nouns referring to male humans are
masculine and nouns referring to female humans are feminine,

e.g.:

masc. fem.

un avocat, barrister la cantatrice, (opera) singer

le boucher, butcher la couturiére, seamstress

un étudiant, (male) student une étudiante, (female)
student

le musicien, musician une ouvreuse, usherette

le pére, father la princesse, princess

le prétre, priest la reine, queen

le romancier, novelist la tante, aunt

le voyageur, traveller la veuve, widow

(b) Some nouns, however, are masculine even when they refer to
females, in particular:

un architecte

un auteur, author(ess)
le brise-fer
le brise-tout
le contralto
le docteur, doctor

un écrivain, writer

le médecin, doctor

le ministre, (government) minister
le peintre, painter

le professeur, teacher, professor

le sculpteur, sculptor, sculptress

le témoin, witness

destructive child

Many of these may be preceded by femme when it is wished to
specify that the individual concerned is a woman, e.g. une femme
auteur, une femme médecin, une femme sculpteur. La doctoresse also
exists as the feminine of docteur. Soprano is usually masculine but
occasionally feminine.



40  The noun phrase 48-49

Un ange ‘angel’, even when referring to a woman or a girl (or a
heavenly being in female form), is always masculine.

(c) Some nouns are always feminine, even when they refer to males,
e.g.

la brute

la connaissance, acquaintance

la dupe

la personne, person

la recrue, recruit

la sentinelle, sentry

la vedette, (film-)star, etc.

la victime, victim

(d) Some nouns take either gender, depending on the sex of the
person concerned, e.g.:

un or une aide, assistant

le or la camarade, friend

le or la collégue, colleague
le or la concierge, caretaker
un or une éleve, pupil

un or une enfant, child

un or une hypocrite

le or la locataire, tenant

le or la propriétaire, owner
le or la secrétaire, secretary

and all words ending in -iste referring to humans:
le or la socialiste le or la touriste
49 (ii) Animals (including birds, fish and insects)
The relation between gender and sex is far less close in the case

of animals than it is in the case of humans. Note the following
categories:

(a) Many nouns referring to animals have only a masculine form,
used for both males and females, e.g.:

le blaireau, badger le cygne, swan
le chacal, jackal un écureuil, squirrel
le crapaud, toad un éléphant

le crave, chough le gorille, gorilla



49 Gender 41

le hérisson, hedgehog le papillon, butterfly
un hippopotame le rat
hippopotamus le renne, reindeer
le jaguar le rhinocéros
le léopard le saumon, salmon

le moineau, sparrow

If it is necessary to specify that the animal is female, one can say
un léopard femelle ‘leopardess’, un éléphant femelle, etc.
Many nouns referring to the young of animals are of this type,

e.g.:

I’éléphanteau, elephant calf un ourson, bear-cub
le levraut, leveret le poulain, foal

le lionceau, lion-cub le renardeau, fox-cub
le louveteau, wolf-cub le veau, calf

(b) Many nouns that are normally used in the masculine as generic
terms, i.e. with reference both to males and females, do however
have a feminine equivalent for use when one wishes to specify that
a particular animal is female. In some cases, the two words are
related, e.g.:

un agneau, une agnelle, lamb
un dne, une dnesse, donkey

le canard, la cane, duck

le chameau, la chamelle, camel
le chien, la chienne, dog, bitch
le lapin, la lapine, rabbit, doe
le lion, la lionne, lion(ess)

le loup, la louve, wolf

un ours, une ourse, bear

le renard, la renarde, fox, vixen
le tigre, la tigresse, tiger, tigress

In other cases, quite different words are used, e.g.:

le cerf, la biche, stag (or deer), doe
le lievre, la hase, hare, doe
le singe, la guenon, monkey

(c) With reference to some animals, there is a generic word (which
in every case is masculine) referring to individuals of either sex, but
also special words for specifying male and female respectively:
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le chat, cat le matou, tomcat la chatte, female cat
le cheval, horse un étalon, stallion la jument, mare

le mouton, sheep le bélier, ram la brebis, ewe

le porc, le cochon, pig le verrat, boar la truie, sow

Note that, corresponding to le taureau ‘bull’, la vache ‘cow’, there
is no generic term in the singular, though the collective noun /e
bétail, and the plural les bestiaux, both meaning ‘cattle’, exist.

(d) For certain animals, the generic (and only) word is feminine,
e.g.

une autruche, ostrich une hyeéne, hyena

la baleine, whale la loutre, otter

la belette, weasel la panthere, panther
la fourmi, ant la souris, mouse

la girafe, giraffe la taupe, mole

la grenouille, frog la tortue, tortoise

Note that la cheévre ‘goat’ and une oie ‘goose’ are used as generics
but that there are also specifically ‘male’ words, le bouc ‘he-goat’,
le jars ‘gander’.

La béte ‘animal’ is always feminine, even with reference to male
animals.

Gender according to meaning — other categories

50 (i) Masculine
Most nouns falling into the following categories are masculine:
(a) Names of trees and shrubs

(b) Names of common fruits and vegetables not ending in -e¢ (no
exceptions)

(c) Names of metals and minerals
(d) Names of languages (no exceptions)
(e) Names of colours

(f) Names of weights and measures of the metric system, cardinal
numbers, fractions, letters of the alphabet

(g) Names of days of the week, months, seasons, points of the
compass.

Examples:

(a) Names of trees and shrubs, e.g.:
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le chéne, oak le platane, plane-tree

un érable, maple le pommier, apple-tree

le hétre, beech le sapin, fir

le laurier, laurel le chévrefeuille, honeysuckle

The principal exceptions are:

une aubépine, hawthorn la ronce, bramble
la bruyere, heather la vigne, vine

(b) Names of common fruits and vegetables not ending in -e (for
those ending in -e, see 51), e.g.:

un abricot, apricot un artichaut, artichoke
le brugnon, nectarine le céleri, celery

le citron, lemon le chou, cabbage

le melon le haricot, bean

(c) Most names of metals and minerals (including precious stones),
e.g.:

le cuivre, copper le sel, salt

le fer, iron le silicium, silicon

le plomb, lead le souffre, sulphur

Panthracite le diamant, diamond

le carbone, carbon le rubis, ruby

le charbon, coal le saphir, sapphire
Exceptions:

la chaux, chalk une émeraude, emerald

la pierre, stone la perle, pearl

la roche, rock

and some technical names of minerals in -ife (e.g. la malachite,
see 56).

(d) Names of languages are all masculine, e.g.:

le francais, French le russe, Russian
le grec, Greek le swahili

(e) Most names of colours, e.g.:
le bleu, blue le jaune, yellow le rouge, red

Exceptions: Iécarlate ‘scarlet’ and "ocre ‘ochre’ are feminine.
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(f) Names of weights and measures of the metric system, cardinal
numbers, most fractions, and the letters of the alphabet, e.g.:

le gramme un tiers, one third
le kilogramme un quart, a quarter
le litre un dixieme, a tenth
le metre un e

un sept, a seven un m

Exception: la moitié, ‘half’. Note that numerals in -aine indicating
approximate quantities are feminine, e.g. une dizaine ‘about ten’,
une trentaine ‘about thirty’ une centaine ‘about a hundred’.

(g) The names of days of the week, months, seasons, and points of
the compass, e.g.:

lundi dernier, last Monday

janvier prochain, next January

au printemps, in spring

en plein été, in the middle of summer
le nord, north

le sud, south

lest, east

louest, west

51 (ii) Feminine
The names of most common fruits and vegetables ending in -e
(for others, see 50,i,b) are feminine, e.g.:

la banane, banana la betterave, beetroot
la fraise, strawberry la carotte, carrot
la pomme, apple la feve, broad bean

Exceptions: le pamplemousse ‘grapefruit’, le concombre
‘cucumber’.

The gender of place-names

52 (a) There are no clear rules for determining the gender of
names of towns. In many cases there is a good deal of hesitation
and fluctuation but there is a marked tendency to treat them as
masculine, e.g. Paris est plus grand que Lyon ‘Paris is bigger than
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Lyons’, Venise est beau ‘Venice is beautiful’, le grand Londres
‘Greater London’, Grenoble est devenu un centre industriel ‘Gre-
noble has become an industrial centre’, le musée du vieux Marseille
‘the Museum of Old Marseilles’. However, names in -e and -es and
occasionally others can also be treated as feminine, e.g. Londres fut
séverement bombardée en 1940 ‘London was heavily bombed in
1940°, Bruxelles fut libérée en 1944 ‘Brussels was liberated in 1944°,
Nice fut fondée en 350 av. J.-C. ‘Nice was founded in 350 BC’,
Marseille contemporaine ‘present-day Marseilles’.

(b) As a general rule, names of countries, of French provinces
and regions, and of French rivers, are feminine if they end in -e,
masculine if they do not:

Countries, e.g.:

le Canada la Chine, China

le Danemark, Denmark la Finlande, Finland

le Japon, Japan la Norvege, Norway

le Maroc, Morocco la Roumanie, Romania
le Nigeria la Suisse, Switzerland
le Portugal la Syrie, Syria

Exceptions: /e Bélize, le Cambodge ‘Cambodia’,le Mexique ‘Mexico’,
le Mozambique,le Zaire, and, with the -e pronounced, le Zimbabwe.
French provinces and regions, e.g.:

le Languedoc I’Aquitaine

le Limousin la Bourgogne, Burgundy
le Poitou la Champagne

le Roussillon la Provence

Exceptions: le Maine, la Franche-Comté
French rivers:

le Doubs la Durance
le Lot la Loire

le Rhin, Rhine la Maine
le Tarn la Seine

Exceptions: le Rhone, la Lys. Note that the rule does not apply to
foreign rivers, many of which are masculine even though they end
in -e, e.g. le Danube, le Gange ‘Ganges’, le Tage “Tagus’, le Tibre
‘Tiber’, le Tigre “Tigris’.

(c) The gender of the names of French départements is as follows:
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Names based on river-names take the gender of the corres-
ponding river or, where there are two, of the first, e.g. le Doubs, le
Haut-Rhin, la Somme, la Loire-Atlantique, le Loir-et-Cher, le
Lot-et-Garonne, la Meurthe-et-Moselle.

Plural names (based on the names of mountains or other
geographical features) happen in most cases to be feminine, e.g.
les Alpes-Maritimes, les Ardennes, les Bouches-du-Rhoéne, les Cotes
d’Armor, les Deux-Sevres, les Landes, les Pyrénées-Orientales, les
Vosges, les Yvelines. One, les Hauts-de-Seine, is masculine. In prac-
tice, however, the need to indicate gender with these names rarely
arises.

Others are masculine if the name (or, in the case of compounds,
the first element) does not end in -e, feminine if it does:

le Calvados la Corse-du-Sud
le Cantal la Haute-Corse
le Jura la Haute-Savoie
le Morbihan la Lozere

le Nord la Manche

le Puy-de-Déme
le Val-de-Marne
le Val-d’Oise

Exceptions: le Finistere, le Vaucluse.

Gender shown by ending

53 We shall discuss successively endings that always or usually
indicate that the noun is (i) masculine or (ii) feminine, and (iii) a
few problematic endings.

54 (i) Masculine endings
-age
A few monosyllables:

le gage, pledge, guarantee

le mage, Magus (les rois Mages, the Three Wise Men)
le page, page-boy

le sage, wise man

le stage, short course, training period
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and several hundred polysyllables (many of them corresponding to
English words in -ing), e.g.:

Uatterrissage, landing (of a plane)
le barrage, dam

le bavardage, chatter(ing)

le chdomage, unemployment

le cirage, waxing, polishing

le courage

l’étage, floor, storey

le fromage, cheese

le garage

le gaspillage, waste, wasting

le mariage, marriage, wedding
le message

le nettoyage, cleaning

l’orage, (thunder)storm

le paysage, scenery

le potage, soup

le pourcentage, percentage

le village

le visage, face

le voyage, journey

Exceptions: five monosyllables:

la cage

la nage, swimming (in certain expressions only)
la page

la plage, beach

la rage, fury, rabies

and four polysyllables (three of them names of plants):

limage la solidage, golden rod
la passerage, pepperwort la saxifrage, saxifrage
-ai, -o0i
Most nouns in -ai, -oi are masculine, e.g.:
le balai, broom le beffroi, belfry
le délai, time limit I'emploi, use, job
Pessai, attempt Ienvoi, sending

le geai, jay le roi, king
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le quai, quay, platform le tournoi, tournament
Exceptions: la foi ‘faith’, la loi ‘1aw’, la paroi ‘(inside) wall’.

-ail, -eil (including -ueil), -euil
All masculine, e.g.:

Iail, garlic

le chandail, sweater

le corail, coral

le détail

I’émail, enamel
I’épouvantail, scarecrow
I’éventail, fan

le portail, portal

le travail, work

le vitrail, stained-glass window
lappareil, apparatus

le conseil, piece of advice
lorteil, toe

le réveil, waking up

le soleil, sun

le sommeil, sleep
laccueil, welcome

le cercueil, coffin

Uécueil, reef

lorgueil, pride

le recueil, collection (of poems, etc.)
le deuil, mourning
Iécureuil, squirrel

le seuil, threshold

-at
All masculine, e.g.:

le championnat, championship  [’état, state

le chocolat, chocolate le forgat, convict
le climat, climate le nougat

le combat, fight le résultat, result
le consulat, consulate le secrétariat

le contrat, contract le sénat, senate

le débat, debate le syndicat, trade-union
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-¢, -d, etc.

All words ending in -c¢ or -d, and the relatively few words ending
in-b,-g,-k,-p,-q or -z, are masculine, whether or not the consonant

is pronounced, e.g.:

(a) -c:

laqueduc, aqueduct
le bec, beak
l’estomac, stomach
le franc

(b) -d:

le bord, edge

I’étendard, flag, standard
le fond, bottom

le gland, acorn

le pied, foot

le regard, glance, look

le retard, delay

le jonc, reed
le lac, lake
le sac, bag
le porc, pig

le standard, (telephone) switchboard

(c) others:

le club

le plomb, lead
I’étang, pond

le hareng, herring
le poing, fist

le bifteck, steak

le snack, snack-bar

-é

le steak

le coup, blow
le loup, wolf
le coq, cock
le gaz, gas

le nez, nose
le riz, rice

Nearly all words ending in -é except those in -£¢, tié (see below, 55)

are masculine, e.g.:

le blé, wheat

le café, café, coffee
le carré, square

le clergé, clergy

le cuirassé, battleship
le dé, dice, thimble

le défilé, procession
le degré, degree, step

le délégué, delegate
le fossé, ditch

le gué, ford

le marché, market

le pavé, paving-stone
le péché, sin

le pré, meadow

le thé, tea
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Exceptions: 'acné ‘acne’, la clé ‘key’, la psyché ‘psyche’.

-eau
Four monosyllables:

le beau, that which is beautiful
le sceau, seal

le seau, bucket

le veau, calf, veal

and some two hundred polysyllables, e.g.:

Ianneau, ring le gdteau, cake

le bateau, boat le marteau, hammer
le bouleau, birch-tree le morceau, piece

le cadeau, present le niveau, level

le cerveau, brain le rdteau, rake

le chapeau, hat le réseau, network
le chiteau, castle le rideau, curtain

le couteau, knife le tableau, picture
le drapeau, flag le tombeau, tomb

Exceptions: Only two: 'eau ‘water’, la peau ‘skin’.
-ede, -ege, -eme

Uintermeéde, interlude

le quadrupéde, quadruped

le reméde, remedy

le college, type of secondary school
le cortége, procession

le liege, cork

le manege, merry-go-round

le piege, trap

le sacrilege

le siege, seat, siege

le sortilege, magic spell

le chrysanthéme, chrysanthemum
le diadeéme, diadem

I’embléeme, emblem

le poéme, poem

le probléme, problem

le systeme, system

le theme, theme, etc.
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and the names of fractions, un dixiéeme ‘a tenth’, un vingtieme ‘a
twentieth’, un centiéeme ‘a hundredth’, etc.

Exceptions: The only common exception is /a créme ‘cream’ (but
note the use of un créme, short for un café créeme ‘coffee with cream
or milk’). A few rare or technical terms include la pinéde ‘pine-
forest’, l'allege ‘lighter (boat)’, la drége ‘drag-net’, la triréme

‘trireme’.

-er (for -ier see below):

(a) (-r pronounced). Nearly all masculine, e.g.:

le cancer

lenfer, hell

le fer,iron

Phiver, winter

le laser

le leader

le reporter

le revolver

le starter, choke (of a car)

le speaker, (radio, TV) announcer

Only two exceptions: la cuiller ‘spoon’, la mer ‘sea’.

(b) (-r not pronounced). All masculine, e.g.:

le boucher, butcher
le boulanger, baker
le clocher, church tower
le déjeuner, lunch
le diner, dinner
-es
All masculine, e.g.:
(a) (Final -s pronounced)

laloés, aloe
le cacatoés, cockatoo

(b) (Final -s not pronounced)

l’absces, abscess
lacces, access

le congreés, congress
le cypres, cypress

le foyer, hearth

le laisser-passer, pass, permit
le loyer, rent

l’oranger, orange-tree

le plancher, floor

le palmares, list of winners
le xéres, sherry

le gres, sandstone
le proces, trial

le progres, progress
le succes, success
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-et

Some three hundred words, all masculine, e.g.:

le ballet

le banquet

le béret

le billet, ticket

le bonnet

le buffet

le carnet, notebook
le filet, net

le fouet, whip

le jouet, toy

le perroquet, parrot
le poulet, chicken
le projet, project

le regret

le robinet, tap

le roitelet, wren

le secret

le sommet, summit
le sujet, subject

le ticket

-i (pronounced [i], i.e. excluding -ai, -oi)

Most nouns in -i are masculine, e.g.:

labri, shelter
Iappui, support

le colibri, humming bird

le cri, shout

le défi, challenge
I’ennui, boredom
I’épi, ear (of corn)

le merci, thanks

le pari, bet

le parti, (political) party
le pli, fold

le raccourci, short cut
le ski, ski, skiing

le souci, care, worry

and the days of the week, le lundi, le mardi, etc.

Exceptions: la fourmi ‘ant’, la merci ‘mercy’.

Note that un aprés-midi and une aprés-midi ‘afternoon’ are both

used.

-ier

A couple of hundred words, many of them referring to (a) male
humans, or (b) trees, and all masculine:

(a) Male humans, e.g.:

le banquier, banker

le chevalier, knight

le conférencier, lecturer
I’épicier, grocer

le guerrier, warrior

(b) Trees, e.g.:

le dattier, date-palm

Ihéritier, heir
I’hotelier, hotel-keeper
lofficier, officer

le romancier, novelist
le sorcier, sorcerer

le figuier, fig-tree
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le laurier, laurel

le marronnier, chestnut tree
le noisetier, hazel-tree

le palmier, palm-tree

(c) Others, e.g.:

lacier, steel

le cahier, note-book

le casier, pigeonhole

le cendrier, ashtray

le chantier, building site
le clavier, keyboard

le collier, necklace

le dossier, file, dossier
le gosier, throat

le grenier, attic

le peuplier, poplar

le poirier, pear-tree

le pommier, apple-tree
le rosier, rose-bush

le guépier, wasps’ nest

le métier, job, profession

le palier, landing

le panier, basket

le papier, paper

le pétrolier, (oil) tanker

le quartier, district (of a
town)

le saladier, salad-bowl

le sentier, path

le tablier, apron

-ing
A few words borrowed from English (or thought to be English) are
all masculine, e.g.:

le brushing, blow-dry

le building, office-block, etc.

le camping, camp-site

le jogging, jogging, track-suit

le lifting, face-lift

le meeting, rally, (political) meeting
le parking, car-park

le shopping

-isme
Some four hundred words, all masculine, e.g.:

le catéchisme

le christianisme, Christianity
le cubisme

lidiotisme, idiom

le prisme, prism

le rhumatisme, rheumatism
le romantisme, Romanticism
le socialisme

le tourisme

l’urbanisme, town-planning

-ment
With one exception, the scores of words in -ment are all masculine,

e.g.:
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l’abonnement, subscription
lavertissement, warning

le batiment, building

le ciment, cement

le commencement, beginning
le désarmement, disarmament

Exception: la jument ‘mare’.

-oir
Over a hundred words, all masculine, e.g.:

le couloir, corridor
le désespoir, despair
le dortoir, dormitory
lespoir, hope

le miroir, mirror

-ou
All masculine, e.g.:

le bijou, jewel

le caillou, pebble
le chou, cabbage
le clou, nail

le cou, neck

le coucou, cuckoo

55 (ii) Feminine endings
-ace
Words in -ace are nearly all feminine, e.g.:

laudace, daring

la glace, ice, mirror

la menace, threat

la place, (public) square

le gouvernement, government
le logement, lodging

le moment

le monument

le mouvement, movement

le recensement, census

le mouchoir, handkerchief
le rasoir, razor

le soir, evening

le tiroir, drawer

le trottoir, pavement

le genou, knee
le hibou, owl
le pou, louse
le trou, hole

le verrou, bolt
le voyou, lout

la race, breed, race
la surface
la trace

Un espace ‘space’ is an exception (but note that with reference to
a typographical space the word is feminine, une espace).

-ade
Some two hundred words (many of them uncommon), the great
majority of them feminine, e.g.:

Iambassade, embassy
la bourgade, large village

la cascade
la facade
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l'eillade, wink la saccade, jerk
lorangeade la salade, salad
la promenade, walk la tornade, tornado

Exceptions:
le or la camarade, friend
le or la garde-malade, home nurse
le or la malade, sick person
le or la nomade, nomad
le grade, rank
le jade
le stade, stadium
-aie
All nouns in -aie are feminine:
(a) Collective nouns for trees, etc.:
la chdtaigneraie, chestnut grove
loliveraie, olive grove
la palmeraie, palm grove
la peupleraie, poplar grove
la ronceraie, bramble patch
la roseraie, rose garden
(b) Others, e.g.:
la baie, bay, berry la plaie, wound
la haie, hedge la raie, furrow, stripe
la monnaie, currency, change la taie, pillow-case
-aine, -eine, -oine
Most nouns with these endings are feminine, e.g.:
laubaine, windfall la semaine, week
la fontaine, fountain la baleine, whale
la gaine, sheath la peine, trouble, difficulty
la graine, grain la reine, queen
la haine, hatred la veine, vein
la laine, wool lavoine, oats
la migraine la macédoine (de légumes),
la plaine, plain mixed vegetables
la porcelaine la pivoine, peony

Also la douzaine ‘dozen’, la quinzaine ‘about fifteen, a fortnight’,
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la vingtaine ‘score’, la centaine ‘about a hundred’, and similar forms
derived from other numerals.

Exceptions:
le capitaine, captain le chanoine, canon
le domaine, domain le moine, monk
I’antimoine, antimony le patrimoine, heritage
-aison

All feminine, e.g.:

la comparaison, comparison la maison, house

la conjugaison, conjugation la raison, reason

la crevaison, puncture la saison, season

la liaison la terminaison, ending (of a
la livraison, delivery word)

-ance, -anse, -ence, -ense
With only two exceptions, these words are feminine, e.g.:

l’ambulance la panse, paunch

la confiance, confidence la transe, trance

la correspondance, l’agence, agency
correspondence la conscience

la croyance, belief la différence

la distance lessence, petrol

lespérance, hope linfluence

la lance la patience

la naissance, birth la présence

la puissance, power la violence

la souffrance, suffering la défense, defence

I’anse, handle (of cup, etc.) la dépense, expenditure

la danse, dance
Exceptions: le silence, le suspense.

-eche, -eque, -eése, -eve
The great majority of these are feminine, e.g.:

la breche, breach la pastéque, watermelon
la créche, crib, creche la genése, genesis

la fleche, arrow I’hypothése, hypothesis
la meche, wick la synthese, synthesis

la bibliothéque, library la these, thesis

la discothéque, disco, record la féve, broad bean

library
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la gréve, strike

la seve, sap

Exceptions: le chéque ‘cheque’, le or la météque (derogatory term
for a foreigner), le diocése, un or une éléve ‘pupil’.

-ée

Most nouns in -ée (but with a substantial number of exceptions,
mostly technical or otherwise uncommon words) are feminine, e.g.:

Iaraignée, spider

la buée, condensation, steam
la cactée, cactus

la cuillerée, spoonful

la dictée, dictation

la durée, duration

I’épée, sword

I’épopée, epic

la fée, fairy

Exceptions include:

un or une athée, atheist

lapogée, peak, climax,
apogee

le camée, cameo

le colisée, coliseum

le lycée, (French) secondary
school

-euse
All feminine:

(a) Female humans, e.g.:

la blanchisseuse, laundress
la maquilleuse, make-up girl
la menteuse, liar

(b) Mechanical objects, e.g.:

lagrafeuse, stapler

la cireuse, floor polisher

la mitrailleuse, machine-gun
la moissonneuse, harvester
la perceuse, drill

la fusée, rocket

la journée, day

la marée, tide

la mosquée, mosque

la pensée, thought

la poignée, fistful, handful
la rosée, dew

la traversée, crossing

la vallée, valley

le mausolée, mausoleum

le musée, museum

le pygmée, pygmy

le scarabée, scarab (beetle)
le trophée, trophy

louvreuse, usherette
la religieuse, nun
la vendeuse, saleswoman

la tondeuse (de gazon),
lawnmower

la tricoteuse, knitting-machine

la tron¢onneuse, chain-saw
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(c) Others, e.g.:

la vareuse, kind of tunic
la veilleuse, night-light

la berceuse, lullaby
la nébuleuse, nebula

-ie (including -uie, but excluding -aie and -oie)
Several hundred words (including about four hundred in -erie), of
which all except a handful are feminine, e.g.:

la biologie, biology

la boucherie, butcher’s shop
la bougie, candle

la chimie, chemistry

la colonie, colony

la compagnie, company
la copie, copy

la démocratie, democracy
la folie, madness

la galerie, gallery

la prairie, meadow

la géographie, geography
la jalousie, jealousy

la librairie, bookshop

la magie, magic

la maladie, illness

la partie, part

la pharmacie, pharmacy
la pie, magpie

la plaisanterie, joke

la pluie, rain

la symphonie, symphony

la scie, saw la tragédie, tragedy

la série, series la truie, sow

la suie, soot la vie, life
Exceptions:

I’amphibie, amphibian lincendie, fire

le coolie le Messie, Messiah

le génie, genius; engineering le parapluie, umbrella
corps le sosie, double, look-alike

-iere
Well over a hundred words, nearly all feminine, e.g.:

la banniére, banner

la barriere, barrier

la biere, beer

la cafetiere, coffee-pot

la chaumiére, cottage

la croisiere, cruise

la fermiere, farmer’s wife
la frontiére, frontier

la lumiere, light

la maniere, manner, way
la matiere, matter

la paupiere, eyelid

la poussiere, dust

la priere, prayer

la riviere, river

la thiere, tea-pot

Exceptions: le cimetiére ‘cemetery’, le derriere ‘backside, rear’.
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-ine

Over a hundred words, nearly all feminine, e.g.:

la colline, hill

la cuisine, kitchen

la farine, flour

la guillotine

la machine

la marine, navy

la médecine

la narine, nostril

la pénicilline

la piscine, swimming-pool
la platine, tape-deck, etc.

la poitrine, chest

la racine, root

la routine

la ruine, ruin

la saccharine

la sardine

la scarlatine, scarlet fever

la turbine

la vitrine, shop window,
showcase

Only two exceptions; le magazine, le platine ‘platinum’.

-ise

About fifty words, nearly all of them feminine, e.g.:

la bétise, folly
la brise, breeze
la cerise, cherry
la chemise, shirt
la crise, crisis

une église, church

la franchise, frankness
la marchandise, goods
la surprise

la valise, suitcase

Exceptions: le cytise ‘laburnum’, le pare-brise ‘windscreen’.

-sion, -tion

With one exception, the many nouns in -sion, -tion are all feminine,

e.g.:

la confusion

la décision

I’émission, broadcast
l’occasion, opportunity
la possession

la pression, pressure

la provision

la télévision

la tension

la vision, eyesight

Exception: le bastion.

Laction

la civilisation

la condition

la destination

la fiction

la nation

la position

la question

la situation

la traduction, translation
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-lle, -sse, -tte, -ffe, -nne, -ppe

Many hundreds of words ending in a double consonant + -e are
feminine. This does not apply to words in -mme and -rre (see 56
below), but, otherwise, there are relatively few exceptions, all of
which, apart from a few highly technical or very rare words, are
listed below.

(a) -lle (pronounced [1]), e.g.:

la balle, ball la poubelle, dustbin

la malle, trunk la selle, saddle

la salle, room, hall la semelle, sole (of shoe)

la chapelle, chapel la vaisselle, dishes, crockery
la dentelle, lace la voyelle, vowel

l’échelle, ladder la ville, town

la ficelle, string la bulle, bubble

Note that even la sentinelle ‘sentry’, referring to a male human, is
feminine.

Exceptions:
lintervalle, interval le violoncelle, cello
le libelle, lampoon le bacille, bacillus
le polichinelle, Punch, le mille, thousand
buffoon le vaudeville
le or la rebelle, rebel le tulle

le vermicelle, vermicelli

(b) -ille (pronounced [j] - see 2), e.g.:

la bataille, battle laiguille, needle

la ferraille, scrap iron languille, eel

la muraille, (high) wall la bille, marble

la paille, straw la cheville, ankle

la taille, waist, size la famille, family

la volaille, poultry la faucille, sickle

la bouteille, bottle la fille, daughter

Poreille, ear la pupille, pupil (of eye)

la veille, eve, day before la grenouille, frog

la feuille, leaf la patrouille, patrol
Exceptions:

le chevrefeuille, honeysuckle le gorille, gorilla

le portefeuille, wallet le or la pupille, ward
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(c) -sse
All nouns in -esse are feminine; many of them denote either female
beings, e.g.:

la déesse, goddess la princesse, princess

la maitresse, mistress la tigresse, tigress

or qualities, e.g.:

la faiblesse, weakness la tendresse, tenderness
la jeunesse, youth la tristesse, sadness

la paresse, laziness la vieillesse, old age

la politesse, politeness la vitesse, speed

Other feminine nouns in -sse include:

la chasse, hunting la forteresse, fortress
la classe, class la messe, (religious) mass
la potasse, potassium la presse, press
la tasse, cup la cuisse, thigh
la terrasse, terrace la saucisse, sausage
la baisse, lowering la brosse, brush
la caisse, cash-desk la fosse, pit
la graisse, grease, fat langoisse, anxiety
la hausse, rise (in prices, la paroisse, parish
etc.) la mousse, moss, mousse

la caresse, caress
Exceptions:

le or la gosse, kid

le or la Russe, Russian

le carrosse, (horse-drawn) coach

le colosse, colossus, giant

le molosse (rare), huge dog

le mousse, cabin-boy

le narcisse, narcissus

le pamplemousse, grapefruit

le petit-suisse, kind of cream cheese
le Suisse, Swiss

(d) -tte
A large group of nouns in -ette, the vast majority of them feminine,
e.g.:

lUallumette, match la camionnette, van
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la chaussette, sock lomelette

la cigarette la recette, recipe

la cotelette, chop, cutlet la serviette, towel, briefcase
la dette, debt la silhouette

la fourchette, fork la trompette, trumpet

Exceptions: le squelette ‘skeleton’, le trompette ‘trumpeter’.

Note that /a vedette ‘(film-)star’, etc., is feminine even when it refers
to a man.

Other nouns in -#fe, all feminine, include:

la datte, date (fruit) la botte, boot, bunch
la patte, paw la carotte, carrot

la grotte, cave, grotto la hutte, hut

la goutte, drop la lutte, struggle

(e) -tfe, -nne, -ppe
Most of these words are feminine, e.g.:

I’étoffe, cloth, material

la gaffe, blunder

la greffe, graft, transplant

la griffe, claw

la touffe, tuft

la truffe, truffie

l’antenne, aerial

la colonne, column

la couronne, crown

la panne, (mechanical) breakdown
la personne, person

la tonne, ton, tonne
I’enveloppe, envelope

la grappe, bunch (of grapes)
la grippe, flu

la nappe, tablecloth

la trappe, trapdoor

Exception: le renne ‘reindeer’.

-té, -tié

Several hundred nouns in -#¢ and all nouns in -tié (there are only
four) are feminine, e.g.:

la bonté, goodness la cécité, blindness
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la cité, city

la cruauté, cruelty

la difficulté, difficulty
la fierté, pride

la lacheté, cowardice
la majorité, majority
la qualité, quality

la quantité, quantity
la santé, health

la vérité, truth
lamitié, friendship
linimitié, enmity

la moitié, half

la pitié, pity

Exceptions:

Paparté, (theatrical) aside

larrété, order, decree

le comité, committee

le comté, county

le coté, side

le décolleté, low neckline

le doigté, fingering, tact

l’été, summer

le pdte, pie, paté; block of houses; etc.
le traité, treaty, treatise

-tude
All feminine, e.g.:

lattitude

la certitude, certainty
I’étude, study
l’habitude, habit

l'inquiétude, anxiety
la multitude

la servitude

la solitude

-ure
Over three hundred words, nearly all of them feminine, e.g.:

la ceinture, belt

la confiture, jam

la couverture, blanket
la créature

la dictature, dictatorship
la doublure, lining

la fermeture, closing

la figure, face

la fourrure, fur

une injure, insult

Exceptions:

la lecture, reading
la nature
la nourriture, food

la peinture, painting, paint

la reliure, binding (of a book)

la serrure, lock

la signature

la température

la torture

la voiture, car, carriage
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(i) Chemical substances, e.g.:

le bromure, bromide I’hydrocarbure, hydrocarbon
le carbure, carbide le mercure, mercury
le chlorure, chloride le phosphure, phosphide
le fluorure, fluoride le sulfure, sulphide

(ii) Others:
l’augure, soothsayer le or la manucure, manicurist
le murmure, murmur le or la pédicure, chiropodist

le parjure, perjury

56 (iii) Problematic endings

-a

Those who know Latin, Italian or Spanish, in which languages
nouns in -a are usually feminine, may well think the same is true
of French. This is not so — many, though by no means all, French
nouns in -a are masculine.

(a) Masculine nouns in -a include:

l’agenda, diary le rutabaga, swede
le cinéma le sofa

lopéra le tapioca

le panda le tibia

le panorama le visa

and a number of names of flowers, e.g. le bégonia, le dahlia, le
gardénia, le pétunia.

(b) Feminine nouns in -a include:

la malaria la toundra, tundra
la marina la vendetta

la paranoia la véranda

la pizza la villa

la tombola, lottery la vodka

and a number of names of dances, including la mazurka, la polka,
la rumba, la samba.

-eéne

(a) Masculine nouns in -éne are mainly technical terms of
chemistry, e.g.:

Pacétyléne I’hydrogene
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le kérosene le molybdéne, molybdenum
le méthylene loxygene

but also include:

un or une aborigene le troene, privet
le phénomeéne, phenomenon

(b) Feminine nouns in -éne include:

I’aréne, arena I’hygiene

I’ébéne, ebony la paténe, paten

la gangréne, gangrene la scéne, scene, stage
I’hyéne, hyena la siréne, siren; mermaid

-ere (excluding -iere, see 55)

Nouns in -ére referring to humans are male or female according to
the sex of the individual concerned. Apart from that, no very
helpful rules can be given for determining the gender of nouns
in -ére.

(a) Masculine nouns include:
Referring to males:

le confrere, colleague, confrere

le frere, brother

le pere, father

le trouveére, trouvere (medieval bard)

Others:
le caractére, character I’hémisphere
le conifere, conifer le ministére, ministry
le cratere, crater le monastére, monastery
le critére, criterion le mystere, mystery
le débarcadere, landing stage le réverbere, street lamp
le gruyere, Gruyere cheese lulcere, ulcer

I’hélicoptere, helicopter
(b) Feminine nouns include:
Referring to females:

la bergere, shepherdess l’étrangere, foreigner
la boulangere, baker’s wife la ménagere, housewife

Others:
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lartére, artery
Iatmospheére

la bruyere, heather
la colere, anger

la cuillere, spoon
lére, era

-ete
(a) Masculine nouns include:
le diabete, diabetes

(b) Feminine nouns include:

larbalete, crossbow
la cacahuete, peanut
la comete, comet

la misere, dire poverty
la panthere, panther
la sphere

la stratosphere

la vipére, viper

le prophéte, prophet

la diéte, diet (assembly)
I’épithete, epithet
la planéte, planet

(c) Nouns that can be of either gender, in accordance with the sex
of the individual referred to, include:

un or une ascéte, ascetic
un or une athléte
un or une estheéte, aesthete

un or une interprete, interpreter

-eur

Words in -eur fall into four groups:

(a) Nouns referring to male humans are masculine, e.g.:

le cambrioleur, burglar
le facteur, postman

le lecteur, reader

le menteur, liar

le pécheur, fisherman
le sculpteur, sculptor
le voleur, thief

le voyageur, traveller

Note that le professeur ‘teacher, professor’, is masculine, even with

reference to a woman.

(b) Nouns referring to physical (in many cases mechanical) objects

are masculine, e.g.:

laccélérateur, accelerator
laspirateur, vacuum-cleaner
le carburateur, carburettor
le condenseur, condenser

le croiseur, cruiser

le moteur, engine

lordinateur, computer

le démarreur, starter (of car)

I’échangeur, interchange (on
motorway)
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le radiateur, radiator
le récepteur, receiver
le téléviseur, TV set

le tracteur, tractor
le vapeur, steamship

(c) Abstract nouns, referring to qualities, feelings, colours, etc., are

in most cases feminine, e.g.:

la blancheur, whiteness

la couleur, colour

la douceur, sweetness,
softness

la douleur, pain, grief

la faveur, favour

la fraicheur, coolness

la fureur, fury

la grandeur, size

la hauteur, height

Exceptions:

le bonheur, happiness
le déshonneur, dishonour
’honneur, honour

(d) Miscellaneous, e.g.:

masc.
le cheeur, choir
le ceeur, heart

le dénominateur, denominator

I’équateur, equator
Pextérieur, outside
le secteur, sector

-ite

Uhumeur, mood

la largeur, width

la paleur, paleness
la peur, fear

la profondeur, depth
la rougeur, redness
la stupeur, daze

la terreur, terror

la valeur, value

le labeur, toil
le malheur, misfortune

fem.

la fleur, flower
la liqgueur

la lueur, glow

la sueur, sweat
la vapeur, steam

(a) Words referring to humans are masculine or feminine accord-
ing to the sex of the person referred to, e.g.:

le Jésuite, Jesuit

la Carmélite, Carmelite nun

un or une antisémite
un or une Israélite, Jew

le or la Maronite, Maronite (Christian)

le or la Moscovite, Muscovite
le or la Sunnite, Sunni Muslim
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(b) Names of salts of acids are masculine:

larsénite
I’hypochlorite
Ihyposulfite

le nitrite
le phosphite
le sulfite

(c) Some names of minerals in fairly common use are masculine:

lanthracite
le granite (also le granit)

le graphite
le lignite

but more technical names of minerals in -ite are feminine, e.g.:

la bauxite
la calcite

la ferrite

la lazalite
la malachite

la magnésite
la marcassite
la mélanite
la néphrite

la wolframite

(d) Medical terms in -ite (corresponding to English -ifis) referring
to various types of inflammation are feminine, e.g.:

lappendicite
I’amygdalite, tonsilitis
Parthrite

la bronchite

la conjonctivite

(e) Other masculine nouns include:

le mérite, merit
le parasite
le plébiscite

(f) Other feminine nouns include:

la dynamite

la faillite, bankruptcy

la guérite, sentry-box

la marguerite, ox-eye daisy
la marmite, cooking-pot

la mite, clothes moth

-mine, -rre

la gastrite

la laryngite

la méningite

la phlébite

la poliomyélite

le satellite
le termite

lorbite, orbit, eye-socket
la réussite, success

la stalactite

la stalagmite

la site

la visite

Note that there are more masculine than feminine words in -mme

and -rre, e.g.:
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(a) Masculine

le dilemme, dilemma le somme, nap
’homme, man

Also masculine are le gramme ‘gram’, other metric units of
measurement in -gramme (le centigramme, le kilogramme, etc.), and
le cryptogramme, le diagramme, le monogramme, le parallélo-
gramme, le programme, and le télégramme (for two feminine words
in -gramme, see below).

le beurre, butter

le cimeterre, scimitar

le leurre, snare, delusion

le lierre, ivy

le paratonnerre, lightning conductor
le parterre, flowerbed, stalls (theatre)
le tintamarre, din, racket

le tonnerre, thunder

le verre, glass

(b) Feminine

une anagramme, anagram la pomme, apple
une épigramme, epigram la somme, sum, amount
la femme, woman la barre, bar
la flamme, flame la guerre, war
la gamme, scale, gamut la pierre, stone
la gemme, gem la serre, greenhouse
la gomme, rubber (eraser) la terre, earth
-0

A majority of the small group of words in -0 are masculine, but
there are some important exceptions.

(a) Masculine words include:

le bistro(t), pub, café le piano

le cargo, cargo-boat le porto, port (drink)

le casino le radio, radio operator,
le duo, duet radiogram

le credo, creed le studio, studio flatlet
Iécho le verso, back (of page)
le kilo, kilo(gram) le zéro

le numéro, number, numeral
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(b) Feminine nouns include:

une auto, car la polio
la dactylo, typist, typing la radio, radio, X-ray
la dynamo photo
la photo
-oire

(a) Masculine nouns include:

l'auditoire, audience le laboratoire, laboratory
I'ivoire, ivory le mémoire, memoir
Iobservatoire, observatory le réfectoire, refectory

le pourboire, tip le répertoire

le promontoire, headland le territoire, territory

(b) Feminine nouns include:

I’armoire, cupboard Ihistoire, history, story
la balancgoire, swing la mdchoire, jaw

la baignoire, bathtub la nageoire, fin

la bouilloire, kettle la mémoire, memory
la foire, fair la poire, pear

la gloire, glory la victoire, victory

-te (other than -éte, -ite and -tte, see above)
(a) Nouns referring to humans are masculine or feminine accord-
ing to the sex of the individual concerned, e.g.:

un or une adulte

un or une artiste

un or une astronaute

le or la démocrate

le or la dentiste

le or la diplomate

un or une enthousiaste, enthusiast
un or une hote, guest

le or la linguiste

le or la patriote

Note le comte ‘count, earl’ (feminine la comtesse), le despote, un
héte ‘host, landlord’ (feminine une hotesse), le pilote, le pirate.

(b) Names of chemicals and minerals in -ate, -lte, -ste are
masculine, e.g.:
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le carbonate
le chlorate
le nitrate

le phosphate
le silicate

(c) Most other nouns in -fe (but with some important exceptions)

are feminine, e.g.:

laréte, fish-bone
la béte, animal
la chute, fall

la cote, coast

la crainte, fear
la cravate, tie

la créte, crest

la croiite, crust
la date

la découverte, discovery
la dispute
I’émeute, riot

la faute, mistake
la fente, crack

la fliite, flute

la honte, shame
la minute

la note, note, bill
la padte, dough

la pente, slope

Exceptions include:

lacte, act

Pantidote

larbuste, small shrub

le buste, bust

le compte, count, account
le conte, tale

le contexte, context

le contraste, contrast

le doute, doubt

le sulfate, sulphate
lasphalte

le basalte
lasbeste, asbestos
le schiste, schist

la boite, box

la carte, map, card

la perte, loss

la peste, plague

la piste, track, runway
la plainte, complaint, groan
la porte, door

la poste, postal service
la récolte, crop

la route, road

la sieste, siesta

la sonate, sonata

la sorte, sort

la tarte, tart

la tempéte, storm

la tente, tent

la tomate, tomato

la vente, sale

la veste, jacket

la voiite, vault

le faite, top, summit
linsecte, insect

le jute

le parachute

le poste, job, etc.

le reste, remainder, rest
le texte, text

le tumulte, tumult

le vote
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The gender of compound nouns

57 In what follows, only nouns formed of two or more words
joined by hyphens are counted as compound nouns. Nouns that
were originally compounds but are now written as one word
without hyphens (e.g. le chévrefeuille, honeysuckle) are treated as
simple nouns and so are covered by the rules given above.

Compound nouns can be divided, for our present purposes, into
six classes:

58 (i) Nouns composed of a noun and a preceding or following
adjective
The gender of the compound is normally that of the simple noun,

e.g.

le bas-relief, low relief, bas le bas-coté, aisle
relief le coffre-fort, safe
le cerf-volant, kite, stag-
beetle

la basse-cour, farmyard
la belle-fille, daughter-in-law

Exceptions:

le Peau-Rouge, Redskin
le terre-neuve, Newfoundland dog (short for le chien de
Terre-Neuve)

and some birds’ names, including le rouge-gorge ‘robin’, le rouge-
queue ‘redstart’.

59 (ii) Nouns having the construction noun + noun
The gender is that of the principal noun, which is normally the first
noun, e.g.:

le bateau-école, training-ship (i.e. a ship, bateau, serving as
a school)

le camion-citerne, tanker (-lorry)

le chou-fleur, cauliflower (i.e. a ‘flowering’ cabbage)

un homme-grenouille, frogman

le mot-clé, keyword

un oiseau-mouche, humming-bird
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le timbre-poste, (postage-)stamp

le wagon-lit, sleeping-car

une année-lumiere, light-year

la porte-fenétre, french window (i.e. a door, porte, serving
also as a window)

la voiture-restaurant, dining-car (i.e. a coach, voiture, serving
as a restaurant)

60 (iii) Nouns having the construction noun + preposition +
noun
The gender is usually that of the first noun, e.g.:

masc.

un arc-en-ciel, rainbow

le chef-d’ceuvre, masterpiece
le mont-de-piété, pawnshop
le pot-de-vin, bribe

fem.

la bourse-a-pasteur, shepherd’s purse
la langue-de-chat, type of biscuit

la main-d’ceuvre, work-force

la téte-de-loup, ceiling brush

Exceptions: le face-a-main ‘lorgnette’, le téte-a-queue ‘spin, slew
round (in horse-riding)’, le téte-d-téte.

61 (iv) Nouns having the construction adverb or prefix + noun
The gender is that of the simple noun, e.g.:

masc.

larriére-plan, background
lex-roi, ex-king

le demi-tarif, half-fare

le mini-budget

le non-paiement, non-payment
le vice-président

fem.

larriere-pensée, mental reservation
lex-femme, ex-wife

la demi-bouteille, half-bottle
la mini-jupe, mini-skirt
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la non-agression
la vice-présidence, vice-presidency

62 (v) Nouns having the construction preposition + noun
These are usually masculine, e.g.:

Paprés-guerre, post-war period (even though la guerre, war,
is feminine)

I’en-téte, heading (e.g. headed writing-paper)

le sans-géne, lack of consideration for others

le sous-main, desk blotter

Exceptions: words referring to a female person, e.g.:

une sans-abri, homeless woman
une sans-ceeur, heartless woman

Many apparent exceptions are accounted for by the fact that the
first element is not a preposition but an adverb (so they are, in fact,
type iv nouns), e.g. [‘avant-scéne ‘proscenium, apron-stage’ is fem-
inine because the word is to be analysed not as something that is
in front of the stage (scéne), but as that part of the stage, scéne,
which is in front, avant, and so it takes the feminine gender of scene;
la contre-attaque ‘counter-attack’ is not something that is against
(contre) an attack, but an attack that goes counter to a previous
one; la sous-alimentation ‘malnutrition, under-feeding’ is obviously
not something that is beneath (sous) nutrition (alimentation), but
nutrition that is of an inferior level.

Likewise:

une avant-garde, vanguard

la sous-commission, subcommittee
la sous-location, sub-letting

la sous-préfecture, sub-prefecture

63 (vi) Words having the construction verb + noun
These are nearly all masculine, e.g.:

le casse-noisettes, nutcracker

le coupe-papier, paperknife

le cure-dent, toothpick

un essuie-main, hand-towel

le fume-cigarette, cigarette-holder
le gratte-ciel, skyscraper
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louvre-boite, tin-opener

le pare-brise, windscreen

le porte-avions, aircraft carrier
le porte-monnaie, purse

le taille-crayon, pencil sharpener
le tire-bouchon, corkscrew

Exceptions: le or la garde-barriére ‘level-crossing keeper’, le or la
garde-malade ‘home nurse’, according to the sex of the individual,
la garde-robe ‘wardrobe’.

A few uncommon names of fruit and flowers in passe- or perce-
are feminine, e.g. la passe-crassane (variety of winter pear), la
passe-pierre or perce-pierre ‘samphire’, la passe-rose ‘hollyhock’,
la perce-feuille ‘hare’s ear’, la perce-muraille ‘wall pellitory’ (but
le perce-neige ‘snowdrop’).

Note that le brise-fer, le casse-tout ‘a child who breaks everything’,
are masculine even with reference to girls.

Words that are identical in form but different in
gender

64 As we have seen (in particular in 48,i,d), words such as éléve
‘pupil’, secrétaire ‘secretary’, and many others can be of either
gender depending on the sex of the person concerned. Quite apart
from these, French has a number of pairs or sets of words whose
members are identical in spelling and pronunciation but different
in gender and meaning. They include:

masc. fem.
aide male assistant help; female assistant
aigle eagle female eagle; eagle
standard
cartouche scroll cartridge
crépe crepe pancake

critique critic criticism, review
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enseigne

espace
faune
faux
finale

foudre
garde

greffe
guide

livre

manche

maneeuvre

martyre

matricule
mauyve
mémoire

merci
mode
mort

moule

mousse

masc.

sub-lieutenant,
ensign
(officer)

space (most senses)
faun

forgery

finale

tun
keeper, guardsman

record office (of
law court, etc.)

(male) guide;
guidebook, etc.
book

handle (e.g. of a
broom)

labourer

martyrdom (a male
martyr is un
martyr)

reference number
mauve
memorandum

thank-you (e.g. un
grand merci)

method, way;
(grammatical)
mood

dead man
mould
cabin-boy

fem.

(shop-)sign, ensign
(flag)

space (printing)
fauna
scythe

last letter or syllable
of a word

thunderbolt, lightning

guard (duty),
guardianship

graft(ing), (heart)
transplant, etc.
(female) guide; les
guides ‘reins’
pound

sleeve; la Manche
‘English Channel’

manoecuvre

female martyr

membership list
mallow (plant)
memory

mercy

fashion

death
mussel

moss, froth, lather,
mousse, etc.
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page
palme

parallele
pendule
période
physique
pique
platine

pneumatique

poéle

poste

radio

rose

sixieme
solde

somme

SOuris
tonique

tour

masc.

page(-boy)
handsbreadth

resemblance; line
of latitude

pendulum
climax

physique, that
which is physical
spades (cards)

platinum

tyre (now
abbreviated fo pneu)
stove; pall

position, job;
(police) station,

etc.; (radio, TV)

set; (telephone)
extension; etc.

radiogram; wireless
(radio) operator

pink (colour)

sixth (fraction);
sixth floor, etc.

balance (of
account); sale

sleep, nap

(archaic, poetical)
smile

tonic (medical)

turn, walk, lathe,
trick, etc.

fem.
page (of book)

palm leaf,
(symbolic) palm

parallel line

clock
period
physics

pike (weapon); cutting
remark

deck, turntable (of
record-player)

pneumatics

frying-pan

post (= postal
service)

radio; X-ray
(photograph)

rose

lowest form in a lycée
(soldier’s) pay

sum, amount

mouse

keynote, tonic (in
music)

tower
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masc. fem.
trompette trumpeter trumpet
vague vagueness wave
vapeur steamship steam, vapour
vase vase silt
voile veil sail

Some anomalies of gender

65 Amour ‘love’ is normally masculine, but in the plural, in the
sense of ‘love affairs’, it is sometimes (but not necessarily)
feminine.

66 Chose ‘thing’ is feminine (une bonne chose ‘a good thing’), but
quelque chose ‘something’ is masculine; un petit quelque chose ‘a
little something’, quelque chose s’est produit qui m’a beaucoup
étonné ‘something happened which surprised me very much’ in
which the masculine agreement of produit (see 461) shows that
quelque chose is masculine. (Note too the construction guelque
chose d’intéressant ‘something interesting’ — see 667.)

67 Délice ‘delight’ is masculine in the singular but feminine in the
plural.

68 Gens ‘people’ was originally the plural of the feminine noun
la gent ‘people, race’ which survives only as a (usually humorous or
ironic) archaism, e.g. la gent ailée ‘the winged race (i.e. birds)’.
This is reflected in the fact that, if an adjective that precedes the
noun has a distinct feminine form (e.g. bonne ‘good’, meilleure
‘best’, vieille ‘old’, as distinct from masculine bon, meilleur, vieux),
then the feminine form is used, e.g. les vieilles gens ‘old people’. In
such circumstances, if the noun is introduced by tout ‘all’ or quel
‘what! which?’, these also take the feminine form, e.g. routes les
vieilles gens ‘all old people’, quelles bonnes gens! ‘what good
people!” Note:

(a) that this does mnot apply when the adjective immediately
preceding the noun does not have a distinct feminine form (e.g.
honnéte ‘honest’, brave ‘fine’), so we have, for example, fous les
honnétes gens ‘all honest people’, quels braves gens! ‘what fine
people!’, ces bons et honnétes gens ‘these good, honest people’.
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(b) that adjectives in other positions are always masculine, e.g. les
gens heureux ‘happy people’; this applies even when the noun is
preceded by an adjective taking the feminine form, e.g. Les vieilles
gens peuvent étre ennuyeux ‘Old people can be boring’.

69 Euvre ‘work’ is usually feminine (une ceuvre littéraire ‘a liter-
ary work’, une ceuvre de longue haleine ‘a long-term piece of work’)
and is always feminine in the plural (de bonnes ceuvres ‘good
works’, les derniéres ceuvres de Balzac ‘Balzac’s last works”). It may,
however, be masculine when referring to the complete work of a
writer, composer or other artist (/’ceuvre entier or I’ceuvre entiére de
Balzac ‘the complete works of Balzac’).

70 Orge ‘barley’ is feminine (cette orge est miire ‘this barley is
ripe’) except in the terms orge mondé ‘husked barley’ and orge
perlé ‘pearl barley’.

71 Orgue ‘organ’ is masculine (un orgue électrique ‘an electric
organ’, deux orgues excellents ‘two excellent organs’), but note the
use of a feminine plural (e.g. les grandes orgues ‘the great organ’)
with reference to a singular instrument, especially a church organ.

72 Pdque(s).The Jewish festival of Passover is feminine, la Pdque
(célébrer la Pdque ‘to celebrate Passover’).

The Christian festival of Easter, Pdques (no article), is feminine
plural in a few expressions such as bonnes Pdques! or joyeuses
Paques ! ‘Happy Easter’, souhaiter de bonnes (or joyeuses) Pdques
a quelqu’un ‘to wish someone a happy Easter’, faire de bonnes
Pdques ‘to take communion at Easter’ (also Pdques fleuries ‘Palm
Sunday’), but elsewhere is usually treated as masculine singular, e.g.
quand Pdques sera arrivé ‘when Easter arrives’, a Pdques prochain
‘next Easter’.

73 Personne. The noun personne ‘person’ is feminine, e.g. Une
certaine personne est venue ‘A certain person came’, but the
negative pronoun personne ‘nobody’ (see 551) is masculine, e.g.
Personne n’est venu ‘Nobody came’.

Gender of other parts of speech used as nouns

74 (i) Apart from the exceptions noted in ii-iv below, other parts
of speech used as nouns are masculine, e.g.:
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(a) (adjectives) le beau ‘the beautiful’ (as in le culte du beau ‘the
cult of the beautiful, of beauty’), distinguer le vrai d’avec le faux
(Descartes) ‘to distinguish the true from the false, what is true from
what is false, truth from falsehood’, tenter I'impossible ‘to attempt
the impossible’, le blanc ‘white (as a colour), the white (of an egg,
of the eye)’, un liquide ‘a liquid’

(b) (verbs) le va-et-vient ‘to-ing and fro-ing’, le rendez-vous
‘appointment’, le sourire ‘smile’, le voyant ‘(luminous) signal,
indicator’, le recu ‘receipt’

(¢) (adverbs and prepositions) le mieux ‘best’ (as in faire de son
mieux ‘to do one’s best’), le devant ‘front’, le pour et le contre ‘the
pros and cons’

(ii) Nouns derived from the feminine forms of past participles are
of course feminine, e.g. l'arrivée ‘arrival’, la portée ‘reach’, la vue
‘sight’

(iii) Nouns derived from adjectives and referring to people take
the gender corresponding to the sex of the individual concerned,
e.g. un or une aveugle ‘a blind person’, un or une malade ‘a patient,
sick person’, un blanc, une blanche ‘a white man or woman’

(iv) Adjectival nouns originating in expressions of the type noun +
adjective (see 176) take the gender of the noun that is understood,
e.g.

(a) (masculine) le rouge ‘red wine’ (for le vin rouge), le complet
‘suit; breakfast’ (for le costume complet or le petit déjeuner
complet), le garni ‘furnished accommodation’ (for ’appartement
garni)

(b) (feminine) la capitale ‘capital (city)’ (for la ville capitale), la
majuscule ‘capital (letter)’ (for la lettre majuscule), la liquide ‘liquid
(consonant)’ (for la consonne liquide).

The feminine of nouns and adjectives

Introduction

75 The question of what words are used for corresponding male
and female beings (e.g. le pére ‘father’, la mére ‘mother’; le roi



75-80 The feminine of nouns and adjectives 81

‘king’, la reine ‘queen’; le taureau ‘bull’, la vache ‘cow’; le jars
‘gander’, l'oie ‘goose’) is a matter of lexicon not of grammar and
so will not be dealt with here (but see 48 and 49 above). The
student should refer to a dictionary.

76 However, in certain cases corresponding masculine and femi-
nine nouns were originally adjectives. In other cases, the feminine
is derived from the masculine by change of suffix. These types can
be considered as being on the fringes of grammar and so will be
dealt with here.

Spoken French

77 In this section we shall deal only with adjectives.

There is no constant relationship between the masculine and
feminine forms of adjectives in the spoken language. The main
types of relationship are the following (for the phonetic symbols,
see 2):

78 The feminine is identical with the masculine, e.g.:

[Jeir] cher—chére, dear [naval] naval-navale
[direkt] direct-directe [ru:3] rouge, red
[ferm] ferme, firm [vre] vrai-vraie, true

79 The feminine is formed from the masculine by the addition of
a consonant, €.g.:

[bld] blanc — [bla:[] blanche, white

[fo] faux — [fo:s] fausse, talse

[3ati] gentil — [3dtij] gentille, nice

[grd] grand — [gra:d] grande, big

[0] haut — [o:t] haute, high

[cer@] heureux — [cer@:z] heureuse, happy
[13] long — [15:g] longue

[su] sodl — [sul] sofile, drunk

[veir] vert — [vert] verte, green

80 The feminine is formed from the masculine by changing the
final consonant, e.g.:
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[sek] sec — [se[] seche, dry
[vif] vif — [viiv] vive, living, etc.

81 The feminine is formed from the masculine by changing the
vowel and adding a consonant, e.g.:

[bo] beau — [bel] belle, beautiful

[fu] fou — [fol] folle, mad

[leze] léger — [lezerr] légere, light, slight
[so] sot — [sot] sotte, foolish

[vjg] vieux — [vjej] vieille, old

[b3] bon — [bon] bonne, good

[br&] brun — [bryn] brune, brown

[f€] fin — [fin] fine, fine, delicate

[peizd] paysan — [peizan] paysanne, peasant
[s€] sain — [sen] saine, healthy

Written French

82 The vast majority of adjectives form their feminine by adding
-e to the masculine, e.g.:

masc. fem.

bleu, blue bleue

clair, clear claire
différent, different différente
grand, big grande
gris, grey grise
musulman, Muslim musulmane
royal, royal royale

vrai, true vraie

Nouns falling into this category include many deriving from adjec-
tives of nationality, e.g.:

un Américain, American une Américaine
un Espagnol, Spaniard une Espagnole
le Frangais, Frenchman la Frangaise

83 If the masculine already ends in -e the masculine and the
feminine are the same, e.g.:
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faible, weak
rouge, red
le Russe, Russian

faible
rouge
la Russe

84 In adjectives and nouns with the following endings, some
further change, besides the addition of -e, takes place in the

feminine:
-¢ becomes
(1) -che in

blanc, white
franc, frank, candid
sec, dry

(2) -que in

ammoniac

caduc, deciduous, etc.
franc, Frankish

le Franc, Frank
public, public

turc, Turkish

le Turc, Turk

(3) -cque in
grec, le Grec, Greek
-f becomes -ve, e.g.:

bref, brief
neuf, new
(le) veuf, widowed, widower
vif, lively
-g becomes -gue in

long, long
oblong, oblong

blanche
franche
seche

ammoniaque
caduque
franque
Franque
publique
turque

la Turque

grecque, la Grecque

breve

neuve

(la) veuve, widowed, widow
vive

longue
oblongue

85 Adjectives and nouns in -/ are regular except that:

-el becomes -elle, e.g.:

cruel, cruel
mortel, mortal, deadly

cruelle
mortelle
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-eil becomes -eille, e.g.:

pareil, like pareille

vermeil, vermilion vermeille
Note too

gentil, nice gentille

nul, no, none nulle

86 Five adjectives have an alternative masculine form in -/ when
they occur before a noun beginning with a vowel or mute 4, and it
is from this second form that the feminine is derived:

beau, bel, beautiful belle
fou, fol, mad folle
mou, mol, soft molle
nouveau, nouvel, new nouvelle
vieux, vieil, old vieille

The use of the second masculine forms is illustrated in such
contexts as un bel arbre ‘a beautiful tree’ (cf. un beau jour ‘a
beautiful day’), un fol espoir ‘an insane hope’ (cf. il est fou ‘he’s
mad’), un mol oreiller ‘a soft pillow’ (cf. cet oreiller est mou ‘this
pillow is soft’), un nouvel éléve ‘a new pupil’ (cf. un nouveau
professeur ‘a new teacher’), un vieil ami ‘an old friend’ (cf. un
vieux film ‘an old film).

The following nouns in -eau form their feminine in the same way
as beau and nouveau:

le chameau, camel la chamelle
(le) jumeau, twin (la) jumelle
le Tourangeau, native of la Tourangelle

Tours or of Touraine

87 Words in -n are regular except that:
-en becomes -enne, €.g.:

ancien, former ancienne
européen, European européenne
italien, Italian italienne

-on becomes -onne, €.g..

le baron la baronne, baroness
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bon, good
breton, Breton
le lion

and -an becomes -anne in:

(le) paysan, peasant
rouan, roan

bonne
bretonne
la lionne, lioness

(la) paysanne
rouanne

(but afghan, musulman ‘Muslim’, persan ‘Persian’, le sultan, etc.,

are regular — afghane, la sultane, etc.)

Notice also:

bénin, kindly, benign
malin, cunning, malign

bénigne
maligne

88 Words in -7, other than those in -er (see below) and -eur (see

89) are regular, e.g.:

dur, hard
noir, black

The ending -er becomes -ére, e.g.:

le boulanger, baker

cher, dear

un écolier, schoolboy
(un) étranger, foreign(er)
premier, first

dure
noire

la boulangere, female baker,
baker’s wife

chere

une écoliére, schoolgirl

(une) étrangere

premiére

89 Words in -eur are of various kinds:

(a) Comparatives, including all adjectives in -érieur (which derive
from Latin comparatives), are regular:

majeur, major

mineur, minor

(le) meilleur, better, best
supérieur, superior
ultérieur, later

majeure
mineure

(la) meilleure
supérieure
ultérieure

(also antérieur, extérieur, inférieur, intérieur, postérieur).

(b) A number of adjectives and nouns in -eur form their feminine

in -euse, e.g.:
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le chanteur, singer

le danseur, dancer

(le) flatteur, flattering,
flatterer

(le) menteur, lying, liar

pleureur, weepy

trompeur, deceitful, deceptive

(le) voleur, thieving, thief
le vendeur, shop assistant

la chanteuse
la danseuse
(la) flatteuse

(la) menteuse
pleureuse
trompeuse
(la) voleuse
la vendeuse

Note that these all have the same stem as that of the corresponding
verb (danseur like danser, menteur like mentir, etc.).

(c) Three forms in -eur that correspond to verbs have, however, a

feminine in -eresse:

(un) enchanteur, enchanting,
enchanter

(le) pécheur, sinful, sinner

(le) vengeur, avenging,
avenger

(une) enchanteresse

(la) pécheresse
(la) vengeresse

Two legal terms also fall into this category:

le défendeur, defendant
le demandeur, plaintiff

la défenderesse
la demanderesse

(Note that ‘defender’ is le défenseur, which has no feminine, and
that le demandeur in the more general sense of ‘someone who asks’
has the feminine la demandeuse.)

Five others that also share a stem with a corresponding verb form
their feminine in -trice (cf. d below):

(un) émetteur, transmitting émettrice

(station etc.), transmitter

un exécuteur, executor

un inspecteur, inspector

un inventeur, inventor

(le) persécuteur, persecuting,
persecutor

une executrice
une inspectrice
une inventrice
(la) persécutrice

(d) A large number of nouns and a few adjectives in -teur whose
stem is not also that of a corresponding verb (e.g. protecteur
‘protective, protector’ but protéger ‘to protect’, collaborateur but
collaborer) form their feminine in -trice, e.g.:
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(un) accusateur, accusing, (une) accusatrice
accuser
un acteur, actor une actrice, actress
(le) consolateur, comforting, (la) consolatrice
comforter
(le) destructeur, destructive, (la) destructrice
destroyer
un instituteur, schoolmaster une institutrice, schoolmistress
le lecteur, reader la lectrice
le traducteur, translator la traductrice

(e) Note the following: I'‘ambassadeur ‘ambassador’, I’empereur
‘emperor’, have the feminine forms /’ambassadrice ‘ambassador’s
wife’ (a woman ambassador is either [‘ambassadeur or I'ambas-
sadrice), l'impératrice ‘empress’. Le docteur (but only in the sense
of a medical doctor) sometimes has the feminine la doctoresse, but
la femme docteur or just le docteur (cf. ma femme est docteur ‘my
wife is a doctor’) are more usual.

(f) Some nouns in -eur have no feminine, including ’amateur,
Pauteur ‘author’, le défenseur ‘defender’, limprimeur ‘printer’,
lorateur ‘speaker, orator’, le possesseur ‘owner’, le professeur
‘teacher, professor’, le sculpteur ‘sculptor’, le vainqueur ‘winner,
victor’.

90 Forms in -s are regular (e.g. gris, grise ‘grey’), except for:

bas, low basse
épais, thick épaisse
expres, formal, express expresse
gras, fat grasse
gros, big grosse
las, weary lasse
frais, fresh, cool fraiche
tiers, third tierce

91 Formsin -t are regular (e.g. plat, plate ‘flat’, idiot, idiote), except
that:

(a) The feminine of le chat ‘cat’ is la chatte
(b) Nine adjectives in -ef make their feminine in -éte, viz.:

complet, complete complete
incomplet, incomplete incompléte
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concret, concrete

désuet, antiquated, obsolete
discret, discreet

indiscret, indiscreet

inquiet, uneasy

replet, stout, podgy

secret, secret

concrete
désuete
discreéte
indiscreéte
inquiete
replete
secrete

The rest make their feminine in -ette, e.g. muet ‘dumb’, muette; net

‘clean’, nette.

(c) A few adjectives in -of make their feminine in -otfe, in particu-

lar:

boulot, tubby

maigriot, skinny

pdlot, palish

sot, foolish

vieillot, antiquated, quaint

boulotte
maigriotte
palotte
sotte
vieillotte

92 Forms in -u are regular except that -gu becomes -gué, e.g.:

aigu, sharp
ambigu, ambiguous
exigu, exiguous, scanty

aigué
ambigué
exigué

(otherwise the -ue would not be pronounced — e.g. aigue, with no
é, would be pronounced [eg] not [egy].)

93 In most cases, -x becomes -se, e.g.:

heureux, happy
jaloux, jealous

But note:

doux, sweet, soft
faux, false

roux, reddish-brown
vieux, old

94 The following are irregular:

andalou, Andalusian
favori, favourite

heureuse
jalouse

douce
fausse
rousse
vieille

andalouse
favorite
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Also coi, feminine coite, now used only in the expressions se
tenir coi(te) ‘to remain silent’, en rester coi(te) ‘to be rendered
speechless’.

Note that though both hébreu and hébraique ‘Hebrew’ exist
in the masculine (e.g. le peuple hébreu ‘the Hebrew people’,
Palphabet hébraique ‘the Hebrew alphabet’), only hébraique
occurs in the feminine (e.g. I’Université hébraique de Jérusalem
‘the Hebrew University of Jerusalem’).

95 A certain number of adjectives (in addition to those having
-e in the mascuime, see 83) have no special feminine form (and no
special plural form, see 125 and 126). They are:

(i) some words that were originally nouns but are now used as
adjectives of colour, e.g. une chaussure marron ‘a brown shoe’, une
robe lilas ‘a lilac dress’, une jupe saumon ‘a salmon-pink skirt’; also
chamois ‘fawn, buff’, indigo

(ii) a very few other adjectives, mainly of foreign origin, e.g.:

une femme chic a smartly dressed woman
une toile kaki a khaki cloth

une pendule rococo a rococo clock

une langue standard a standard language

une livre sterling a pound sterling

96 The following adjectives occur only in one or other gender
and, in the case of those asterisked, only in the contexts quoted:

masc. only

un nez aquilin®, a hooked nose

benét, simple-minded

un vent coulis*, a draught

un piano discord, an out-of-tune piano
un esprit dispos, an alert mind

le feu grégeois*, Greek fire

pantois, flabbergasted

un hareng saur*, a smoked herring

fem. only

bouche bée*, open-mouthed

une année bissextile*, a leap-year

une porte cochére*, a carriage entrance
de l'ignorance crasse, crass ignorance
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la pierre philosophale*, the philosopher’s stone
une ceuvre pie*, a pious or charitable work

The plural of nouns

Spoken French

97 In spoken French, most nouns are invariable in the plural —
that is, there is no audible distinction between singular and plural,

e.g.:

le lit, bed, plur. les lits, both pronounced [li]
la ville, town, plur. les villes, both pronounced [vil]

The principal exceptions are:

(i) Most nouns ending in -a/ (see 105), e.g. le cheval [[oval] ‘horse’,
plural les chevaux [[ovo]

(ii) Some nouns in -ail (see 106), e.g. le travail [travaj] ‘work’, plural
les travaux [travo]

(iii) l’ateul [ajcel] ‘grandfather’, plural les aieux [aj@] ‘ancestors’; le
ciel [sjel], ‘sky’, plural les cieux [sj@]; I'eil [ce]j] ‘eye’, plural les yeux
[j8] (see 108)

(iv) monsieur [mosj@|, madame [madam], mademoiselle
[madmwazel], plurals messieurs [mesj@], mesdames [medam],
mesdemoiselles [medmwazel]; un bonhomme [bonom] ‘chap,
bloke’, plural des bonshommes [b3zom]; un gentilhomme [3datijom]
‘gentleman, squire’, etc., plural des gentilshommes [3dtizom] (see

109)

(v) los [0s] ‘bone’, plural les os [0], le beeuf [beef] ‘ox’, and 'ceuf [cef]
‘egg’, plurals les beeufs [bg], les ceufs [8].

98 In fact, the main indication as to whether a noun is singular
or plural is provided not by the form of the noun itself but by its
determiner (article, demonstrative, possessive, etc., see 23), e.g.:

le chat [1s [a], the cat les chats [le [a], the cats
la femme [la fam], the les femmes [le fam], the
woman women
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Penfant [1a£d], the child les enfants [lez fd], the
children
un pied [& pje], a foot des pieds [de pje], feet
une boite [yn bwat], a box des boites [de bwat], boxes
mon fils [m3 fis], my son mes fils [me fis], my sons
sa main [sa még], his’/her hand  ses mains [se még], his/her
hands
votre jardin [votro 3ardg], vos jardins [vo 3ardg], your
your garden gardens
ce livre [so litvr], this book ces livres [se litvr], these
books
cette pomme [set pom], this ces pommes [se pom], these
apple apples

But sometimes the system breaks down — there is, for example, no
audible distinction between leur chapeau ‘their hat’ and its plural
leurs chapeaux, both pronounced [leer [apo], or between quelle
porte ? ‘which door?’” and quelles portes ? ‘which doors?’, both
pronounced [kel port].

99 Sometimes the distinction between singular and plural is made
clear in pronunciation by the presence of a liaison [z] in the plural,
e.g. leur enfant [leer afd] ‘their child’, quel arbre? [kel arbr] ‘which
tree?’, plural leurs enfants [lcerz afdl, quels arbres? [kelz arbr].
(Liaison can of course also occur even when the determiner itself
indicates whether the noun is singular or plural, e.g. mon cher ami
[m3 fer ami] ‘my dear friend’, plural mes chers amis [me [erz ami].)

100 Occasionally, when all else fails, the form of the verb may be
the only way in which one can tell whether the subject of the
sentence is singular or plural, e.g. Leur frére va [va] partir demain
“Their brother is going to leave tomorrow’, plural Leurs freres vont
[v3] partir demain ‘Their brothers are going to leave tomorrow’. But
sometimes all possible devices fail. There is, for example, no way at
all of distinguishing in pronunciation between Quel livre voulez-
vous acheter ? “What book do you want to buy?’ and the plural
Quels livres voulez-vous acheter ? “What books do you want to
buy?’ If it is essential to make the distinction, then the sentence
must be phrased differently, e.g.:

Quel est le livre que vous voulez acheter ?
Quels sont les livres
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Written French
101 In the written language, the plural is regularly formed by
adding -s to the singular, e.g.:

le livre, book les livres
la femme, woman les femmes

102 Nouns that end in -s, -x or -z in the singular remain
unchanged, e.g.:

le mois, month les mois
la voix, voice les voix
le nez, nose les nez

108 Nouns ending in -au, -eau or -eu form their plural in -x,
e.g.:

le noyau, stone (of fruit), les noyaux
nucleus

le tuyau, tube, pipe les tuyaux

le chapeau, hat les chapeaux

le seau, bucket les seaux

le jeu, game les jeux

le neveu, nephew les neveux

le veeu, wish, vow les veeux

Exceptions: le landau ‘pram, landauw’, les landaus; le bleu ‘blue,
bruise’, I’émeu ‘emv’, le pneu ‘tyre’, les bleus (which also means
‘overalls’), les émeus, les pneus.

104 Seven nouns in -ou also form their plural in -x:

le bijou, jewel le hibou, owl
le caillou, pebble le joujou, toy
le chou, cabbage le pou, louse

le genou, knee
— plurals les bijoux, les cailloux, les choux, etc.

Other nouns in -ou add -s, e.g. le clou ‘nail’, le voyou ‘lout, yobbo’,
les clous, les voyous.
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105 Most nouns ending in -a/ form their plural in -aux, e.g.:

le cheval, horse
le général, general
le journal, newspaper

les chevaux
les généraux
les journaux

Exceptions: un aval ‘backing, guarantee’, le bal ‘dance’, le cal
‘callus’, le carnaval ‘carnival’, le chacal ‘jackal’, le choral ‘chorale’,
le festival ‘festival’, le narval ‘narwhal’, le récital ‘recital’, le régal
‘treat’, form their plural in -s, e.g. les avals, les bals, les chacals, les
récitals, etc. Le val ‘dale’ has the plural vals, but note the expres-
sion par monts et par vaux ‘over hill and dale’. L’idéal ‘ideal’ has
both idéals (the more usual form) and idéaux.

106 About ten nouns ending in -ail form their plural in -aux. Of

these, the only ones in even moderately frequent use are:

le bail, lease

le corail, coral

I’émail, enamel

le soupirail, basement
window

le travail, work

le vantail, leaf of door

le vitrail, stained-glass
window

les baux

les coraux
les émaux

les soupiraux

les travaux
les vantaux
les vitraux

107 Nouns in -ail forming their plural in -ails include:

le chandail, (thick) sweater
le détail, detail
I’épouvantail, scarecrow
I’éventail, fan

le gouvernail, helm

le portail, portal

le rail, rail

les chandails
les détails

les épouvantails
les éventails

les gouvemails
les portails

les rails

L’ail ‘garlic’ has both les ails and les aulx, the latter being some-
what archaic. Le bétail ‘cattle, livestock’ is a collective word and has
no plural.

108 The following words have two plurals which differ in sense:

aieul, grandfather  aieuls, grandfathers aleux, ancestors
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ciel, sky ciels, skies in paintings, cieux, skies,
canopies of beds, heavens
climates

e@il, eye eils in compound yeux, eyes

nouns with de; e.g.
eils-de-beeuf, round or
oval windows, @ils-de-
perdrix, corns (on

the feet)

Of these, the only ones in everyday use are cieux and yeux.

Compound nouns

109 As in the section on gender (57-63), only nouns formed of
two or more words joined by hyphens are here counted as com-
pound nouns.

Nouns that were originally compounds but are now fused, i.e.
written as one word without hyphens, present little difficulty as
far as their plural goes — they are treated like any other noun,

e.g.:

une entrecote, (rib) steak des entrecotes
le passeport, passport les passeports
le pourboire, tip les pourboires

Note, however, the following exceptions (for their pronunciation,
see 97.iv):

(le) monsieur, gentleman, Mr  (les) messieurs

madame, mademoiselle, Mrs, mesdames, mesdemoiselles
Miss

le bonhomme, chap, bloke les bonshommes

le gentilhomme, gentleman, les gentilshommes
squire, etc.

Locutions like la pomme de terre ‘potato’, in which the various
elements are neither fused nor joined by hyphens, present even less
difficulty: the first noun, and the first noun only, is made plural, /es
pommes de terre, cf.:
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le coup d’eil, glance les coups d’ceil
I’hotel de ville, town hall les hotels de ville
le ver a soie, silk-worm les vers a soie

le verre a vin, wine-glass les verres a vin

110 Compound nouns are constantly coming and going, in the
sense that new ones are being created, and others that still figure
in many grammars have largely or entirely gone out of use. What
is more, in many cases opinions differ as to the recommended
plural. In these circumstances, the following indications do not aim
to be exhaustive but only to cover most cases that the student is
likely to come across. They must be supplemented by reference to
a good dictionary.

The following classes are the same as those adopted with refer-
ence to gender (sections 58—63).

111 (i) Nouns composed of a noun and a preceding or following
adjective
Both elements become plural:

la basse-cour, farmyard les basses-cours
la belle-mére, mother-in-law les belles-meres
le grand-pére, grandfather les grands-peres
le haut-relief, high relief les hauts-reliefs
le rouge-gorge, robin les rouges-gorges
le cerf-volant, kite, stag- les cerfs-volants
beetle
le coffre-fort, safe les coffres-forts

Note the following:

(a) Feminine nouns in grand- (which represents an early form
of the feminine adjective — it is not a shortened form of grande):
generally speaking, grand remains invariable — la grand-meére
‘grandmother’, la grand-route ‘main road’, plural les grand-meres,
les grand-routes — but grands-meéres, grands-routes, etc. are also
acceptable.

(b) In le haut-parleur ‘loudspeaker’, le nouveau-né ‘newly born
child’, le sauf-conduit ‘safe conduct’, the first element is not an
adjective but an adverb (haut = ‘aloud’, nouveau = ‘newly’, sauf
= ‘safely’) and so does not change: les haut-parleurs, les
nouveau-nés, les sauf-conduits. (But, inconsistently, le premier-né
‘firstborn’, le dernier-né ‘lastborn’, le nouveau-marié ‘newly-wed’,



96  The noun phrase 111-114

and le nouveau-venu ‘newcomer’ have the plurals les premiers-nés,
les derniers-nés, les nouveaux-mariés, les nouveaux-venus.)

112 (ii) Nouns composed of noun + noun
In most cases, both nouns become plural, e.g.:

le bateau-phare, lightship les bateaux-phares

le camion-citerne, tanker les camions-citernes
(lorry)

le chef-lieu, county town les chefs-lieux

I’homme-grenouille, frogman les hommes-grenouilles

loiseau-mouche, humming- les oiseaux-mouches
bird

le wagon-lit, sleeper les wagons-lits

Exceptions include:

lannée-lumiere, light-year les années-lumiere

le soutien-gorge, bra les soutiens-gorge

le timbre-poste (for timbre de  les timbres-poste
poste), postage-stamp

113 (iii) Nouns having the construction noun + preposition +
noun

In most cases the first noun (only) becomes plural, e.g.:

l’arc-en-ciel, rainbow les arcs-en-ciel

le chef-d’ceuvre, masterpiece les chefs-d’ceuvre

le face-a-main, lorgnette les faces-a-main

la langue-de-chat (type of les langues-de-chat
biscuit)

Some nouns, however, remain invariable, e.g.:

le pied-a-terre les pied-a-terre
le pot-au-feu, stew les pot-au-feu
le téte-a-téte les téte-a-téte
le vol-au-vent les vol-au-vent

114  (iv) Nouns having the construction adverb or prefix + noun

The second element, i.e. the noun, becomes plural, e.g.:

larriere-pensée, mental les arriere-pensées
reservation
lavant-projet, pilot study les avant-projets

la demi-heure, half-hour les demi-heures
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lex-roi, ex-king les ex-rois

le haut-parleur, loudspeaker les haut-parleurs
la mini-jupe, mini-skirt les mini-jupes

le sous-titre, subtitle les sous-titres

le vice-président les vice-présidents

115 (v) Nouns having the construction preposition + noun
Here, there is considerable fluctuation. Some, including /e, la
sans-cceur ‘heartless person’, le sous-main ‘desk blotter’, are
invariable, les sans-cceur, les sous-main. L’d-coté ‘side issue’,
len-téte ‘heading’, usually have the plurals les a-cotés, les en-tétes,
while [’apres-midi ‘afternoon’ has either les aprés-midi or les
apres-midis.

116 (vi) Words having the construction verb + noun

To say that chaos reigns would be an unfair comment on the rules
for the formation of the plural of nouns of this type. But that there
are numerous uncertainties and inconsistencies is indisputable. We
shall, however, try and give as much reliable guidance as possible,
based on two general principles, and advise readers, in cases not
covered here, to consult a good dictionary (while warning them
that, if they consult two dictionaries, they may well find two differ-
ent answers).

The first general principle is that the first element, being a verb,
never varies. The apparent exception found in the case of a few
compounds in garde-, all of them referring to people, is accounted
for by the fact that garde-, though originally it was a verb, is here
treated as a noun — e.g. le garde-chasse ‘gamekeeper’, les gardes-
chasse (chasse remains invariable — cf. ¢c below), le/la garde-malade
‘home-nurse’, les gardes-malade(s) (malade may or may not take
the plural -s, cf. a and b below).

The second principle, by no means always observed in practice
as we shall see, is that the second element takes an -s when, and
only when, it stands for a noun that can itself be plural in the par-
ticular sense in question. On this basis, the nouns in question fall
into three groups:

(a) Those that have an -s even in the singular, e.g. le compte-tours
‘rev counter’, i.e. an instrument serving to count revolutions,
compter les tours (in the plural), or le brise-lames ‘breakwater’, a
construction serving to break the force of the waves, briser les
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lames. Such words are, of course, invariable in the plural — les
compte-tours, les brise-lames. Other examples are:

le chauffe-plats, dish-warmer

le coupe-tomates, tomato-slicer

le gobe-mouches, flycatcher (bird)
le pare-balles, bullet-shield

le pare-chocs, bumper (of a car)
le porte-avions, aircraft carrier

le porte-cigarettes, cigarette-case
le porte-clefs, keyring

le presse-papiers, paperweight

le protége-dents, gumshield

(b) Those that add a plural marker to the noun; the justification for
this is presumably that, to take an obvious example, un tire-
bouchon ‘a corkscrew’, can only be used for drawing one cork at a
time, whereas several corkscrews can draw several corks, hence the
plural des tire-bouchons. Cf.:

un accroche-ceeur, Kiss-curl des accroche-ceeurs
le bouche-trou, stop-gap, les bouche-trous
stand-in

le couvre-lit, bedspread les couvre-lits

le cure-pipe, pipecleaner les cure-pipes

un ouvre-boite, tin-opener des ouvre-boites

le peése-lettre, letter-scales les pése-lettres

le perce-oreille, earwig les perce-oreilles

le vide-pomme, apple-corer les vide-pommes

At least one category b noun, le cure-dent ‘toothpick’, which
can be defined as something one uses pour se curer les dents (in
the plural), and one which hesitates between categories a and b,
viz. le porte-cartes or le porte-carte ‘card-holder, map-case’, i.e.
something for containing cards or maps (in the plural), might
have been expected to fall clearly into category a. Others that
hesitate, e.g. le coupe-cigare or le coupe-cigares ‘cigar cutter’, le
taille-crayon or le taille-crayons ‘pencil sharpener’, are very similar
to ouvre-boite, vide-pomme, and so ought to fall clearly into
category b.

The inconsistencies in fact relate mainly to those nouns that
do, or ought to but do not, fall into this category. They are
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well illustrated by the absurdity of the fact that le coupe-tomates
‘tomato-slicer’ falls into category a, le vide-pomme ‘apple-corer’
into category b, and le presse-citron ‘lemon-squeezer’ into category
c.

(c) Where the sense of the second element clearly remains singu-
lar (i.e. where we have to do with mass-nouns), the compound as a
whole is invariable in the plural — e.g. several ice-breakers break
ice (in the singular), so le brise-glace, les brise-glace, several water-
heaters heat water (in the singular), so le chauffe-eau, les chauffe-
eau. Cf.:

un abat-jour, lampshade des abat-jour

un aide-mémoire, des aide-mémoire
memorandum

le coupe-feu, firebreak les coupe-feu

le garde-boue, mudguard les garde-boue

le garde-manger, larder, les garde-manger
pantry

le gratte-ciel, skyscraper les gratte-ciel

le pare-brise, windscreen les pare-brise

le porte-bonheur, lucky charm  les porte-bonheur

le porte-monnaie, purse les porte-monnaie

le rabat-joie, killjoy, les rabat-joie
spoilsport

Unfortunately, and inexplicably, a few nouns whose second
element is not a mass-noun, i.e. it could have taken the plural
marker, follow the same pattern as category c instead of falling, as
might have been expected, into b, e.g.: le fume-cigarette ‘cigarette-
holder’, les fume-cigarette, le porte-plume ‘pen-holder’, les porte-
plume, le presse-citron ‘lemon-squeezer’, les presse-citron. Others
fluctuate between the two forms, e.g. un attrape-nigaud
‘con(fidence) trick’, des attrape-nigaud or attrape-nigauds, le porte-
couteau ‘knife-rest’, les porte-couteau or porte-couteaux. Likewise
les essuie-main(s) ‘hand-towels’, les essuie-glace(s) ‘windscreen-
wipers’, les grippe-sou(s) ‘skinflints’, les porte-drapeau(x) ‘standard-
bearers’, les porte-savon(s) ‘soap-dishes’.
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Miscellaneous

117 The letters of the alphabet, phrases used as nouns, numerals,
and various other parts of speech such as adverbs or prepositions
when used as nouns, do not vary in the plural, e.g.:

‘Cannes’ s’écrit avec deux n
‘Cannes’ is spelt with two n’s

mettre les points sur les i
to dot the i’s

Ce ne sont que des on-dit
It’s only hearsay

des meurt-de-faim
paupers

des va-et-vient
comings and goings

les oui et les non
the ayes (yeses) and the noes

des laissez-passer
passes, permits

écrire deux quatre
to write two fours

les ci-devant
pre-Revolutionary aristocrats

118 (i) Generally speaking, words of foreign origin, even when
they keep their original form, are treated as French words and form
their plural in -s, e.g. (from Latin) les albums, les ultimatums, les
référendums, les sanatoriums, les tumulus; (from English) les best-
sellers, les meetings, les snack-bars, les week-ends; (from Italian)
les adagios, les concertos, les solos, les pizzas; (from Spanish) les
matadors.

(ii) Latin phrases used as nouns (cf. 117) and a few Latin words
(many though not all of them to do with the Church) are invariable,
e.g. des ex-voto, des Te Deum, des confiteor ‘general confessions’,
des credo ‘creeds’, des post-scriptum ‘postscripts’. Le maximum and
le minimum have the Latin plurals les maxima, minima, in addition
to the more usual les maximums, minimums.
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(iii) English words in -man (including such false Anglicisms as
le rugbyman ‘rugby player’) normally form their plural in -men,
e.g. les gentlemen, les rugbymen, but le barman has both les barmen
and les barmans, and (obsolete) le wattman ‘tram-driver’ has only
les wattmans.

English words in -y have either -ies or -ys (depending perhaps
on how well the writer knows English), e.g. les dandies or dandys,
les ladies or ladys, les whiskies or whiskys.

Le match, le sandwich have les matches or matchs, les sandwichs
or sandwiches, but le flash has only les flashes.

(iv) Among words of Italian origin, le dilettante and le, la soprano
have les dilettanti, les soprani beside the more usual les dilettantes,
les sopranos.

119 Personal names

Considerable uncertainty remains as to when personal names take
a plural. The following indications cover most cases that occur with
any frequency:

(i) Names of dynasties and certain eminent families, etc., usually
take a plural form, e.g. les Ptolémées, les Césars, les Bourbons, les
Tudors (but note les Romanov, les Habsbourg).

(ii) Otherwise, a name referring to a number of people of the same
name is usually invariable, e.g. les deux Corneille (i.e. Pierre and
Thomas Corneille), le ‘Journal’ des Goncourt (i.e. of the Goncourt
brothers), les Dupont (i.e. the members of the Dupont family), les
Borgia (the Borgias).

(iii) Personal names taken as representing a type of person are
usually plural, e.g. Combien de Mozarts naissent chaque jour en des
iles sauvages! (J. Rostand) (i.e. potential Mozarts), il n’y a pas beau-
coup de Pasteurs (i.e. people like Pasteur); but some writers leave
such names invariable, e.g. les Boileau de I’avenir (A. Hermant), il
y a peut-étre eu des Shakespeare dans la lune (Duhamel).

(iv) Names referring to makes of car, aeroplane, etc., are usually
invariable, e.g. des Ford et des Chevrolet, plusieurs Boeing, deux
Leica (cameras).

(v) Usage varies considerably in respect of personal names
denoting the works (e.g. editions of literary texts, paintings) of
the individual concerned. These sometimes take a plural form
and are sometimes invariable, des Rembrandts or des Rembrandt
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‘Rembrandts’ (i.e. paintings by Rembrandt), trois Picassos or
Picasso, il posséde plusieurs Racines or Racine (i.e. editions of
Racine).

The conclusion seems to be that, except in cases such as those
included under (i) above, it is never wrong to leave a personal name
invariable even if, in some circumstances, it is more usual to add an
-s in the plural.

120 Though this is not strictly a grammatical point, it is worth
pointing out that some words in the plural have a different meaning
or an additional meaning to that which they have in the singular.
In particular:

Uaffaire, matter les affaires, affairs, business
le ciseau, chisel les ciseaux, chisels, scissors
le gage, pledge les gages, pledges, wages
la lettre, letter les lettres, letters, arts
(subjects), literature
Pouie, (sense of) hearing les ouies, gills
la vacance, vacancy (i.e. time les vacances, vacation,
during which a post is holiday(s)
vacant)

121 Some words are singular in French but correspond to a plural
in English, in particular various words denoting items consisting of
two symmetrical parts such as un soufflet ‘(a pair of) bellows’, and
a number of words for items of leg-wear that may or may not be
preceded by ‘a pair of” in English, e.g. un calegon ‘(a pair of) (men’s)
(under)pants’, un collant ‘tights’, une culotte ‘knickers’, un maillot
(de bain) ‘swimming trunks’, un pantalon ‘trousers’, un short
‘shorts’, un slip ‘panties’.

Note too a number of words in -igue (many of them referring
to academic disciplines), such as la gymnastique ‘gymnastics’, la
linguistique ‘linguistics’, la phonétique ‘phonetics’, la physique
‘physics’, la politique “politics’.

Conversely, some words that are plural in form in French cor-
respond to an English singular noun, e.g. les alentours (masc.)
‘surrounding area’, les échecs (masc.) ‘chess’, les fiangailles (fem.)
‘engagement (to be married)’, les fonts (baptismaux) (masc.) ‘font’,
les obséques (fem.) ‘funeral’, les ténébres (fem.) ‘darkness’.
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The plural of adjectives

122 Adjectives form their plural in much the same ways as nouns.
Note in particular:

(a) that, apart from the exceptions dealt with below (123-126),
masculine adjectives form their plural in -s, e.g.:

le grand chien, the big dog les grands chiens
un livre difficile, a difficult des livres difficiles
book

(b) that all feminine adjectives apart from a few that are invariable
for gender or number (see 126) form their plural by adding -s to
the singular, e.g.:

la grande maison, the big les grandes maisons
house

une fleur blanche, a white des fleurs blanches
flower

123 Adjectives in -eau, like nouns in -eau (see 103), form their
plural in -x, viz. beau ‘fine, beautiful’, nouveau ‘new’, tourangeau
(the adjective corresponding to Tours and Touraine), plural beaux,
nouveaux, tourangeaux.

Hébreu ‘Hebrew’ has the plural hébreux, but bleu ‘blue’ has
bleus.

124 Most adjectives in -al, like nouns in -al/ (see 105), form their
plural in -aux, e.g. égal ‘equal’, plural égaux, social, plural sociaux,
normal, plural normaux, spécial, plural spéciaux. But banal, bancal
‘rickety, wobbly’ (of a piece of furniture), fatal, final, natal and naval
take -s, e.g. des incidents banals, des enfants bancals, des chantiers
navals ‘naval dockyards’, fatals, finals, natals. Idéal usually has
idéaux, though idéals also occurs. Much uncertainty surrounds
the plural of some adjectives in -al, e.g. estival ‘(to do with)
summer’, frugal, glacial, pascal ‘(to do with) Easter’, and in conse-
quence there is a tendancy to avoid using them in the masculine
plural.

125 Masculine adjectives (like nouns, see 102) ending in -s or
-x (there are no adjectives ending in -z) do not change in the
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plural, e.g. un gros livre ‘a big book’, trois gros livres ‘three big
books’, il est heureux ‘he is happy’, ils sont heureux ‘they are happy’.

126 Adjectives that are invariable for gender (see 95) are also
invariable for number, i.e. they have no special plural form:

(i) Words that were originally nouns but are now used as adjectives
of colour: des gants marron ‘brown gloves’, des rubans cerise
‘cherry-coloured ribbons’, des rideaux orange ‘orange curtains’,
créme ‘cream’, olive ‘olive(-green)’, paille ‘straw-coloured’, puce,
etc. But note that the adjectives écarlate ‘scarlet’, mauve, pourpre
‘crimson’, rose ‘pink’, that were also originally nouns, are now
treated as ordinary adjectives and so agree in number, e.g. des
rubans écarlates et mauves ‘scarlet and mauve ribbons’, des nuages
roses ‘pink clouds’.

(ii) Miscellaneous, e.g. des vétements chic ‘smart clothes’, des uni-
formes kaki ‘khaki uniforms’, des églises rococo ‘rococo churches’,
cing livres sterling ‘five pounds sterling’.

Agreement of adjectives

127 (i) Adjectives are used either attributively (e.g. une belle
maison ‘a beautiful house’, des livres intéressants ‘interesting
books’) or predicatively (e.g. Ce livre est intéressant ‘This book
is interesting’, elle parait heureuse ‘she seems (to be) happy’, je
les croyais intelligents ‘1 thought them (I thought they were)
intelligent’).

(ii) Whether used attributively or predicatively, adjectives take the
gender and number of (i.e. they ‘agree with’) the noun or pronoun
they qualify, e.g.:

masc. sing. un livre intéressant ‘an interesting book’

fem. sing. cette le¢on intéressante ‘this interesting lesson’

masc. plur. ils sont intéressants ‘they are interesting’

fem. plur, Je trouve ses idées intéressantes ‘1 find his ideas
interesting’

(iii) When an adjective qualifies two or more nouns or pronouns,
each of which is in the singular, the adjective is put in the
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plural, e.g. le gouvernement et le parlement italiens ‘the Italian
government and parliament’, la marine et Iaviation frangaises
‘the French navy and air force’.

If the nouns or pronouns are of different genders, the adjective
takes the masculine plural form, e.g. Lui et sa femme sont tres
intelligents ‘He and his wife are very intelligent’. However, though
it is not impossible to find constructions such as un pére et une mere
excellents ‘a fine father and mother’, in which a feminine noun is
followed immediately by a masculine adjective, they are much
better avoided except in contexts in which the masculine and fem-
inine forms sound the same, e.g. un dictionnaire et une grammaire
espagnols ‘a Spanish dictionary and grammar’. The problem
can usually be avoided by putting the feminine noun first, e.g. une
grammaire et un dictionnaire allemands ‘a German grammar and
dictionary’, la politesse et le charme francais ‘French politeness and
charm’. (Some such constructions might well be theoretically
ambiguous, e.g. the last example could mean ‘politeness and French
charm’, but in practice it will usually be clear from the context that
the adjective refers to both nouns.)

(iv) Two or more adjectives, each in the singular, can modify the
same plural noun when each refers to one instance of the plurality
expressed by the noun, e.g. les dix-neuvieme et vingtieme siécles
‘the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’, les religions chrétienne,
musulmane et juive ‘the Christian, Muslim and Jewish religions’,
les gouvernements espagnol et italien ‘the Spanish and Italian
governments’.

(v) Past participles used adjectivally agree in the same way as other
adjectives, e.g. une occasion perdue ‘a missed opportunity’, une
école et une église détruites pendant la guerre ‘a school and a church
destroyed during the war’.

128 Where the adjective refers to two nouns linked by ou ‘or’,
the adjective is usually plural if the idea is ‘either [of the nouns
mentioned] — it does not much matter which’, e.g. Je cherche un
livre ou un journal allemands ‘I'm looking for a German book or
[a German) newspaper’, Il mange chaque jour une pomme ou une
poire miires ‘He eats a ripe apple or pear every day’.

129 Note that an adjective qualifying two nouns is singular
when the nouns are joined by ainsi que, aussi bien que, autant
que, comme, de méme que (‘as, as well as, as much as, in the
same way as, like’, etc.), plus que (‘more than’), and the like; e.g. Sa
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main, ainsi que (aussi bien que, pas moins que) son pied, a été
échaudée ‘His hand, as well as his foot, was scalded’.

The reason is that the basic structure of the sentence is sa main
a été échaudée (note that the verb is singular) and the sentence as
a whole could be translated as ‘his hand was scalded, and so was
his foot’. This is therefore not in fact an exception to the general
rule. (See also 393.)

130 In certain contexts, the agreement of the adjective is
illogical and inconsistent. In particular:

(i) Logically, we would expect an adjective used with the expres-
sion avoir 'air to agree with air, i.e. one would expect to find not
only /I a I'air heureux ‘He looks happy’ (literally ‘He has a happy
air’), but also Elle a l'air heureux. In practice, however, avoir l’air
is often treated as the equivalent of sembler, paraitre, etc., and the
adjective usually (though not always) agrees with the subject, e.g.
Elle a I'air heureuse ‘She looks happy’, Ils ont I'air tristes “They look
sad’, etc.

(i) On ‘one’ (see 302) is normally masculine singular (in con-
formity with its origin — it comes from the Latin homo ‘man’).
However, there is a growing tendency in familiar speech to use it
as the equivalent of any personal pronoun, i.e. to mean ‘I, we, you,
he, she or they’ (especially ‘we’). In such cases, adjectives relating
to it agree according to the sense, i.e. they may be feminine and/or
plural (even though the verb is always singular), e.g. On est
malades ? ‘Are you [plural] ill?’, On a été contentes de les voir ‘“We
[feminine] were glad to see them’.

(iii) For the agreement of adjectives with gens ‘people’ (e.g. Cer-
taines [feminine] gens ne sont jamais heureux [masculine] ‘Some
people are never happy’), see 68.

131 For the agreement or otherwise of demi ‘half’, see 188.

132 Note that nu- ‘bare’ before a noun referring to a part of the
body is treated as an invariable prefix, e.g.:

travailler nu-téte to work bareheaded
marcher nu-pieds to walk barefoot
nu-jambes barelegged

In other circumstances it agrees in the normal way, travailler (la)
téte nue ‘to work bareheaded’, un enfant aux jambes nues ‘a
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barelegged child’, boxer a main nue ‘to box with bare hands’, ils
étaient nus ‘they were naked’.

133 Possible, after a superlative and a plural noun, is invariable:

les plus grands malheurs possible
the greatest possible misfortunes

les robes les plus élégantes possible
the smartest dresses possible

J’ai fait le moins d’erreurs possible
I made the fewest possible mistakes (= as few mistakes as
possible)

The reason is that possible is taken as agreeing with an unexpressed
impersonal pronoun subject i/ (e.g. the first example above is the
equivalent of something like les plus grands malheurs qu’il est
possible d’imaginer ‘the greatest misfortunes that it is possible to
imagine’).

Elsewhere, it agrees quite normally with its noun, e.g. tous les
malheurs possibles ‘all possible misfortunes’.

134 When placed before a noun, certain past participles and in
particular attendu, compris (especially in the expression y compris
‘including’, non compris ‘not including’), excepté, passé, and vu are
treated as prepositions and so remain invariable; some of them can
also follow the noun, in which case they agree with it in gender and
number:

vu les conditions
considering the conditions

tous mes parents, y compris ma tante (or ma tante (y) comprise)
all my relations including my aunt

Personne n’est venu, excepté sa meére (or sa mére exceptée)
Nobody came except his mother

Passé dix heures, je ne travaille plus
After ten o’clock, I don’t work any more

Passé ces maisons, on est en pleine campagne
Beyond these houses you are right out in the country

The expression étant donné ‘given, in view of’, is also usually
invariable when it precedes, but may agree, e.g. étant donné or étant
données les difficultés ‘given the difficulties’.
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The expressions ci-joint, ci-inclus ‘enclosed (herewith)’, agree
when they follow the noun immediately (la lettre ci-jointe ‘the
enclosed letter’), but elsewhere may either agree or (more usually)
remain invariable, e.g.:

Vous trouverez ci-joint (or ci-jointe) une copie de ma lettre
du 10 juin
You will find enclosed a copy of my letter of 10 June

Je me permets de vous envoyer ci-joint(es) les lettres dont je
vous ai parlé
I take the liberty of enclosing the letters I told you about

Ci-joint(s) les documents que vous avez demandés
Herewith the documents you asked for

135 Note the following special cases:

Plein “tull’ is invariable when it precedes both the noun and its
art