A BRIEF GUIDE TO FRENCH PRONUNCIATION

The most important sounds are the vowels:

A  E  I  O  U

Each vowel produces just one sound.

A

As in, for example:

Ma (my)

La (the)

Ta (your)

Papa (daddy)

E

As in, for example:

Le (the)

Me (myself)

Se (himself, herself)

The ‘E’ sound is also written in either of the following ways:

Peu de (little of/few)

And (rarely) oeu, as in:

Œuf (egg) et sœur (sister)

I

As in, for example:

Ni (neither)

Fini (finished)

O/Ô
The ‘O’ sound is also written in the following way:

Au (at the, to the)

It may also be written ‘eau’, as in the following words:

De l’eau (water)

La peau (skin)

Le château

U

As in, for example:

Vu (seen)

Lu (read)

Venu (come)

Connu (known)

NOTES

 The vowel ‘Y’ is pronounced as ‘I’:

Le stylo (the pen)

The combination of the vowels ‘O’ and ‘U’ produces a different sound:

OU

As in the word ‘fou’(mad).

Equally, the combination of the vowels ‘O’ and ‘I’ produces a different sound:

OI

As in the following words:

Moi (me)

Toi (you)

La foi (faith)

THE NASAL VOWELS 

AN/EN     ON     UN     IN/EIN/AIN

The N is not pronounced

Mon pain ( my bread)

Un pin (a pine tree)

Ma main (my hand)
N.B.: the letter combination I E N produces the sound ‘ien’ in the following words:

Bien (well)

Le mien (mine)

Le tien (yours)

Le sien (his/hers)

THE É SOUND

The ‘é’ sound can also be written ‘ê’, ‘è’ and ‘ai’.

La maison (the house)

‘Er’ at the end of a word is pronounced like an ‘è’:

Chanter (to sing)

In the middle of a word, ‘er’ is pronounced ‘è’, following by the R sound:

Perdu (lost)  

N.B.: There are actually two ‘é’ sounds, two ‘e’ sounds and two ‘o’ sounds – listen to French people speaking and you will hear the difference. In addition, vowels are pronounced differently (as is the case in English!) in the various French-speaking regions and countries. 

CONSONANTS

The Alphabet

A    B    C   D   E   F   G 

H   I   J   K   L   M   N

O  P  Q   R   S   T   U

V  W  X   Y   Z 

N.B.: the ‘J’ is a sound like the ‘s’ in the English word ‘leisure’.

The ‘R’ is tricky, and requires practise: R

CONSONANTS ARE NOT PRONOUNCED AT THE END OF A WORD:

Grand (tall)

Très (very)

Je prends ( I take)

Le tronc (the trunk)

Le respect

Ils chantent (they sing) – this instance only applies to verbs in the third person plural 

N.B.: other than in conjugated verbs, -ent is pronounced AN/EN :

normalement

AT THE END OF A WORD, THE LETTER ‘E’ IS NOT PRONOUNCED ITSELF, BUT SIGNIFIES THAT THE PRECEDING CONSONANT SHOULD BE PRONOUNCED:

Grand – grande (big)

Vert – verte (green)

THE LETTER COMBINATION T I O N IS PRONOUNCED ‘SION’, WITH THE ‘S’ SOUND
La conversation 

La nation

La passion

La pression

La contradiction

N.B.: One ‘s’ between two vowels is pronounced ‘z’.

La décision

THE LETTER COMBINATION –ILLE is pronounced like the letter ‘y’ in the English word ‘yes’.

Une fille (a girl)

La famille (the family)

The word VILLE (town) is an exception to this rule.

THE LETTER COMBINATION –AIL/-AILLE is pronounced ‘a’, followed by the ‘y’ sound in the English word ‘yes’.

Le travail (work)

Ils travaillent (they work)

THE LETTER COMBINATION –EIL/-EILLE is pronounced ‘é’, followed by the ‘y’ sound in the English word ‘yes’.

L’orteil (toe)

Vieille (old)

THE LETTER COMBINATION –EUIL/-EUILLE is pronounced ‘e’, followed by the ‘y’ sound in the English word ‘yes’.

Fauteuil (armchair)

Feuille (leaf, sheet)

THE CEDILLA

The letter ‘C’ followed by an ‘A’, ‘O’ or ‘U’ is pronounced ‘K’.

Un cadeau (a present)

Un copain ( a friend)

Curieux (curious)

If a cedilla is added
, the ‘K’ sound becomes an ‘S’

Ça va ? (are you ok ?)

Un garçon ( a boy)

Reçu (received)

The letter ‘C’ followed by an ‘E’ or an ‘I’ is pronounced ‘S’
Une cerise ( a cherry)

La précision

THE G

The letter ‘G’ followed by the vowels ‘A’, ‘O’ and ‘U’ is pronounced hard (‘G’)

Un gâteau ( a cake)

Guérir (to heal)

La gorge (the throat)

The letter ‘G’ followed by the vowels ‘E’ and ‘I’ is pronounced like the French ‘J’ or the English ‘S’ in ‘pleasure’

Agir ( to act)

Gérer (to manage)

The letter G followed by the consonant ‘N’ is pronounced as ‘N’ plus the ‘Y’ sound in the English word ‘yes’

Ignorant

Magnifique

La campagne (countryside)

Le Champagne (champagne wine)

The letter ‘Q’ is always followed by ‘U’ (as in English) but the ‘U’ is not pronounced
Le quart (the quarter)

Quarante (forty)

The letter ‘H’ at the beginning of a word is not pronounced 

Un hôtel

L’hélicoptère

Exception: in the words ‘haut’ (high) and ‘hauteur’ (height) (among others), the ‘H’ is not pronounced but the liaison is not made:

L’hôtel mais la hauteur
En hélicoptère mais en haut

THE LETTER COMBINATIONS –BLE, -BRE, -DRE-, -TRE, -PRE ARE NOT VOICED AT THE END OF A WORD

The vocal cords are not used and only the sounds made in the mouth are heard.

Septembre, octobre, novembre, décembre

Quatre

Sombre

Propre

Table

Prendre

LIAISON
The last letter of a word is often linked to the first letter of the following word if this is a vowel: 

Les amis (a ‘Z’ sound) (the friends) 

Mon enfant (my child) 

Aux oiseaux (also a ‘Z’ sound) (to the birds)

Ils ont aimé (they liked) 

C’est trop élevé (it is too high) 

N.B.: the word ‘et’ (and) is never linked to the initial vowel of a following word. 

Et avec ça ? (anything else?) 

TO IMPROVE YOUR PRONUNCIATION, YOU HAVE TO LISTEN, LISTEN AND LISTEN SOME MORE!

You might, for example, listen to…

French radio online:

www.radiofrance.fr
www.europe2.com
www.funradio.fr
There is also a French-language satellite channel (805 on Sky):

TV5monde (www.tv5monde.com), whose news bulletins are available online as well

Or better still, get to know a real live French person…

� A cedilla is, orthographically speaking, half an ‘s’, stuck under the C to denote its soft quality.


� There are other exceptions, these being the most commonly found. You will find other examples in your dictionary.





