BASIC FRENCH PRONUNCIATION

The French Alphabet (l’alphabet français)
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French Vowel Sounds

SOUND
SPELLED
AS IN ENGLISH
FRENCH WORD

ah
a, â
card
la tasse (the cup)

uh
e, eu
but
le petit (the little one)

ay
é, ée, ez, er, et
say
les cafés (the cafés)

eh
è, ê, ai
help
la mère

ee
i, y
feel
vite (quickly)

o
o, ô, au eau
boat
l’eau (water)

oh
o
love
pomme

oo
ou
you
l’amour (love)

wah
oi, oy
watch
la soie (silk)

ew
u
*
salut

Nasal Sounds


an, en, ain, in, un, aim, im, on
“Un bon pain blanc”



The Mute E

At the end of a word or between two consonants, the E is not usually pronounced, it is called mute.  For example, you don’t pronounce the E at the end of grande (tall) or in the middle of samedi (Saturday).

French Consonants

Many French consonants are pronounced almost like their English counterparts.  But you must be CaReFuL when pronouncing consonants at the end of a word, because they are often silent.  In general, you only pronounce the letters C, R, F, and L at the end of a word.  Other letters are not usually pronounced, unless they are followed by the mute E.  

The letter H is always silent in French.  Just pretend it is not even there.

The French R is pronounced in the throat.  It can be tricky – just try to make it soft and gentle.

Here are some other tricky French consonants:

SOUND
SPELLED
IN ENGLISH
FRENCH WORD

s
ss (between two vowels)

c (in front of e and i)

ç (in front of a, o, u)
sole
le poisson (fish)

le ciel (sky)

le garçon (boy)

g


g (in front of a, o, u)

gu (in front of e and i)
greed
le gâteau (cake)

la guitaire (guitar)

zh
j, g (in front of e and i)
azure
le jour (day)

le genou (knee)

sh


ch
ship
le chapeau (hat)

ny


gn
canyon
la montagne (mountain)

Les accents:

accent aigu – é – makes the silent E sound like AY

accent grave* – à, è, ù

circonflex* – â, ê, î, ô, û

tréma* – ï, ö

cedille – ç – makes C sound like S

* does not change sound

A major characteristic of the French language, and a key to French pronunciation, is that the words and phrases seem to flow together, making the spoken word sound musical.  This is because French, as well as other Romance languages, is based on the vowels.  English, on the other hand, is based on consonants.  Two devices that give French its characteristic flow are ELISION and LIAISON.

Elision

When a certain word (usually an article or a pronoun) ending with an e or an a is followed by a word starting with a vowel, the e or a is usually dropped and replaced by an apostrophe.  These words are usually only two letters long:  ce, de, le, la, je, me, ma, te, ta, se, sa, etc.

je + aime (  j’aime (I like)

la + école ( l’école (the school)

le + enfant ( l’enfant (the child)

Do not drop the “e” at the end of “elle” (she)

Liaison

When you “faire la liaison,” you are linking the last consonant of a word with the vowel that begins the following word.  You do not enunciate each word in French.  Instead, you use “la liaison” to string words together.

Comment ça va?

Comment_allez vous?

C’est bon!  

   C’est_un bon_appartement.

You do not use la liaison with the word “et” (and): 

un livre et // un crayon

