
II-8 Leçon Supplémentaire

L’ETUDE DE “E”     -   The Many Faces Of “E”

Up to now when we have studied “e”, we haven’t concentrated on its position in a word.  In the next few pages we will do just that, since “e” is one of the most versatile vowels in French; one that merits a little more attention.  A letter or a word has a very intimate relationship with its immediate environment.  The “e muet” is a fascinating vowel and one which could require a lengthy study.  To understand the different dimensions of this “e” with its relationships and sounds, we will quote Bernard Tranel (87) in his excellent text, The Sounds of French: An Introduction, P.12. 

“In summary, a letter does not necessarily correspond to one single sound; 

it may represent several sounds, or sometimes none.  The distribution of the 

phonetic values of a letter may be governed by general principles sensitive

to context, but the variation may also be idiosyncratic.  A letter may enter in combination with other letters, either to form sequences having particular 

phonetic values, or allow the other letters to maintain their basic phonetic value.”  

As captivating as an in-depth analysis would be to some, in this study we can only present essential elements.  We will therefore explain the principal and practical concepts as they apply to an introductory level.  In this section, we will refer to the “e” WITHOUT ACCENT.  We suggest taking a look at two types of “ACCENT-FREE  E”: 1) Initial  and 2) “E MUET” or silent “e”.  

I.  ACCENT-FREE  INITIAL  “E”.  We have seen how accents dramatically affect “e” and convert it into an “é” as in day or an “è” as in yet.  In the following chart, we sketch the initial “ACCENT-FREE  E”.  Notice how this plain “e” can assume the sound of “é” or “è”.  (See II-2 – spelling è and é)

Explanation
Sound
Example
Example

E + 2 consonants followed by “e” muet
è
elle
esse

E + 2 consonants  not followed by “e” muet 
é
ellipse
essai

E + m or n (see lesson on nasals)
nasal
emporter
enfant  

E + r
è
ergot
ermite

E+ s
è
espoir
escale

E  muet
none
eau, eaux
eau-forte

II. THE “E” MUET.  We will present the “e” muet in three categories: 

1) final “e” muet 

2) final “e” muet when spelled differently than “e”

3) “e” muet in a medial position (in the middle of a word or breath cluster). 

 We will again chart sounds and corresponding words illustrating those sounds. 

1.   FINAL “E” MUET: We will start with the final “e” muet.
  As a rule of thumb, 

when a word ends

 in “e”, that “e” is

 not sounded.
roue
acte
entre
sucre
mère


rouge
allume
parole
quitte
table


pluie
tasse
regarde
cendre
pleure

te
ne
que
je
de
ce
me
se
le

It is very important to remember that the “e” muet gives life to the consonant preceding it.
Fort, FORTE
Sur, SURE


Coup, COUPE
Paul, PAULE

2.  FINAL “E” MUET  when spelled differently in plural ending of verbs = ent
Ils chantent
Elles croient
Les enfants chantent

Ils dansent
Elles écrivent
Les singes dansent

Ils parlent
Elles  sourient
Les femmes parlent

Ils pleurent
Elles écoutent
Les bébés pleurent

3. MEDIAL “E” MUET

demi
petit
samedi
pauvreté

naïveté
fenêtre
lacheté
franchement

E as a helper for the letters C & G

Same case in English: manageable
douceatre
mangeons

Medial can also mean within a “breath” cluster
Sans le regarder 
Sans te parler


Elle a bu le café
Elle a mis le lait


Il a mis le sucre
la tasse de café

                               Chanson d’Automne

                              Paul Verlaine  (1844-1896)

Les sanglots longs

Des violons

 
De l’automne

Blessent mon coeur 

D’une langueur monotone.

Tout suffocant et blême 

Quand sonne l’heure,

Je me souviens 

Des jours anciens 

Et je pleure;

Et je m’en vais

Au vent mauvais

Qui m’emporte,

De-ça, de-là,

Pareil à la feuille morte.
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