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INTRODUCTION TO CONSONANTS

L’INTRODUCTION AUX CONSONNES 

To make the study of consonants a more satisfying adventure, let us set the stage for some of the highlights:

CARDINAL RULE 1.  Learn and accept that USUALLY, final consonants are not pronounced.  

CARDINAL RULE 2.  Given RULE 1, we need to remember that C, R, F, l, S are sometimes pronounced (more later).  

FRENCH L and R.  For speakers of English, “L” and “R” present the biggest challenge.  L can have an “L” sound as in lake, as well as a “Y” sound as in onion where the tongue pushes the air toward the hard palate: “fille” (girl) or  “oeil” (eye).  The student cannot rely on the spelling alone to find the clue since two words can be spelled differently yet be pronounced the same as in “mille” (one thousand) and “mile” (mile) (very few words fall into this category).  

The challenge with the R comes in understanding 1) where exactly is the point of articulation, 2) how to reproduce R without the tongue getting in the way, and 3) how much force or purring is needed to obtain the desired sound.  Briefly stated, the French R will require the tip of your tongue to lay flat at the bottom of your mouth while the air produces a purr in the back of your throat where the English H originates.

DOUBLE CONSONANTS. In the French alphabet, these consonants never double: h, j, k, q, v, w and x.  Double consonants occur with only seven consonants out of the twenty (b, c, d, f, g, l, m, n, p, r, s, t, z).  Usually a double consonant has the same sound quality as a single one, as illustrated by the following words: 

Abbeye

abbey
Baccarat

crystal
Addition

addition
Affection

affection
Aggraver

aggravate

Illusion

illusion
Commission

commission
Connaître

To know
Supposer

To suppose
Passion

passion
Atténuer

To attenuate

OVERVIEW.  We will now study each consonant individually. Below is a chart of what can be expected for the study of each consonant.
Initial position
Final position (underlined in charts)

Medial position  
Medial position with consonants 

Is it ever silent?
Can it be doubled?

How do we pronounce borrowed words?

How many sounds can a consonant produce? (Is it always pronounced, as one would expect?)

What rules and what exceptions are important?

REMINDER.  We invite you to keep an open mind to avoid being overwhelmed by the various intricacies of the French letters.  As with most languages, it has taken centuries for French to become what it is today.  Before judging too severely the eccentricities of French, we may want to reflect on certain complexities of English such as the pronunciation of “ough” in bough, cough, hiccough, lough, plough, rough, sough, though, and through.
POEMS FOLLOWING THE STUDY OF EACH CONSONANT: These poems were created for the creation of the Anatomy of French Sounds©.  They are all original texts composed by the author Norma Kira (NK) including the one concluding Tape III, “Le Cri du Silence” (The Scream of Silence).  This last poem was inspired by The Silence de la Mer by Vercors.

The study of each letter will follow the same general pattern.  The first line(s) of the chart will present examples of words containing the consonant in an initial position.  The next section will feature words where the letter is in a medial position.  Below those lines, and on the left in capital italic letters, we will introduce a particular situation.  For B, the third line starts with BB (RARE), meaning that words containing a double B are rare in French.  Throughout the examples, words preceded by the articles “le”, “la”, “l’” are animal names; an article with a capital letter will indicate a country.  

Here is a mini list of words and abbreviations to facilitate the explanations.

= used for “means”
= used for “equals”
Devant= in front
Après= after

Consonne=consonant
Voyelle= vowel
Prononcé= pronounced
Muet= silent

Intérieur= medial, inside a word
Nasal= nasal vowel or nasal sound

V+ means a vowel followed by…
C+ means a consonant followed by…

(Pr)=prefix
(P) pronounced


B


B INITIAL
Beau

beautiful
Belle

pretty
bonbon
Bulle

bubble

B MEDIAL
Auberge

inn
Libre

free
Arbre

tree
Le Brésil

Brazil


la baleine

the whale
le buffle

buffalo
la brebis

sheep
le bélier

ram

BB (RARE)
abbaye
Abbe

abbot
Abbesse

abbess
Abbevillien

paleolithic

B FINAL (RARE ) PRONONCÉ 
Club

club
Snob

snob
Toubib

doc

EXCEPTION:  plomb - lead(b=muet)

A l’auberge de Béziers sous l’ombre des beaux platanes

At the inn in Beziers under the shade of the beautiful plane-trees

C’est l’heure de la Pétanque.

It is time for a petanque game.

Les snobs et les toubibs se réunissent au club

Snobs and docs gather at the club

Pour une belle partie de boules. NK

For a great game of bowls.

C

C INITIAL
la carpe

the carp
Cèdre

cedar
Corps

body
Cuir

leather
Croissant

croissant

C MEDIAL
Acide

acide
Anecdote

anecdote
le cheval

the horse
la vache

the cow
le chien

the dog

C+A, O, U = K
Cage

cage
le coq

the rooster
Cure

cure
Caisse

Cash box

(trunk)
le castor

the beavor

C+E, I, Y = S
Cire

wax
Céder

Give in
Cil

Eye lash
le cygne

the swan
le cerf

the deer

C+H = SH
Chanson

song
Champ

field
Choix

choice
Cher

dear
Chuchoter

To whisper

EXCEPTIONS
CH=K
Archéologie

archeology
Chaos

chaos
Chiromancie

palmistry
Écho

echo

CH = GREEK
écho
Choeur

choir
Technique

technique
Eucharistie

eucharist

C = G
second,  seconde,  seconder,  secondaire,  secondairement

second, second(F), to second, secondary, secondarily

CC AS ONE C
Accord

agreement
Acceuil

welcome
Succulent

succulent
Occuper

To occupy

CC = “KS”
Accident

accident
Accés

access
Occident

west
Succes

success

C FINAL 
Avec

with
Lac

lake
Marc

Mark
Grec

greek
Bec

beak
Sac

bag
Chic

chic

cognac 
Trafic

traffic
Froc

gown
Fisc

treasury
Turc

turkish
Talc

talcum
Sec

dry
Parc

park

C FINAL MUET
Blanc


Caoutchouc

rubber
Estomac

stomac
Accroc

tear
Escroc

crook
Clerc

clerk

AFTER NASAL
blanc
Banc

bench
Vainc

He conquers
Tronc

Trunk

(tree)
Franc

frank
Jonc

Rush

(plant)


EXCEPTIONS
donc
Zinc=[zing]

CÉDILLE= Ç
This sign occurs under the c and causes the sound to be “S”

Français

French
Garçon

boy
Balançoire

Swing (Noun)
Reçu

received

Le cèdre se mire

The cedar admires himself

Dans l’arc en ciel de l’eau

In the rainbow of the water

Animée par une colonie de carpes.

Animated by a school of carps.

Elles jouent à cache-cache entre-elles.

They play hide and seek together.

De ça, de là, l’œil veut choisir la plus belle

Here and there, the eye wants to choose the most beautiful one

La rouge, la blanche, la noire à paillettes argentées

The red one, the white one, the black one with silvery specks

Chère chimère!  NK

Dear chimera!
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