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M

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

ost French textbooks overload beginners with conjugation tables and

literary tenses nobody uses at a boulangerie. This primer cuts the noise.

It covers the seven patterns you will meet in your first week in Paris, Lyon, or

any French city, from ordering a café to asking for directions on the métro.

The French in this guide is Metropolitan French, the standard spoken in France

(la Métropole). Quebec, Belgium, and Swiss French share the grammar but differ

in vocabulary, pronunciation, and a handful of constructions. Where regional

variation matters for a visitor, the notes flag it.

Learn these seven patterns and the flashcards click into place. Everything else is

vocabulary.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Subject Pronouns.

French has six grammatical persons, with a few important wrinkles. The formal

vous doubles as the plural you, so the same word covers both polite-singular and

plural address. The masculine ils covers mixed-gender groups, even a group of

ninety-nine women and one man.

One pronoun dominates spoken French without appearing in textbooks: on.

Literally it means one or people in general, but in everyday speech it replaces nous

for we. On va au café sounds natural. Nous allons au café sounds like a textbook.
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E N G L I S H F R E N C H P R O N U N C I A T I O N

I je zhuh

you (informal) tu too

he / it (m) il eel

she / it (f) elle el

we (formal) nous noo

we (colloquial) on on

you (plural / formal) vous voo

they (m / mixed) ils eel

they (f) elles el

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

On conjugates like il / elle (third person singular), not like nous. So on

va, not on allons. This trips up learners every time. Just remember: on

always takes the he / she form.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 5



C H A P T E R  I I

Gender: le, la, un, une.
Phrases 1 to 3

Every French noun is either masculine or feminine. Articles, adjectives, and past

participles all agree with the noun. There is no foolproof rule to predict gender,

but patterns exist. Memorize nouns with their article attached, not as bare

words.

Endings give reliable hints. Most nouns ending in -tion, -sion, -té, -ette, -ence are

feminine. Most ending in -ment, -age, -eau, -isme are masculine. Exceptions exist

(la plage), so use the hints as a starting point, not a law.

F O R M M A S C U L I N E F E M I N I N E

the le (l') la (l')

a / an un une

some (partitive) du (de l') de la (de l')

this / that ce (cet) cette

01 le pain, la baguette the bread, the baguette. Bread is masculine,

baguette is feminine.

02 un café, une bière a coffee, a beer. Learn both in pairs.
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03 l'ami, l'amie the friend (m), the friend (f). Both shrink to l' before

a vowel.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Feminine endings worth memorizing: -tion (la station), -té (la liberté), -

ence (la différence), -ette (la baguette). Masculine endings worth

memorizing: -ment (le moment), -age (le fromage), -eau (le bureau), -

isme (le tourisme). Not perfect, but close to ninety percent reliable.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 7



C H A P T E R  I I I

The Three Everyday Tenses.
Phrases 4 to 6

French has many tenses. Three cover almost everything you will need as a

learner: présent, passé composé, and imparfait. The futur simple exists too but

spoken French often replaces it with aller plus the infinitive (je vais manger = I

am going to eat).

The passé composé is the past tense for completed actions (I ate, I went, I saw).

The imparfait is for habitual past actions or descriptions (I used to eat, I was eating,

it was sunny). Picking the right one is the single biggest challenge for English

speakers, but the rule of thumb is clear: completed action takes passé composé,

ongoing or habitual action takes imparfait.

T E N S E U S E E X A M P L E

présent current state or action je mange (I eat / I am eating)

passé composé completed past action j'ai mangé (I ate / I have eaten)

imparfait habitual or descriptive past je mangeais (I used to eat / I was eating)

futur proche near future (spoken) je vais manger (I am going to eat)

futur simple future (written / formal) je mangerai (I will eat)
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04 Hier, j'ai mangé au

restaurant.

Yesterday, I ate at the restaurant. Passé composé:

single completed action.

05 Quand j'étais petit,

je mangeais

souvent chez ma

grand-mère.

When I was little, I often ate at my

grandmother's. Imparfait: habitual past.

06 Ce soir, on va

manger au

restaurant.

Tonight, we are going to eat at the restaurant.

Futur proche: planned future.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Passé composé uses avoir or être as a helper verb plus the past participle.

Most verbs use avoir. A small set use être: mostly intransitive verbs of

movement or change of state (aller, venir, partir, rentrer, monter,

descendre, naître, mourir). All pronominal (reflexive) verbs also take être.

Learn the être list as a closed set.
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C H A P T E R  I V

The Pronouns y and en.
Phrases 7 to 9

French has two short pronouns that replace full prepositional phrases: y and en.

They sit before the verb and do a lot of work in a tiny space. English has no

direct equivalent, so they feel strange at first but become automatic with

practice.

Y replaces à plus a place or a thing. J'y vais means I am going there. Tu y penses?

means Are you thinking about it? En replaces de plus a thing, or any partitive

expression (du, de la, des). J'en veux means I want some. Il en parle means He is

talking about it.

P R O N O U N R E P L A C E S E X A M P L E

y à + place J'y vais. (I'm going there.)

y à + thing J'y pense. (I'm thinking about it.)

en de + thing J'en parle. (I'm talking about it.)

en partitive (du, de la, des) J'en veux. (I want some.)

en quantity expressions J'en ai trois. (I have three of them.)

07 Tu vas à Paris? Oui,

j'y vais demain.

Are you going to Paris? Yes, I'm going there

tomorrow.
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08 Tu veux du café?

Oui, j'en veux.

Do you want some coffee? Yes, I want some.

09 Combien de frères

tu as? J'en ai deux.

How many brothers do you have? I have two.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The object pronouns me, te, lui, nous, vous, leur also sit before the verb.

Je lui parle (I am talking to him). Je te vois (I see you). Combined with y

and en, they stack in a fixed order. Learn the basics first; the full stacking

rules come later.
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C H A P T E R  V

Negation.
Phrases 10 to 12

Standard French negation wraps around the verb: ne before it, pas after it. Je ne

sais pas means I do not know. This is the textbook form.

In real spoken French, the ne is dropped almost every time. J'sais pas is what you

actually hear, written as chais pas in casual text. Do not let this surprise you.

Dropping ne is not sloppy French; it is how the language is spoken by everyone

from schoolchildren to professors in casual contexts. You still write the ne in

formal writing and in exams, but you rarely say it.

The second word (pas, plus, jamais, rien, personne) does the heavy lifting of

negation. Pick the right one based on what you are negating.

S T R U C T U R E M E A N I N G E X A M P L E

ne ... pas not Je ne mange pas. (I don't eat.)

ne ... plus no longer Je ne fume plus. (I don't smoke anymore.)

ne ... jamais never Je ne bois jamais. (I never drink.)

ne ... rien nothing Je ne vois rien. (I see nothing.)

ne ... personne nobody Je ne connais personne. (I know nobody.)

ne ... que only Je n'ai que dix euros. (I only have ten euros.)
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10 Je sais pas. I don't know. Spoken form, ne dropped. You will hear

this constantly.

11 Il y a plus de pain. There is no more bread. Spoken form of il n'y a plus

de pain. In speech, negative plus has a silent final s

(/ply/); affirmative plus (meaning more) is /plys/. This is

the only cue in the spoken form.

12 J'ai rien fait. I did nothing. Spoken form of je n'ai rien fait.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The ne drops in speech but never in writing. An email or a job

application keeps the full ne ... pas. A text message to a friend drops it.

The register matches the channel.
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C H A P T E R  V I

Tu vs Vous.
Phrases 13 to 15

French draws a sharp line between informal tu and formal vous. Picking the

right one is a social skill more than a grammar skill. Getting it wrong will not

break your sentence, but it can cool the room fast.

The safe default for any adult stranger is vous. Shopkeepers, waiters, taxi drivers,

colleagues on the first day, anyone over a certain age you have not been introduced

to. Switching to tu (called tutoyer) happens only when the other person invites it,

usually with a phrase like on peut se tutoyer? or tu peux me tutoyer.

Tu is used with children, family, close friends, romantic partners, and usually

among peers who have been introduced informally. In some professional contexts

(tech startups, creative industries) tu is the default; in others (banking, law,

government) vous holds firmly.
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Default to vous for any adult you do not know well. Shopkeepers, waiters, officials,

older strangers.

•

Use tu with children under about twelve, family, and close friends.•

Wait for the invitation before switching to tu with a new acquaintance. On peut

se tutoyer? signals it is welcome.

•

Mirror the other speaker. If a colleague addresses you as tu, you can answer with

tu.

•

Workplace norms vary. Tech and creative industries lean tu. Banking, law,

government, and most traditional companies keep vous.

•

Age and rank matter. Younger to older, junior to senior, usually calls for vous until

invited to switch.

•

13 Bonjour, comment

allez-vous?

Hello, how are you? Formal, vous form. Safe with

anyone.

14 Salut, comment tu

vas?

Hi, how are you? Informal, tu form. With friends.
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15 On peut se

tutoyer?

Can we use tu with each other? The polite way to

propose the switch.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Using tu too quickly with an older French person can read as

disrespectful, even if you meant warmth. Using vous with a close friend

sounds cold or ironic. When in doubt, start with vous and let the other

person lead the switch.
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Asking Questions.
Phrases 16 to 19

French has three ways to ask a yes / no question, from most casual to most

formal. All three work; picking the right one depends on who you are talking to

and how formal the situation is.

Intonation: simply raise your voice at the end of a statement. Tu viens? means Are

you coming? This is by far the most common in casual speech.

Est-ce que: prefix a statement with est-ce que. Est-ce que tu viens? means the

same thing. Slightly more formal, widely used in all registers.

Inversion: swap the subject and verb. Viens-tu? means the same thing. Most formal,

used in writing, news, and careful speech. Rare in everyday conversation.

For content questions (what, where, when, why, how), use the matching question

word plus one of the three structures above.
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E N G L I S H F R E N C H P R O N U N C I A T I O N

what quoi / que / qu'est-ce que kwah / kuh / kes-kuh

where où oo

when quand kahn

why pourquoi poor-KWAH

how comment ko-MAHN

how much / how many combien kom-BYAN

who qui kee

which quel / quelle kel

16 Tu viens? Are you coming? Intonation only. Most casual.

17 Est-ce que tu

viens?

Are you coming? Est-ce que form. Neutral, any

register.

18 Viens-tu? Are you coming? Inversion. Formal or written.
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19 Où est la gare? Where is the station? Content question.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

In spoken French, content questions often stay statement-shaped with

the question word at the end. Tu vas où? (You're going where?) is

completely normal and more common than Où vas-tu? in everyday

speech.
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T

C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

his primer is the skeleton. Your Metropolitan French deck is the muscle.

Every card in the deck is an instance of one of these patterns. As you

study, try to spot which pattern each card belongs to. Recognition comes fast

once you have the map.

Pair this primer with the phrasebook and the cultural guide in your bundle.

One gives you the grammar. The second gives you the words in context. The

third tells you when to use them without stepping on anyone's toes. Together

they cover the full ground.

Bonne continuation.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The Metropolitan French Deck

This starter sheet maps the core patterns. The full Eidetic Metropolitan

French deck turns every pattern into a flashcard with native audio, so

you can drill until the grammar is automatic. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.
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