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Meeting the French 10

WHEN INVITED BY FRIENDS 

FOR A MEAL, AN APÉRITIF

IS SERVED SHORTLY AFTER 

ARRIVAL.

– If somebody boit une tasse, he is not drinking a cup of tea,   
but swallowing a mouthful of water when swimming.

– Make sure people don’t say that you bois comme un trou.
It means you drink like a fish.

– Boire un coup de trop is to have one too many.
– Ce n’est pas la mer à boire means it’s no big deal.

IDIOMS

More formal occasions, such as business meetings, conferences or
presentations, will often finish with an apéritif. This can be a simple
drink or an apéritif dînatoire. The latter will include an elaborate 
selection of delicate sandwiches, small glasses of creamed vegetables
or fish, finger foods and a variety of small cakes. Apéritifs dînatoires
are ideal occasions for people to move around and mingle rather
than talking to just their neighbours at the table. They are also an
opportunity for a company to invite and impress its clients.

As you travel around France, you will also find apéritifs that are 
anchored in the history of a particular region. It is always interesting
to try these apéritifs as they are often made from local fruit or plants
and frequently have a fascinating origin. Absinthe in the Jura 
mountains, pastis in Provence, kir in Burgundy or pineau in the 
Vendée all have an important role in local tradition. Enquiring about
them can be an excellent way to start a conversation as you share
the very French ritual of l’apéritif.

Although l’apéritif is the correct word, the
shortened l’apéro is very commonly used
in everyday speech. The full word would
be used on a written invitation, or in a
very formal context.

Port is served only as an apéritif in France
and is not drunk after a meal or to 
accompany a blue cheese as in some
other countries. 

Apéritifs are usually served with olives,
nuts, small pieces of toasted bread spread
with an olive paste or other things to 
nibble on. These are collectively known 
as des amuse-gueules, literally ‘something
to amuse your face’, gueule being a slang
word for face or mouth. In restaurants,
they are more politely called les 
amuse-bouches.

Apéritif time in the evening is usually
around seven o’clock, or later if in a 
restaurant before the start of a meal. 

If you are staying for a meal and have not
finished your apéritif when your hostess
invites you to the table, you can carry
your apéritif to the table with you. 
However, you would be expected to finish
it before starting your meal as it will not
necessarily match your hostess’s first
course.

When invited for an apéritif, be careful
not to overstay your welcome. About 
an hour is appropriate, as your French
hosts will want to eat their evening 
meal afterwards. Of course, if your French
hosts press you to stay longer, you can 
do so, but most invitations to an apéro
are for occasions not intended to last 
too long. 

CULTURAL TIPS

INVITATIONS

L’apéritif
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Meeting the French 18

INVITATIONS

Le dîner

L
HISTORY AND TRADITIONS

Le dîner used to refer to the first meal of the day, then the meal
taken around midday. It was only in the early 19th century that 
it became used to refer to the evening meal. In some parts of 
the French-speaking world, notably Québec, it still refers to the 
midday meal. 

Traditionally, the French ate their evening meal around eight o’clock.
In rural areas, this allowed for the agricultural work to be finished,
and in towns, for the journeys to and from work. It also allowed for
the time needed to prepare the meal. 

– Tenez ! Je vous ai apporté le dessert.
         Here you are. I’ve brought dessert.
– Je me mets là ?
         Shall I sit here?
– Je me sers ?
         Shall I serve myself?
– C’est très bon.
         It’s really good.
– J’aime beaucoup cette sauce.
         I really like this sauce.
– Oui, je veux bien en reprendre un peu.
         Please, I’d love a little more.
– Ce dessert est super !
         This dessert is really good!
– Comment vous le faites ?
         How do you make it?
– Merci de nous avoir invités.
         Thank you for inviting us.
– Nous avons passé une très bonne soirée.
         We’ve had a lovely evening.

USEFUL PHRASES
When eating your bread, break off a small
piece with your fingers rather than biting
directly into the slice. Avoid cutting your
lettuce, also. The leaves should be folded
and eaten with your fork. If you are served
foie gras, you should place small pieces 
of it on the bread that is served with it.
You shouldn’t crush or spread the foie gras.  

It shows appreciation of a sauce if you
clean your plate with bread when you have
finished eating. In a family environment,
a piece of bread held with the fingers is
used, but to be really polite, the bread
should be held on a fork. 

When eating artichokes or asparagus
with a vinaigrette sauce, place your plate
at an angle, sloping it towards you and
propped up on the back of your fork 
or spoon. This allows for the sauce to 
collect in the lower part of the plate and
you can then dip the artichoke leaves 
or asparagus in the vinaigrette easily.

CULTURAL TIPS
FRENCH CHILDREN

AND TEENAGERS 

ARE VERY USED TO 

SITTING THROUGH

LONG MEALS.

MF_1 invitations_Mise en page 1  29/10/12  12:04  Page18

thierry perrot
Zone de texte 
http://www.kolibrilanguages.com



Meeting the French 23

INVITATIONS

Un séjour

le salon living room/lounge
le séjour living room/lounge
la salle à manger dining room
la cuisine kitchen
la chambre (à coucher) bedroom
la salle de bain bathroom
le canapé sofa/settee
le fauteuil armchair
le buffet sideboard
le four oven
l’évier sink
le plan de travail worktop/countertop
le placard cupboard
le torchon tea towel/dish towel
la table de nuit bedside table/night stand
la table de chevet bedside table/night stand
une armoire wardrobe/closet
un dessus-de-lit bedspread
une couverture blanket
le potager kitchen/vegetable garden
le portail gate

AN INVITATION TO STAY WITH

A FRENCH FAMILY IS A RARE

PRIVILEGE AS MOST FREE

TIME IS TAKEN UP BY VISITS

FROM THE FAMILY.

In the evening, make sure you kiss the children as they go off to bed
and say goodnight to your hosts individually before going to bed
yourself. When you see your hosts the following morning, don’t forget
to greet everybody individually again, either by shaking hands or
with kisses as appropriate. A breezy “bonjour” to everybody at the
breakfast table is not sufficient.

KEYWORDS
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Meeting the French 30

THE TRADITIONAL WEDDING DESSERT,

CALLED UNE PIÈCE MONTÉE.

INVITATIONS

Un mariage

– Faire un riche mariage is to marry into money.
– C’est le mariage de la carpe et du lapin means they make 

an odd couple. 
– Se plaindre que la mariée est trop belle is to object that 

everything is too good to be true. 
– On n’est pas mariés avec lui means we don’t owe him 

anything.

IDIOMS

For the civil wedding, both the bride 
and groom must each have a witness, 
un témoin. They will remain by the couple
during the ceremony and will sign the
marriage register.

If it rains during a French wedding you
will hear people say, “Mariage pluvieux,
mariage heureux.” When it rains at 
a wedding, it is a happy marriage. 
In fact, the original proverb referred to 
a “mariage plus vieux”, meaning one
where the couple was older and had
more life experience. 

After the wedding at the mairie, the 
couple is given un livret de famille, 
a passport-like document in which their
names and the date and place of their
wedding are recorded. The names and
birthdates of any children will be added.
It is an important document often 
required for administrative procedures.

CULTURAL TIPS

– La robe est très belle.
         It’s a very beautiful dress. 
– Vous faites un très beau couple.
         You make a very handsome couple.
– Félicitations à tous les deux.
         Congratulations to you both.
– Je suis une amie de la mariée.
         I’m a friend of the bride’s.
– Tout était très bien organisé.
         Everything was very well organised.
– Le repas était très, très bon.
         The meal was very good indeed.
– Nous avons beaucoup apprécié cette journée.
         We both really enjoyed today.
– Merci de nous avoir invités.
         Thank you for inviting us. 

USEFUL PHRASES
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Meeting the French 43

– Madame Trichet, ça fait plaisir de vous voir.
Mrs Trichet, how nice to see you.

– Bonjour Monsieur, ça fait un moment que je ne vous ai pas vu.
Good morning, I haven’t seen you for a while.

– Saluez-le de ma part, s’il vous plaît.
Please give him my regards.

– Transmettez-lui mon meilleur souvenir.
Give him my regards.

– Ma mère vous envoie son bon souvenir.
My mother sends you her greetings.

– C’est votre petit-fils, je pense ?
Is this your grandson, then?

– Bien, je vais vous quitter.
Well, I must be off.

– Je vous laisse continuer votre chemin.
I’ll let you go on your way.

ADVANCED USEFUL PHRASES

W
LANGUAGE TIPS

When meeting people for the first time, you need to remember 
to observe the formalities. If you forget this, you may get off on the
wrong foot. You will often find that you can follow the lead of the
French person and copy their degree of formality and also their
phrases. So if somebody says:
– Je suis très content de vous rencontrer.

you can simply reply:
– Je suis très content de vous rencontrer aussi.

Alternatively, when somebody says:
– Enchanté !

you can just respond:
– Moi aussi.

If they address you as Madame or Monsieur, you know you should
definitely be addressing them in the same manner.

Remember
When entering a public area where there
are already other people, for example,
when you go into a shop, a waiting room
or a bank, you should greet everybody 
by saying:
– Bonjour Messieurs, Dames.
Good morning, everyone.

Sometimes the word bonjour is omitted
and you will hear French people simply
say:
– Messieurs, Dames. 

Un rendez-vous is an appointment, but
the word can also be used figuratively:
– Le soleil était au rendez-vous pour la fête.
It was a sunny day for the party.

– C’était un rendez-vous manqué.
It was a wasted opportunity.

For examples of greetings in informal situations, 
you can refer to Les rencontres informelles, p.45.

There are examples of using the tu form 
of the verb in La famille, p.52.

LEARN MORE

MEETING PEOPLE

Les rencontres formelles
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Meeting the French 77

This intellectual training and approach, the natural way that French
people deal with abstract concepts, is combined with a preference for
expressing their viewpoints forcefully. Compromise is not necessarily
seen as a value. Political debate does not remain a simple exchange
of ideas. It overflows onto the streets in demonstrations and protests.
Prominent political figures march alongside protesters, debates on
television can become noisy exchanges and your plumber will not
hesitate, should you express a view contrary to his, to tell you bluntly
that you are wrong, although he will take the time to explain why.

Guests who forcefully express differing opinions can make discussions
around dinner tables somewhat overwhelming. This is especially 
true for people from cultures where politics or social questions are
not discussed and where expressing contrary viewpoints can be
considered bad manners. The French, however, will thoroughly enjoy
such exchanges and will feel that they have had an opportunity 
to have their say. They will leave, voicing their appreciation of the
evening and, of course, will not forget to thank their hosts for that
other great topic of dinner conversation: the food.

la gauche the left
la droite the right
le président president
le Premier ministre prime minister
le maire mayor
un parti politique political party
une loi law
un fonctionnaire civil servant
un syndicat union
une grève strike
une manifestation demonstration
inacceptable unacceptable
inadmissible intolerable
à mon avis in my opinion
avoir raison to be right
avoir tort to be wrong
discuter to discuss
débattre to discuss

KEYWORDS

L’ASSEMBLÉE NATIONALE

SITS IN THE PALAIS BOURBON

IN PARIS.

WHAT TO SAY

La politique
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Meeting the French 84

WHAT TO SAY

La vie de tous les jours

You will particularly please your French acquaintance if you express
your interest in the local region and can say positive things about
what you have found there. The French are always very proud of their
region and will be delighted by this topic. Asking for recommendations
of what to do and see or where to eat is a sure way of encouraging 
a local person to talk. Most French people will also be well-informed
about the history and cultural aspects of their town or region and will 
be all too happy to give you plenty of information. 

As long as you do not worry about understanding every word, 
or about making mistakes when you speak, you will find that the
conversation boosts your confidence and that next time, maybe when
you are sitting next to a French person at a dinner table, you will be
delighted to have another opportunity to make small talk.When talking about their job, a French

person will often say mon job instead of
using the correct French term mon travail,
although the slang mon boulot exists, too.
You will also hear people talking about
le boss, une check-list, customiser and 
le brainstorming. Sometimes the French
word will be an adaptation of the English
word, such as le marketing, le planning
or le reporting.

The French enjoy sporting activities and
will be happy to talk about them. If you
don’t know a word, it is often worth trying
an English word. Many English words are
used in connection with sports, so you
will easily recognise un penalty, un corner
or shooter when it comes to football 
(soccer) or le caddie, un tee and le green
when it comes to golf.

When talking about events reported in
the newspaper, French people will often
refer to something that has fait la une,
made the front pages or the headlines.

CULTURAL TIPS

ASKING FOR RECOMMENDATIONS OF WHAT TO DO AND SEE OR WHERE

TO EAT IS A SURE WAY OF ENCOURAGING A LOCAL PERSON TO TALK.
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Meeting the French 92

WHAT TO SAY

L’humour

T
HISTORY AND TRADITIONS

Talk to a French person about French comedy and he or she will 
almost certainly refer to Molière. Jean-Baptiste Poquelin was born 
in 1622. After finishing his studies he became an actor and started,
at the same time, to write plays. Aided by different patrons, 
Poquelin, under his stage name Molière, eventually performed 
in front of Louis XIV at the Louvre. The king granted Molière a 
pension for his troupe and he became the official author of court 
entertainment. His plays were performed at the Palais-Royal and
were highly regarded by Parisians. 

Among his most famous plays are ‘L’École des femmes’, ‘Les Femmes
savantes’, ‘L’Avare’ and ‘Tartuffe’. The latter’s condemnation of 
religious hypocrisy brought much criticism from the Roman Catholic
Church, but Molière kept the king’s favour. 

When telling a joke or in comic sketches,
slang is often used. This can make French
humour a little difficult to understand for
the foreigner. You can always ask for an
explanation, but you will find that, little
by little, you will become familiar with
the most commonly used slang words. 

You may hear French people saying they
have watched a ‘one-man show’, using
the English term. You may have difficulty
recognising the words as the way it is
pronounced in French makes it sound as
if there is an ‘h’ at the beginning of the
phrase. 

If a French person has a fit of giggles, 
he or she is said to have le fou rire, 
literally crazy laughter. 

CULTURAL TIPS

– C’est très drôle.
         It’s very funny.
– C’est amusant. 
         It’s very amusing.
– C’est une histoire drôle.
         It’s a funny story.
– C’est une très bonne blague.
         It’s a very good joke.
– Vous aimez raconter des blagues ?
         Do you like telling jokes?
– Vous connaissez une bonne blague en français ?
         Do you know a good joke in French?
– Vous aimez les films drôles ? 
         Do you like comedy films?
– Vous avez beaucoup d’humour.
         You have a good sense of humour. 

USEFUL PHRASES

MOLIÈRE BECAME THE 

OFFICIAL AUTHOR OF

COURT ENTERTAINMENT.
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