The Past Perfect Tense
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Before you continue learning about the past perfect tense, make sure you
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know the present tense conjugations for avoir and étre.

The past perfect tense is used to express an action which happened on one occasion in
the past. We can express this in two ways:

| played
| have played

In French, the past perfect tense can only be expressed in one way:

Jai joué

The past perfect tense is known as a compound tense because it is actually made
up of three parts:

The pronoun I, you, he, she, it, we, they

The auxiliary verb have/has/was/were

The past participle played, jumped, eaten etc.




The Auxiliary Verb

It might seem like quite a technical term, but the auxiliary verb is actually very simple. It is
simply the second part of a phrase in the perfect tense — I have played or | was born. As in
English, the French auxiliary verb is usually the present tense form of to have — avoir, but
can also be to be —étre.

But how do we choose whether to use avoir or étre? Most verbs take avoir, but there are 13
French verbs which take étre:

Mourir to die

Rentrer to come back in
Sortir to go out

Venir to come
Arriver to arrive

Naitre to be born
Descendre to go down
Entrer to enter
Retourner to return
Tomber to fall Mrs Vandertramp
Rester to stay

Aller to go

Monter togo up

Partir to leave

All reflexive verbs take
as well, but you will

learn about those in the

reflexive verh tutarials.




The Past Participle

The past participle is the third part of a perfect tense sentence —/ have played or | was born.
Regular past participles are easy to form:

With - verbs, remove the - and replace it with

With ir verbs, remove the  and replace it with
finir
finir

fini

With re verbs, remove the Cre and replace it with u

attendre
attendre
attendu

Some Irregular Past Participles

Of course, no language is complete without exceptions! Here are some of the most common past
participles:

infinitive past participle

faire —to do/make fait

étre —to be été

avoir —to have eu
pouvoir —to be able pu

vouloir —to want/wish voulu
mourir —to die (takes étre) mort(e)(s)
naitre —to be born (takes étre) né(e)(s)




Past participles with étre

This is where things get a |ittle weird.
take as their auxiliary verb have (e)(s) at the end. This is because (for some unknown reason)
verbs which take have to agree with their subject, just like adjectives. If the subject is
feminine, add an  and if it is plural, add an . Don't forget!
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Let’ s try putting some sentences together.

| worked

This one is fairly straight forward:

1. Choose the right pronoun je

2. Choose the auxiliary verb avoir

3. Put the auxiliary verb in the present tense joal

4. Choose the past participle travaillé

5. Put everything together J’ al travaill é
We went to the cinema

This is slightly harder:

1. Pronoun Nous

2. Auxiliary verb étre

3. Put the auxiliary verb in the present tense nous sommes

4. Choose the past participle allé

5. Make the past participle agree allés (there is more than one person)
6. Put everything together Nous sommes allés au cinema
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Try translating these sentences:

They (m) made a cake
He wanted a cat

We left the party

She was born yesterday
You (tu) ate all the food
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