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The study of French linguistics at an advanced level requires more than just a passing familiarity with vocabulary 

and basic syntax; it demands a rigorous engagement with the structural architecture of the language. For decades, 

A Comprehensive French Grammar, primarily edited and revised by Glanville Price (building upon the 

foundation laid by Byrne and Churchill), has served as the definitive reference for scholars, translators, and 

advanced students. This text, part of the prestigious Blackwell Reference Grammarsseries, represents a bridge

between prescriptive pedagogical instruction and descriptive linguistic analysis.

The Theoretical Framework of French Reference Grammars

Reference grammars like Price’s serve a specific function within the field of Applied Linguistics. Unlike a 

pedagogical grammar, which focuses on the acquisition of language through exercises and gradual progression, a 

reference grammar provides a systematic inventory of the language's components. The 6th edition of this work 

utilizes a synchronic approach, analyzing the current state of the French language while providing necessary

diachronic (historical) context to explain contemporary irregularities.

Prescriptive vs. Descriptive Methodologies

One of the core strengths of Price’s analysis is the balance between prescriptive norms (the rules dictated by the 

Académie Française) and descriptive realities (how French is actually used in formal written and spoken 

contexts). Advanced students must navigate the gap between the registre soutenu (formal register) and the registre 

courant (common register). Price’s work provides the technical documentation required to master these distinctions.

Structural Hierarchy and Taxonomic Classification

The organization of A Comprehensive French Grammarfollows a logical linguistic hierarchy, moving from the

smallest units of sound and writing to the complex structures of subordinate syntax. This systematic categorization

is essential for technical accuracy in translation and academic writing.

1. Phonology and Orthography

Before addressing syntax, the text establishes the orthographic principles of French. This includes the technical 

application of accents (acute, grave, circumflex) not merely as phonetic markers, but as historical artifacts that 

often signify the elision of a consonant (usually 's') from Old French. The text details the phonetic-to-grapheme 

mapping, ensuring that users understand the relationship between spelling and pronunciation in formal elocution.

2. Morphological Analysis of Word Classes

A significant portion of the technical data focuses on morphology—the internal structure of words. This includes:

•  The Nominal System: Detailed rules regarding gender assignment (masculine/feminine) and pluralization, 

including irregular Greek and Latin loanwords.

•  The Pronominal Framework: A deep dive into the positioning of clitic pronouns (me, te, se, le, la, lui, etc.) and 



the complexities of the y and en adverbial pronouns.

•  Adjectival Agreement: The mathematical precision of agreement in gender and number, particularly with 

compound adjectives and color terms.

Technical Analysis: The French Verb System

The most complex component of French grammar is undoubtedly the verb system. Glanville Price provides an 

exhaustive breakdown of the Tense-Aspect-Mood (TAM) framework. To understand French at an advanced level, 

one must move beyond simple conjugation into the realm of semantic nuance.

The Subjunctive Mood: A Functional Analysis

In technical writing, the subjunctive is often misunderstood. Price categorizes the use of the subjunctive into four

primary triggers:

1.  Volition: Expressing will, desire, or command.

2.  Emotion: Reacting to a factual or hypothetical event.

3.  Doubt/Possibility: Negating the certainty of the indicative mood.

4.  Conjunction-Driven: Usage following specific markers like bien que or pour que.

Mathematical Modeling of Verb Tense Sequencing

The Concordance des Temps (Sequence of Tenses) follows a logical flow that can be modeled as follows:



Main Clause Tense Relationship Subordinate Clause Tense

Present / Future Simultaneity Present Subjunctive

Present / Future Anteriority Past Subjunctive

Past (Imparfait/Passé C.) Simultaneity Imperfect Subjunctive (Literary)

Past (Imparfait/Passé C.) Anteriority Pluperfect Subjunctive (Literary)

Advanced Syntactic Structures

Beyond word forms, the technical writer must master syntax—the arrangement of words to create meaning. Price’s

6th edition emphasizes the nuances of sentence architecture that distinguish native-level fluency from intermediate

competence.

Negation Dynamics

The evolution of the ne...pas construction is analyzed with technical precision. While modern spoken French often 

elides the ne, formal written French requires its strict application. Furthermore, the text addresses the expletive 'ne'

 (ne explétif), which appears after certain verbs of fear or prevention (e.g., Je crains qu'il ne vienne) without

carrying a negative meaning. Understanding this is critical for high-level reading comprehension.

Relative Clauses and Pronoun Selection

The selection between qui, que, dont, and lequel is not merely a matter of preference but is dictated by the 

syntactic function of the antecedent. Price provides a flowchart-like logic for these selections:

•  Subject: Use qui.

•  Direct Object: Use que.

•  Object of 'de': Use dont.

•  Object of a Preposition: Use lequel/laquelle (for things) or qui (for people).

Comparison of Leading French Reference Grammars

To evaluate the utility of Price’s work, it is helpful to compare it with other standard texts in the field of Francophone

studies.



Feature A Comprehensive French 
Grammar (Price)

Le Bon Usage (Grevisse) French Grammar and 
Usage (Hawkins/Towell)

Primary Audience Advanced Students / 
Academics

Linguists / Grammarians Intermediate to Advanced 
Learners

Depth of Detail Very High (Technical) Exhaustive (Encyclopedic) High (Functional)

Language of Instruction English French English

Organizational Style Subject-based (Thematic) Rule-based with Exceptions Usage-based (Functional)

Practical Implementation for Researchers and Translators

For technical writers and translators, A Comprehensive French Grammaracts as a protocol manual. When faced

with an ambiguous sentence in a legal or technical document, the researcher follows a specific workflow to resolve

the ambiguity using Price’s text.

Step-by-Step Resolution Workflow

1.  Identification: Isolate the problematic grammatical component (e.g., a compound tense, a specific 

prepositional use).

2.  Indexation: Utilize the comprehensive index (often over 50 pages) to locate the specific entry. Price’s index is 

noted for its granularity.

3.  Contextual Verification: Compare the usage in the source document against the examples provided in the 

text. Price uses examples from 19th and 20th-century literature and contemporary journalism.

4.  Application: Apply the rule of agreement or syntax to the target translation to ensure 100% technical fidelity.

Case Study: The Passive Voice vs. Pronominal Constructions

A common challenge in French technical writing is the choice between the passive voice (la voix passive) and the 

passive pronominal (le sens passif). In many English-to-French translations, translators over-rely on the passive 

voice (être + past participle), which can sound clunky in French.

Price’s Analysis: The text explains that French prefers the pronominal form (se + verb) for inanimate subjects. For

example:

•  English: "This is said often."

•  Direct Passive: C'est dit souvent. (Acceptable, but weak).

•  Passive Pronominal: Cela se dit souvent. (Stronger, more natural).

By following the structural advice in the Blackwell Reference series, writers can produce prose that adheres to the 

internal logic of the French language rather than simply mapping English structures onto French words.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Even with a comprehensive guide, advanced users face specific operational challenges. Below are common error

modes and the solutions provided by the framework of the text.

Error Mode 1: Misuse of the Partitive Article

Problem: Using des instead of de when an adjective precedes a plural noun in a formal context (e.g., des grands 



arbres vs de grands arbres).

Technical Solution: Price clarifies the formal rule where the partitive des reduces to de (or d') when an adjective 

is placed before the noun. This is a hallmark of the registre soutenu that automated translation tools often miss.

Error Mode 2: Prepositional Government of Verbs

Problem: Incorrectly selecting à or de following a verb before an infinitive.

Technical Solution: The book provides an exhaustive list of verbal regimes. For example, commencer à vs. 

décider de. There is no simple mnemonic for this; it requires the rote reference available in a comprehensive

volume.

The Role of Blackwell Reference Grammars in Modern Scholarship

The Blackwell series, of which this French grammar is a flagship, is designed to provide a standardized reference 

pointfor the international scholarly community. By providing an English-language medium for the analysis of

French, it allows for comparative linguistic study between the two most dominant languages of international

diplomacy and law.

The 6th Edition, edited by Glanville Price, includes updated bibliographical references, allowing researchers to 

trace the origins of specific grammatical debates. This makes it not just a handbook for writing, but a portal into 

French philology.

Final considerations for any practitioner in the field of French linguistics involve the recognition that language is a 

living, evolving system. While a reference grammar provides the "code" or the "blueprint," the actual execution of 

the language requires constant refinement. A Comprehensive French Grammarremains the most robust

technical manual available for those seeking to master the complexities of French syntax and morphology with

precision and authority. Whether used for academic research, high-level translation, or the pursuit of linguistic

excellence, Price’s work stands as an indispensable pillar of modern French studies.
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