
 

1 

 
 SESYLIA 

 
 

 

Sémantique Syntaxe et Linguistique Anglaises  
Université Paris III Sorbonne Nouvelle 

 

090201 
 

LES ARTICLES 
Actes du colloque du 13 janvier 2001 

 
Joan Bertand 
Université Paris III Sorbonne Nouvelle 
 
 
‘A’ PLUS NON-COUNT NOUNS 
 
Summary 
  
This article aims to  show the types of non-count nouns in English that can function with the 
indefinite article ‘a’ . In a study of the qualification and quantification processes, we separate 
non-counts into 2 groups, only one of which,  under certain syntactic conditions and with a 
certain semantic message,  can operate with ‘a’.  
 
General plan : 
 
1. The qualification process  

1) Post-defining with ‘which’  
2) Uses of plural forms 
3) Using adjectives in front of non-counts 

a) with some nouns : no ‘a’ possible  
b) possible options with other nouns  
c) no ‘a’  

2) The use of ‘a’ 
   2) The quantification process 
   a) Possible quantifying operations on non-counts 
   b) Ellipsis with food-related non-counts 
  
This article derives from an observation of what at first sight appears to be the paradoxical use 
of ‘a’ in English with a non-count noun. Cutting across the spectrum of  non-count nouns, we 
will see that  different categories of  non-counts act in different ways, and on some occasions 
provide a choice. We say ‘he gave me advice  that I much appreciated’, but would generally 
say  ‘he showed a courage that was much admired’. We cannot say  *‘I have a good news for 
you’, or *‘that is a nice furniture’, though we can say ‘he painted with a surpising 
delicateness’ - or even operate a choice  and say ‘he painted with surprising delicateness’. It 
would be normal to  congratulate a host by saying ‘what a lovely cheese this is’, but not 
generally possible to say *‘what a lovely beef this is’. It is this undercurrent of rules and usage  
and semantic content in  mainstream literary and everyday English that interests us here, in 
order to define in what  circumstances, and with what type of non-count nouns, the indefinite 
article is possible, impossible, or optional.  
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Central to this study is a definition of non-count nouns. One way of defining a non-count noun 
is to say that, unlike count nouns, one cannot use the indefinite article ‘a’ with it, nor count it 
with 1,2 3, nor use the plural form with an ‘s’ ending. With a count  noun like ‘table’, one can 
say ‘a table, tables, the table, and the tables’. With a non-count noun like ‘advice’, one can 
only say ‘advice, the advice’. These are grammatical concerns, but not semantic pointers or 
indications, since there is something arbitrary about ‘idea’, ‘suggestion’ , ‘notion’, ‘suitcase’, 
‘bullet’ etc being strictly countable whereas words very similar in meaning like ‘advice’, 
‘news’, ‘luggage’ and ‘ammunition’ are non-count nouns. There is nothing inherently ‘non-
count’ about a noun in English which could help a learner from the start to master the 
grammar of the noun.  Rather, a certain semantic arbitrariness prevails.  
 
There is, nevertheless,  a recognisable  body of  nouns that  normally will function only with 
‘the’ or the zero article in the singular, and which are generally called ‘non-count nouns’. 
Inside this body, we will find non-count nouns  which in certain  precise circumstances will 
adopt certain types of functioning reserved for  count nouns. It is essential to know that 
certain types of non-count nouns act in this way, that others cannot, and that some will 
provide a choice.  As regards  these 3 ways of functioning, there is in fact a relatively  clear-
cut distinction  which will be based to a large extent on belonging to a particular semantic 
grouping.  At the end of this article we have arranged them into 2 main semantic groups :  
 
group 1 (human qualities and feelings, and references to some physical matter and some 
food),  and group 2 (covering  elements, disciplines, games, and other abstract and  concrete 
notions). 
 
Thus, although initially there is a relatively arbitrary  separation of nouns into count and non-
count grammatical  functioning, inside the non-count family it is the semantic content of a  
noun that will cause it to function with ‘a’(as in group 1) or not (as in group 2).  
 
 It is possible to  differentiate the behaviour of non-count nouns in accordance with the 
different operations we do on them.  There are 4  basic operations  where we use  non-counts 
: 
 
1. When we refer to the notion in general  
  - One needs water in order to survive 
  - He prefers tennis to swimming 
  - Some people like music, but don’t play an instrument.  
All non-counts function necessarily with this reference to the notion with the zero article.  It is 
not, however, just  because we refer to the notion that we use non-counts. Count nouns can 
sometimes  also be used to refer to the notional aspect : 
    - I put apple in the salad,  
    - ‘Mme Defarge... had a quantity  of bright  shawl  twined about her head’ .(1)  
    - He got egg on his face.  
    - What kind of car do you have? 
    - Home is where the heart is. 

The difference is that ALL  non-counts can refer to the notion - i.e. with zero article 
and  the singular  form - , whereas not all count nouns can . (Annex 5 B gives  other examples 
of the zero article plus singular count nouns) 
 
2. When we define the notion in a pre-established or given  context : 
   - Where is the butter that was on the table? 
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   - He didn’t want to listen to the same music as his parents.  
   - The house looks clean. Who’s been doing the housework? 
   - The admiration he feels for Picasso is enormous.  
   - The evidence against him was enormous. 
   - For tonight’s dinner, you do the shopping and I’ll do the cooking. 
Non-count nouns (like count nouns) function in this way with ‘the’. 
  
3.  When we ‘qualify’ a non-count by referring to a particular type : 
    a)  by post-defining with a ‘which’ relative clause  
    b)  by referring to different types of certain non-count nouns 
    c)  by using an adjective in front of the non-count 
 
4. When we ‘quantify’ a non-count : 
    - by referring to a precise ‘instance’ or ‘example’ or ‘occurrence’ or ‘manifestation’ of an 
abstract or concrete reality, in the broadest sense of the words.   
 
Points 1 and 2 above are  common to all non-count nouns, whereas we will see below that it is 
these points 3 and 4 - the  qualifying and  quantifying processes - which will create large 
discrepancies between  non-counts, since some nouns will shun the ‘a’, and others will  
require it, or choose it. It is both the operation  done on the non-count, plus  the meaning, or 
category of meaning,  of the noun in question,  which will determine this distinction.  
 
1. THE QUALIFICATION PROCESS 
 

 Moving from the general notion to specific types of a phenomenon  involves whittling 
down the scope of the non-count noun concerned. 
 
i) Postdefining with ‘which’  : 

 Only certain nouns  will operate with ‘a’ here, as in :  
 - He showed a courage that was much admired. 
 - ‘Her drunkenness brought out a severity and impatience in him that struck me as unnatural, 
a perversion of his true self’ (2)  
 - ‘Men and women who edit films acquire a sensitivity to what is being silently mouthed’(3) 
 - This factory manufactures a steel that is sold all over the world. 
 - Yesterday she bought a cheese that went off.  
    
In all these examples (using group 1a and 1b IN ANNEX 1), we in fact are saying ‘a type of 
courage/severity/sensitivity/steel/cheese’ etc . Some might argue one can also say : 
 -  This factory manufactures steel that is sold  all over the world. 
 -  Yesterday she bought cheese that went off.  
Here English includes  this form, where ‘a type of’ is less clearly referred to,  and where it is  
(perhaps)  more a new notion that is created for the sentence in question   : ‘steel that is sold 
over the world’ and ‘cheese that went off’. In these cases, we see a similarity with  other 
categories of non-counts, from Group 2 : 
 - She bought furniture that fell apart. 
 - He doesn’t like veal that is undercooked.  
 - He gave them advice that they didn’t follow. 
 
The ‘steel’ and  ‘cheese’ category (group  1b) has , from the point of view of this operation 
with the post-defining ‘which’,  a foot in either camp : it  can operate - though not with quite 
the same meaning - with or without ‘a’ plus the post-defining ‘which’.  A choice is available. 
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 As a general rule, the ‘courage’ category (group 1a), however, post-defines with  ‘a’ and 
‘which’. This would appear to be  a grammatical necessity, and this author has no examples 
of group 1a nouns being used with the post-defining ‘that’ or ‘which’ without them having ‘a’ 
before the noun.   
 
 All other categories (group 2, a-i)  maintain the notional zero article plus ‘which’ in post-
defining clauses : they  cannot under normal circumstances EVER  function with ‘a’  and a 
post-defining ‘which’ clause.  It is always incorrect to say : 
  *  She bought a furniture that fell apart. 
  *  He doesn’t like a veal that is undercooked.  
  *  He gave them an advice that they didn’t follow.  
  *  What a terrible weather we’re having. 
All members of group 2,  referring to physical elements, activities,  illnesses, philosophies  
etc. will function like  ‘furniture’,  ‘veal’ and ‘advice’ above:   none of them can be used with 
‘a’ and the post-defining ‘which’.   
 
 Whether this functioning of group 1 nouns with ‘a’ (e. g. ‘courage’ and ‘cheese’)  is a case of 
re-categorising  these non-counts into what look like counts for the period when we treat them 
with an  ‘a’ like counts, is a moot terminological point, rejected by many on the grounds that 
since  *courages, *the courages, *3 courages are not possible, the question of re-categorisation  
does not arise. 
     
 The question of count or non-count nouns possessing  ways of functioning characteristic of  
the other category is a vast one. There are  words like hope, or economy, or policy, or 
business, or home or many  more, which function fully in both count and non-count camps 
with all the requisite operations, and with the same basic meaning : hope, a hope, hopes, the 
hope, the hopes.  Other words, like company, organisation, shame, fortune, land, etc. also 
function as fully-fledged counts and non-counts, but generally with a  radical change in 
meaning (‘a company like IBM’;  ‘John likes to have company at the weekends’). Among 
what we might call ‘pure’ count nouns, we have words like  cat, table, idea, job, diploma  , 
which remain firmly anchored in their ‘count’ way of functioning, and will not be used with 
the zero article and the singular form (except  under a few circumstances, including  fixed 
expressions and the influence of some prepositions(see some  examples in Annex 5 B)). The 
non-count equivalent of these ‘die-hards’ are our group 2 non-counts (see Annex 1), which 
will also stay strongly attached to their  ‘non-count’ way of functioning : advice, luggage, 
hydrogen, communism etc.  In the case of our group 1a non-count nouns, the possibility, 
shown above, of the operation with ‘a’ only exists  under certain conditions, and  other forms 
such as the plural are not acceptable.  What is important is to  recognise  that the to-ing and 
fro-ing of all these different familes of  nouns between total and partial types of functioning 
belonging to the other category, is subject to  certain rules and also to the inevitable long 
lists.(see Annex 4 for other nouns  behaving like those just mentioned above) 
 
 ii) The plural form with some non-counts 
 
The grammatical  limits of any generalisation of ‘a’ with the post-defining ‘which’ to other 
fields are clear. With countables, ‘a table’ generally implies we can say ‘tables’. However,  
*courages and   *sadnesses are out of the question.  We might open a parenthesis to say there 
are, however,  examples (from Fitzgerald) that  contradict this : 
       - ‘His mother had  canonised his timidities  as common sense’  (4) 
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We can always get round this by saying it is rare, and that normally if we were to feel the need 
for ‘different types of timidity’, then we would have to say just that : different types of 
timidity. This shows that the ‘a’ used here is not the  equivalent of the quantifying ‘one’ : with 
“one”, we imagine a possible ‘two’, ‘three’, which can be used with a  count noun like ‘table’, 
not with ‘courage’.We need therefore  to remember the underlying ambiguity of ‘a’ : with 
non-counts like ‘courage’, as we’ve seen , it will mean ‘a type of’ ;  with  count nouns, it can 
mean either ‘one, but not two or three’, or ‘a type of’, as in ‘I bought a table that can be folded 
away’.  
 
 On a more  every day level,  there is in fact quite a common plural form for the 
‘cheese/wood/steel’ category (group 1b). We can say : 
     - This is a coffee that comes from Brazil 
     - This is a wood that comes from Burma. 
And when we refer to different types of coffee from  Brazil or wood from Burma, we could 
say : 
     - These are coffees that come from Brazil. 
     - These are  woods that come from Burma.  
 We can also say : 
    - These are different types of coffee that come from Brazil.  
In the same vein, we have well-known examples like 
     - The Snows of Kilimanjaro 
     - Still waters run deep. 
 
 Given the need to express oneself concisely, the form ‘coffees that come from Brazil’ is 
shorter and expresses the reference to ‘type’ just as  clearly. Again , here, we are in the plural 
form of the ‘a’ meaning ‘a type of’, and this will operate with the non-counts referring to 
material physical matter in group 1b, but not in 1a. (see Annex 1).  
 
 Another family of non-counts that can on occasion take on a  plural form concerns 
philosophies and  ‘isms’, and  carries the idea of ‘different types of schools of thought’ 
(group 2 (i)). A contemporary review is called ‘19th century Feminisms’(5).  Also, on BBC4, 
we heard recently that ‘fundamental freedoms are at risk if the UK enters the Euro area’. This 
form, however, still appears to be an innovation on the fringes of linguistic acceptability. (It is 
unlikely we would find a reference to the ‘communisms’ of the  former USSR and China, but 
rather we would find ‘different forms of communism’). What it perhaps reflects more is  the 
language’s desire to widely embrace today’s complex social currents, and to give a distinct 
existence  to each one rather than house them all under the same roof with the all-embracing 
non-count singular. It also  might be seen as another example of  the lack of consensus about 
what ‘freedom’ or ‘feminism’ mean today : using  the plural form  splits up what previously  
was a  (universally ?) recognisable  notion. In this example, however, we  tip over into a more 
sociological and subjective  appreciation of the plural than the use of plural ‘coffees’ in 
category 1b. Again, however, the examples of plurals with group 2 (i) members are few and 
far between. 
 
 iii) Using adjectives in front of non-counts 
 
 A similar grouping  into categories of non-counts  is present with the qualification by an 
adjective in front of the non-count. Again the operation we do with an adjective on non-counts  
is to speak of ‘a type of’ , inside the general notion expressed by the non-count.  
 
a) Ruling out ‘a’ in front of an adjective and a non-count 
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 With some categories (in  group 2), we can not normally say : 
      * - This  ring is made of a pure gold  
      * - He bought an expensive luggage for his trip. 
      * - The witness provided a new evidence in the trial. 
      * - This is a delicious mutton !  
      * - I have a bad news for you. 
      * - They had a great fun at the show.  
      * - This new invention represents  an enormous progress for everyone.  
      * - That country possesses a great wealth due to its oil deposits.  
 
    In order to express properly the ‘type of’ referred to above, we would have to say : 
      -  This ring is made of pure gold. 
       - He bought (some) expensive  luggage/a suitcase/a bag for his trip. 
       - The witness provided (some)  new evidence in the trial. 
       - This is delicious mutton . 
       - I have (some) bad news for you. 
       - They had great fun at the show. 
       - This new invention represents enormous progress for everyone.  
       - That country possesses great wealth due to its oil deposits.  
 
With  these particular non-count categories (group 2, a-i), the introduction of a subjective, or 
relativising, adjective like ‘delicious’ or ‘great’ does not affect the use of the zero article 
before the noun (unless of course a new noun like ‘suitcase’ is introduced). 
 
 We might add here examples from other categories of non-count nouns in group 2: 
 
- Asian flu, mental arithmetic, French history, liquid oxygen, German measles, literary 

criticism 
 
In these adjective-plus-noun groupings, the adjective objectively defines the type of flu or 
history etc that we are referring to, and  introduces one complete and complex entity 
expressed  in the adjective-noun fusion. Thus,  just as ‘flu’ and ‘arithmetic’ find themselves in 
group 2, so ‘Asian flu’ and ‘mental arithmetic’ amalgamate into one concept and  find 
themselves functioning similarly in group 2. There is indeed a vast body of these adjective-
noun groups that have merged into one complex entity that is treated as a single non-count 
noun would be, although they do represent a sub-class of the non-count noun. However, this 
sub-class has grown into being a recognisable  notion or entity  in its own right. The defining 
adjective  is thus no longer there as a contrasting element, but as an integral part of the notion.  
         
The same non-count nouns that do not operate above with ‘a’ and a post-defining ‘which’ 
(i.e.members of group 2) also cannot operate with ‘a’ plus an adjective before the noun. Thus : 
                      He gave advice that she didn’t follow 
                      He gave her valuable advice , but she didn’t follow it 
    and not : * He gave her an advice that she didn’t follow 
                  * He gave her a valuable advice, but she didn’t follow it .        
b) Optional use of ‘a’ with an adjective and nouns 
 
 Inside group1, we find various examples of an adjective plus noun forging practically a new 
concept without ‘a’, and as many examples using ‘a’ with the adjective and the non-count 
noun.  
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 If we first look at examples referring to human feelings, activities and attitudes taken from 
group 1a, we see that authors sway between using ‘a’, or not, in front of this sort of non-count 
noun : 
 
i) examples with no ‘a’ 
 
 - ‘...with sudden abstraction she signalled...(6) 
 - ‘language learning has little to do with exceptional intelligence’ (7) 
 - ‘This remark made with what he considered  kindly intent, ...’ (8) 
 -  ‘No, no,’ he said  with woolly galantry, ‘it’s on me.’(9) 
 - ‘...who stormed about the house  with sergeant-like efficiency’(10) 
 - ‘He was subjected to microscopic examination’ (11) 
 
Without ‘a’ in these above examples,  we forge  a new general notion that an author can  mean  
to be ephemeral or long-lasting. The adjectives used are subjective rather than objectively 
informational. Here the author has not used ‘a’, although he might have done, as we shall see 
below.  This  choice exists with this  category covering human feelings, qualities,  and 
perception , and  the use of ‘a’ is  again a short way of saying ‘a type of’ . (Annex 3 gives 
other examples)    
   
 ii)  Examples using ‘a’ 
 
Here are some examples from Fitzgerald and Auster : 
    - ‘She felt an impatient disregard for all who...’(12)   
    - ‘She lapsed into a vague unhappiness...’(13)  
    - ‘He experienced a vast dissatisfaction’ (14) 
    - ‘There were times when I felt a true sadness emanating from her’,(15)  
    - ‘I nevertheless felt a tremendous power surging through me, a gnostic joy that penetrated 
deep into the heart of things’ (16) 
    - ‘Having developed a true fondness for his jokes by then, I understood...’ (17) 
 
The examples both in everyday English and literature are numerous, and a longer list is 
provided in Annex 2 of this article.  
 
The effect intended  by the use of ‘a’ or not is far from negligible, especially with reference to 
feelings. It is not, however, obvious that all native speakers would agree on the difference. 
Some might say there is something pompous, over-formal,  or ‘precious’ in the use of ‘a’ 
before an adjective plus non-count noun, and that it reflects perhaps a more elevated level of 
language. If we take for example : 
 
    - ‘She lapsed into a vague unhappiness...’  
    - ‘There were times when I felt a true sadness emanating from her’,      
    - ‘My life had become ... a palpable, burgeoning emptiness’,  
 
we could also say that the author uses ‘a’ here to take the ‘personal touch’ in language to its 
limits, and puts a unique imprint on the expression;  the author can appropriate a form to the 
extent even of  triturating it to his own ends. He rejects any universality of feeling, and 
stresses the individual perception of the character. Had we read : 
 
     -  ‘She lapsed into vague unhappiness’,  
     - ‘There were times when I felt true sadness emanating from her’,  
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     - ‘My life had become ... palpable, burgeoning emptiness’, 
 
we might have identified more closely with the feelings expressed, since they would have 
been in the form of the (universal?)   general notion, even with the defining adjective. Both 
forms are grammatically possible with group 1a nouns,  but each creates its own specific 
impact.  
 
     A more linguistic presentation of the phenomenon is given by M. Paul Larreya, who 
writes, à propos of the expression ‘a watchful intentness’  : 
 
‘si on utilise devant intentness un adjectif comme watchful  pour délimiter à l’intérieur du 
concept une sous-catégorie qui aura un caractère ‘unique’ ( ... ) , on utilisera également  
l’article a/an ;  cet article concourra, avec l’adjectif, à délimiter ... dans la catégorie dénotée 
par le nom, un sous-ensemble à un seul élément... et indique le lien à une situation unique; ce 
ne serait pas le cas avec ‘watchful intentness’, qui renverrait de façon globale à la notion de 
‘watchful intentness’ (18).  
 
One can therefore  distinguish between a  global notion created with the zero article and the 
adjective, and a one-off fusion  of adjective and noun with ‘a’ that isn’t liable to re-occur - 
hence indeed in many cases the quasi-obligation on the part of the author to sidestep  a run-of-
the-mill adjective such as ‘great’ or ‘big’ or ‘nice’ with this ‘a’ form, and to prefer a more 
portentous-sounding adjective. Speaking of types of adjectives possible with this construction, 
M.Paul Larreya continues : 
 
 “...avec un adjectif de degré (ou intensif) comme ‘great’, qui ne crée pas de façon aussi nette 
une sous-catégorie, on aura plutôt l’emploi du déterminant zéro (‘great intentness’). Il est 
donc important d’observer que la présence d’un adjectif devant un nom indénombrable ne 
suffit pas à déclencher l’utilisation de l’article ‘a/an’”(18).  
 
Other examples refer to   physical matter and food (group 1). We can either say : 
 
        - We had a lovely curry  at that restaurant, or lovely curry. 
       -  That’s a strong plastic you’re using to make that table, or strong plastic. 
       -  That shop sells a very nice  bread, or very nice  bread. 
 
 Here the adjective plus noun with no ‘a’ in front is not so much creating a new category, as in 
the established ‘Asian flu’ or ‘German measles’,  as giving a personal, subjective appreciation. 
The use of no ‘a’ before the adjective slides us more into the form used to express the general 
notion, albeit reduced in scope by a judgemental  adjective and a specific context.  On the 
other hand, with the ‘a’ before the adjective, we find ourselves back in the ‘type of’ operation:   
‘a strong plastic’ is a particular type of plastic that is strong.  
 
When we are talking about the  possibility we have of using ‘a’ in English with an adjective 
and non-count noun  -  ‘a vague unhappiness’ or ‘vague unhappiness’ / ‘a lovely curry’  or 
‘lovely curry’ -  we can never forget the stylistic impact present in this choice. But it is equally 
important to remember that this choice does not go beyond the nouns we have included in 
group 1 non-count nouns, which more or less cover  human feelings, qualities, attitudes, and 
certain physical matter and foods.        
 
2.  THE QUANTIFICATION PROCESS 
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      As their name suggests, non-counts are not countable. However, it might be more 
exact to speak of  the   uncountable nature of references to the general notion   : 
   - Air  and water and food  are  necesary for us to live. 
   - If music be the food of love, play on... 
- Gold is a precious metal.  
 
When one suggests referring to  one  specific occurrence/ example/ manifestation/ instance/ 
case etc of an uncountable noun, then one has to accept that a quantification of sorts is being 
operated.  We see with examples such as :  

 
     He showed more generosity / courage  than his brother 
     That job needed a good deal of perseverence. 
      
that there is a relative aspect possible in the notion, and a question of intensity can be present 
in some specific circumstances. This does not mean we are actually quantifying non-counts, 
but simply that we do  need an arsenal of tools to  describe these various ‘quantity-related’ 
aspects of the  general notion. 
 
 i) Possible ‘counting’ operations on non-counts 
 
  It is, of course,  not possible to count  *2 courages, or *3 news, or *4 chemistries,  or *5 
tennises etc.  - any more than it is possible to use ‘a’ to mean ‘one’, in  its purely quantifying 
role : we can never say  ‘one integrity’, ‘one applause’,  or ‘one hydrogen’ . The only way that 
ANY non-count noun can be  literally ‘counted’ is to use the ‘An N1 of non-count noun N2’ 
formula, where N1 can be ‘counted’ with 1 or 2 or  3 or whatever. Again, it is clear that the 
word ‘counting’ here means  referring to specific instances  of the general notion. Some 
examples are :  
 
     - He’s had 3 bouts of flu this year 
     - He bought 3 pieces of furniture - a table, a chair and a desk. Etc. etc. 
 
The vocabulary surrounding this ‘counting’ process will correspond to the type of  information 
we want to have about an instance of the noun. Clearly we are not going to count pieces  of 
‘luggage’ in the same way as we count instances of ‘bravery’.  Given the enormous variety of  
non-count nouns, this ‘counting process’ in English gives rise to an immense well of 
vocabulary that can call on the cliché, the metaphor, a fixed expression, and many other 
devices, to  encompass, via an N1,  the manifestation of the non-count noun in question. Here 
is a list of some possible quantifying operations we can do on different types of non-counts : 
   
  1) Counting individual pieces of concrete, but also abstract,  non-counts : 

 
Using ‘a piece of’, ‘2 pieces of’ or variations on the word ‘piece’ , we can count nouns in  
some categories of groups 1 and 2: 
 
     - a piece of wood, a piece of luggage, a bit of pork, a snippet of information, a strand of 
hair, (not) a stick of furniture, an item of news, a length of material, a piece of plastic 
 
The use of ‘piece’ with  non-count nouns like ‘information’, ‘news’ or ‘advice’ to ‘quantify’ 
them is accepted , but is perhaps not as  simple as  first meets the eye, given the rather 
concrete impression given by the word ‘piece’ and the abstractness of ‘news’ etc.  
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 2) Referring to  weight, literally and metaphorically : 
    - a ton of rubbish, a pound of flesh, (not) an ounce of pity 
 
 3) Splitting up a physical element into its constituent parts  
    - an atom of hydrogen, 3 molecules of  oxygen,  
 
 4) Speaking of an occurrence of an experience (illness, work) 
    - a bout of flu,   a stint of housework , a touch of measles , 
 
 5) Describing the verbal origin of the manifestation of the noun : 
    - a cut of meat, a slice of ham, a stroke of luck,  
 
In these examples, we can express a particular manifestation of the non-count noun through an 
N1 that refers us back to the way in which the initial whittling down was done : by cutting, 
slicing, striking. This verbal origin can  be traced by transforming into  : meat was cut, ham 
was sliced,   luck struck - or indeed was struck.  
 
6) Referring to the container generally used to measure a certain quantity: 
    - a cup of tea, a pint of beer, a spoonful of sugar 
  
 7) Often English expresses quantities of non-count nouns with an N1 which plays a double 
role of quantifier and qualifier, often figuratively, as in  
 
- a cascade of information, a riptide of legislation, (not) a shred of evidence,  a heap of 

rubbish,  
- ‘a wave of agony went over him’(19)  
- ‘little gusts of music wailed around her’ (20) 
- a mine of information 
- a fund of knowledge 
 
The point here is that we refer to quantities of non-count nouns by comparing the way they 
reach us to the way we perceive a natural feature like a cascade. 
 
 8) The question of quantification by time is rather delicate. When we refer to the duration of a 
period : 
 
    - a minute of silence, a moment of peace,  
    - Japan experienced 2 centuries of isolation 
 
it is not clear if we are referring here to a type of minute, or century, or to a measurement of 
time .  ‘A minute of silence’ could be interpreted as  ‘a minute of time characterised by the 
fact that it was silent’, and could therefore also be expressed as ‘a silent minute’ ;  similarly ‘2 
centuries of isolation’ could be describing the period of 200 years as  characterised by 
isolation. If, however, we expect an answer to the questions ‘how much silence was respected 
by the congregation?’ or ‘for how long did Japan experience isolation?’, the answers ‘a 
minute of silence’ and ‘2 centuries of isolation’ serve to ‘quantify’ silence  and isolation in 
this context. Indeed the form ‘a minute’s silence’ tends more to maintain the core word  
‘silence’ measured by the preceding genitive.  
 
This question of deciding how to  measure  a particular instance of an abstraction without in 
fact qualifying the instance is ever-present here, perhaps because the definitions of  
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 ‘an occurrence’ or ‘manifestation’ or ‘instance’ or ‘example’ of a non-count noun are open to 
interpretation. For instance, when we play a game of tennis, is it a game, or tennis, we’re 
playing? Or is it  a ‘game of tennis’, to be seen as one complex notion ? And with ‘a word of 
advice’, do we give someone ‘an advice-filled word’ or ‘a quantity of advice in the form of a 
word’? Should we assimilate ‘a word of advice’ and ‘an act of bravery’ because ‘of advice’ 
and ‘of bravery’ in these 2 cases are qualifying ‘word’ and ‘act’?   In that case, ‘a piece of 
advice’ allows us to ‘quantify’ advice, which we do not do with ‘a word of advice’. (If we 
look at the French equivalent : ‘il m’a donné un conseil’, we can translate by ‘he gave me 
(some) advice/a word of advice/a piece of advice’ without the difference being very striking.) 
The quantifying and/or qualifying role of ‘of’ in the ‘of plus non-count noun’ construction can 
often give rise to such difficulties  of interpretation.  
    
  
For all these non-count nouns, the actual 1,2,3 counting operation is out of the question. The 
plural nature, however, can be expressed via, for example, ‘peals of laughter’ or ‘2 pieces of 
advice’. As far as the use of ‘a’ is concerned  to ‘count’ non-counts, there is a certain blur 
surrounding some words : some people will say ‘that’s a nonsense’ where before we said 
‘that’s nonsense’. Recently on BBC 4  we heard ‘there’s a legislation in Northern Ireland that 
allows the police to keep people longer in custody’.  Another example, for what it’s worth :  a 
recent US computer game ‘Heroes 3’ constantly prints on the screen  the battle scores with 
sentences like ‘The archers do 25 damage’ (sic) though this usage has not - yet - drifted into 
the ‘real’ world. There does seem to be a trend towards counting SOME non-counts. Suffice 
to say that even if some non-counts are leaning towards a count way of functioning, their non-
count form is still totally acceptable, and ultimately safer for the non-native speaker, who has 
been known to generalise and consider, wrongly, that  there is complete  fluidity in the count 
and  non-count forms  of nouns.  
 
 ii) Ellipsis with food-related non-counts 
 
There is something of an exception with some non-count nouns, where the ‘N1 of N2’ 
formula can be avoided, as in  :  
     - Can we have 2 beers and 4 whiskies ? 
     - I bought 3 different cheeses : a camembert, a Boursin, and a Munster.  
 
These ‘exceptions’ are the only cases where non-counts can be quantified without going via 
the N1 of N2 formula.  They will always refer only to category 1: they will normally only refer 
to food which is commonly served on a plate or in a glass. In the case of ‘2 beers, 4 whiskies’, 
we are not (normally) asking the barman for ‘2 different types of beer or whisky’, but are in 
fact using the ELLIPTICAL form of the N1 of N2 formula. We are asking the barman for ‘2 
pints of beer’ or  ‘2 glasses of beer’. The container/quantifier (glass/plate) is understood, and 
we can use a short cut to express the quantity required. In the case of  ‘2 camemberts’ (but not 
‘2 gruyères’) , we will  understand, according to the context, either 2 types of camembert, or 2 
actual round shapes of cheese called camembert. Clearly the latter interpretation only works 
when the cheese in question exists as a separate unit, as a  solid bloc, which is not the case 
when one buys gruyère for example.  
 
Looking at the use of ‘a’ with non-count nouns in English reveals the large difference between  
the qualifying and quantifying process, between the ‘a’ referrring to a particular type of 
something, and the ‘a’ equivalent of  the number  ‘one’. Whereas the quantifying ‘a’ is limited 
to very few non-counts, the qualifying ‘a’ is relatively common. Its use spreads exclusively to 
those non-counts that have a certain semantic specificity ; all other non-counts are excluded 
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from operating in this way. This in turn  establishes 2 separate families inside the non-count 
group of nouns, as Annex 1 below shows. Our conclusion here must draw attention to the 
schematic aspect of the grouping into 2 parts in this Annex : words  sometimes have a mind  
of their own, and shades of meaning and nuance can be attached to them that might make 
them sway for a while  into a neighbouring  family.  
 
Reference  (to editions used, not the original.) 
 
(1) C. DICKENS , a Tale of 2 Cities,  ed. Wordsworth Classics, 1993 p.27. 
(2) Paul  AUSTER, Moon Palace, ed. Penguin 1989,  p. 9. 
(3) A. BURGESS, A Mouthful of Air, ed. Hutchison, Vintage edition, 1993, p. 31. 
(4) FITZGERALD, The Freshest Buy,in  Babylon Revisited. Collier Books 1987, p. 190 
(5) see The European Messenger , Vol 8, Autumn 1999, p. 92 
(6) S. FITZGERALD, Tender is the night, ed. Scribner’s Sons, 1951, p. 66 
(7) A. BURGESS ,  op. cit. , p. 23 
(8) S. FITZGERALD, The Freshest Buy,op. cit. , p. 190  
(9) G.GREENE, Brighton  Rock, ed.Penguin, 1971 p.162 
(10) P.  AUSTER, Moon Palace  op. cit. p. 9 
(11) S. FITZGERALD, Tender is the Night,  op.cit. p. 188 
(12) S. FITZGERALD, Tender is the Night, op. cit. p. 62 
(13) idem, p. 97 
(14) idem, p. 161 
(15) P. AUSTER , Moon Palace, op. cit.  p. 4 
(16) idem p. 33 
(17) idem p. 9 
(18) Rapport du Jury de l’Agrégation (1997), pp. 42-43 
(19) S. FITZGERALD ,  Tender is the Night ,  op. cit. p.209.  
(20) S. FITZGERALD, idem, p1O6     
                          
Annex 1 
 
A semantic and syntactical grouping of non-count  nouns 
 
The 2 groups of nouns below gather together the most common non-count nouns in English. 
Group 1 will on occasion, as seen in the article above, allow ‘a’, where group 2 members will 
not. The categories inside each group are semantic ones and far from being exhaustive lists. 
They do, however, go a small way to indicating  directions for where one might insert a word 
that is not in the list.  Obviously there are  problems finding a fully waterproof  category . 
Here, as elsewhere, it is hard to establish one, and we recognise that some non-counts are 
difficult to categorise and to fit into  this particular list. If this article does nothing else, it 
might at least indicate that semantic and grammatical information about nouns is crucial 
before one can start categorising them correctly. An awareness of the difficulties attached to 
categories of nouns, to movements inside the functioning of non-counts and counts, to the 
arbitrariness of nouns with a similar semantic content behaving grammatically differently, will 
help avoid the sweeping generalisations that can be problematical.  
                                                
Group 1  
 
Possible qualification with ‘a’ in the precise circumstances described above 
Possible quantification with elliptical form in some cases of 2 b) 
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a. human qualities  and feelings  : courage, sadness, love, shame, pride, cowardice, 
generosity, beauty, cruelty, sadism, intuition,  patience, spite, lust , accuracy  etc.  
(These are feelings, attitudes, qualities or defects which a person  HAS, or SHOWS) 

b. references to   
 

a) physical matter (except elements) : plastic, wood, cotton, glass, air, metal, light, 
darkness, gas  etc.  

b) some types of  food : chicken, bread, tea, coffee, curry, meat (in the case of meat, 
it is used in this category when the name of the animal is the same as the name of 
the meat : chicken, fish, salmon, duck, hare, lobster) 
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Group 2  Indivisible notions : no ‘a’ for qualification, no quantification outside of ‘an 
N1 of N2’ 
 

a. Physical elements : perfect examples of ‘indivisibility’ and ‘integrity’ : literally. 
hydrogen , iron,  gold, oxygen etc. 

b. Educational disciplines : physics (any discipline in -ICS) , chemistry, maths, 
sociology etc 

c. Illnesses : measles, diabetes (all illnesses in ‘s’), flu, (not ‘cancer’ because possible 
with ‘a’ = form of ) 

d. Human Activities like sports which one DOES or PLAYS  : swimming, tennis (all 
sports and activities  in -ING), cooking, housekeeping, darts, billiards (all sports 
with ‘s’) 

e. References to a  concrete, tangible  reality : furniture, luggage, baggage, rubbish, 
money, ammunition 

f. References to an  abstract, intangible reality often based on a hidden verb like 
advise, inform, work, applaud: 

c. advice, evidence, news, information, work, progress, applause, research, laughter, 
fun, luck, behaviour, magic, criticism, communication, safety 

g. References to some food where the meat is different from the name of  the animal : 
beef, veal, mutton, pork 

h. Philosophies, political ideologies, religions, attitudes to life, states of affairs : 
d. communism, Republicanism, Buddhism, homosexuality,poverty, wealth, health,  

common sense,  
i. Some Crimes : violence, theft, rape,  

     
These 11 very broad semantic categories, which include, as exhaustively as possible,  non-
counts in English, contain long lists of other nouns. The French reader may be surprised that 
words like furniture, luggage, information, or news still resist any moves to qualify or quantify 
them with ‘a’.  
 
Annex 2   
Examples of ‘a’ plus adjective plus noun  (Fitzgerald, Auster, Burgess, Dickens, Plath, 
Greene, Joyce) 
 
- ‘She felt an impatient disregard for all who...’ Fitzgerald, Tender is the Night, op.cit.p. 62 
- ‘She lapsed into a vague unhappiness...’ idem, p. 97 
- ‘She could hear a verbal inhumanity...’ idem, p. 125 
- ‘He experienced a vast dissatisfaction’  idem, p. 161 
- ‘...possessed by a vast  irrationality’ idem p.  170 
- ‘He had pretended to a rigid domesticity...’ idem p. 188 
- ‘He was filled with a violent disgust that was...’ idem p. 212 
- ‘it came sweeping over him with a vast nostalgia...’Fitzgerald, The Freshest Buy, op.cit. p. 

190  
- ‘There seemed to exist an extraordinary hostility towards him’ idem p. 193 
- ‘There were times when I felt a true sadness emanating from her’, P. Auster, Moon Palace,  

ed.Penguin 1989 p. 4 
- ‘My life had become ... a palpable, burgeoning emptiness’, idem p. 24 
- ‘I nevertheless felt a tremendous power surging through me, a gnostic joy that penetrated 

deep into the heart of things’ idem p. 33 
- ‘Having developed a true fondness for his jokes by then, I understood...’ idem p. 9 
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- ‘...and looked at Darnay with a close attention.’ Dickens,A Tale of 2 Cities op.cit.p.203 
- “This book has a raw immediacy that will only add to Plath’s iconic reputation”  Harper’s 

and Queen, quoted on back cover of Sylvia PLATH, The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia 
Plath, 1950-62, ed. Anchor Books, 2000. 

- ‘There was something in Emile tonight, a touch of seriousness, a chemical magnetism, that 
met my mood the way 2 pieces of a child’s puzzle fit together.’ Plath, idem, p. 14 

- ‘It was like a warm wine flooding through me, a deep, electric drowsiness.’ Plath,idem p. 
14 

- ‘His old Italianate face  showed few emotions but a mild amusement, a mild friendliness...’ 
G.GREENE, Brighton Rock, ed. Penguin, 1971, p. 66 

- ‘You wanted to be quiet,’ she retorted with a sudden anger which took him by 
surprise.’idem, p.92 

- ‘...and his heart weakened  with a faint  nostalgia for the tiny dark confessional box, the 
priest’s voice...’ idem, p.110 

- ‘He had  a sudden nostalgia  for the small cupboard room, the silence...’, idem, p.113 
- ‘...for the second time he felt  a faint nostalgia , as if for something he had lost...’, idem, p. 

121 
- -‘...  the Boy watched it from  the doorway with a rising cruelty...’,idem p.121 
- ‘Her big breasts...felt  a merciless compassion.’idem p.122 
- ‘He began to fear recognition and feel an obscure shame as if it were his native streets 

which had the right to forgive...’idem p.142 
- -‘... his eyes closed and  and behind the lids  he saw a grey darkness going on and on 

without end.’idem p.152 
- -‘Cubitt’s  humility gave way to a dull anger.’idem p.161 
- ‘He stared into his glass as into a deep darkness.’idem p.162 
- ‘She put her hand on his arm, feeling  an intense excitement’idem p.164 
- ‘He saw her as a stranger... and he was shaken by an appalling resentment’ idem p. 179 
- ‘He felt constriction and saw - hopelessly out of reach - a limitless freedom : no fear 

...’idem p. 181 
- ‘He felt  an invincible  energy - he hadn’t lost vitality upstairs, he’d gained it’idem p.184 
- ‘He was shaken by a sudden impatience and pride : he was worth more than this..’idem p. 

186 
- ‘It seemed to her that everyone was very kind : there seemed to be a companionship in  

mortal sin.’idem p. 195 
- ‘An immense pride  bobbed in his breast : he felt inspired...’idem p. 206 
- ‘He was beside her, watching her : she faced him back  with a worried candour’idem p.206 
- He had come back wrapped in another person’s fate - a doubled darkness.’idem p. 215 
- ‘... he discovered in himself  an odd nostalgia for the darkest  act of all’idem p. 216 
- ‘They were gripped by an awful unreality, the need to make conversation.’idem p. 232 
- ‘...Standard English thus gained a special glamour as the language of the court,’ 

A.Burgess, op. cit. ,p. 3 
- ‘A wistful sadness pervades these poems.’ J.JOYCE, Dubliners, ‘A Little Cloud’, ed. 

Penguin, 1992, p.69 
- ‘His eyes made a swift anxious scrutiny of the young woman’s appearance,’ idem, ‘Two 

Gallants’, p. 49 
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Annex 3 
 
 No ‘a’ with adjective and  non-count nouns 
- ‘He was subjected to microscopic examination’ Fitzgerald, Tender is the night, op.cit. p. 

188 
- ‘...with sudden abstraction she signalled...idem p. 66 
- ‘language learning has little to do with exceptional intelligence’A. Burgess, A Mouthful of 

Air, p. 23 
- -‘This remark made with what he considered  kindly intent, ..’S. Fitzgerald, The Freshest 

Buy,op. cit.  p.190   
- ‘she lay helpless, convulsed with irresistible laughter’ 
- ‘our ignorance about the fundamentals of language is not solely derived from wilful 

prejudice, natural inertia, or national apathy...’ A. Burgess, A Mouthful of Air, ed. 
Penguin op. cit. p.6 

- ‘John Locke set his face against scholarly superstition’, A. Burgess,idem.p. 12 
- -‘Hearing a Dorset twang, we can associate it with rural stupidity or backwardness’ A. 

Burgess,idem. p. 2 
- ‘...who stormed about the house  with sergeant-like efficiency’ P. Auster, Moon Palace op. 

cit. p. 9 
- ‘...except by doing great damage to the truth’ idem  p.  25 
- ‘Parrots imitate human speech’  A. Burgess, op. cit. p. 12 
- ‘I came out (of the house) , sick with unfulfilled longing, alone, self-reviling.’ S. Plath, op. 

cit., p. 17 
- ‘A year ago I would have thrilled with sheer amazement, sheer joy  ... if I knew I would 

stand here with Bob.’ idem p. 22 
- ‘Every time she mentioned Snow’s she said ‘we’ with faint self-consciousness’ G. Greene, 

Brighton Rock, op. cit. p. 112 
- ‘...the Boy fetched up a smile for the blind lost face, uneasily, with obscure shame.’idem 

p.130 
- ‘...he regarded her unmade-up mouth  with faint nausea.’idem p.129 
- ‘...the Boy fetched up a smile for the blind lost face, uneasily, with obscure shame.’idem p. 

130 
- ‘‘No, no,’ he said  with woolly galantry, ‘it’s on me.’idem p. 162 
- ‘He said  with rough kindness : ‘Come on. We’ll be going’’idem p. 173 
- ‘His eyes, twinkling with cunning enjoyment, glanced ( ...) towards his companion’s face’J. 

Joyce, Two Gallants, in The Dubliners, ed. Penguin 1992, p. 43 
 
Annex 4 
 
Families of count and non-count nouns 
 
1. ‘Pure’ count nouns : 
table, dog, car, window, mistake, suggestion, idea, country, notion, job,  telling-off, fault, 

defect, problem, issue,  wish, dream,  degree, diploma, obstacle, programme, (health) 
hazard,  permit,  noun etc, deficit, answer, question,  

(a table, one table, tables, the table, the tables. Not reference to the notion) 
2. ‘Pure’ non-count nouns  : (see group 2 , a-i,Annex 1) 
gold, physics, measles, tennis, furniture, luggage, rubbish, advice, evidence, news, progress, 

beef, pork, poverty, violence, communism,  
( only used with ‘the’ and reference to the notion with zero article. See Annex 1)) 
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3.Hybrid nouns - fully-fledged count and non-count with the same meaning: 
comfort, education, design, failure, success, fire, pleasure, policy, reality, religion, 

murder,wind, cake, war, conflict, government,effort, colour, disaster, misfortune, school, 
man, woman, parliament, disease, business, society, law,  

(4 operations for count nouns plus reference to the notion with the zero article) 
4. The same count and non-count noun with different meanings :  
a youth/youth, a time/time, a shame/shame, an experience/experience, a matter/matter, a 

nature/nature, an appearance/appearance, a fortune/fortune, a chance/chance, a work/work 
5. Non-count nouns sometimes functioning with ‘a’: (see group 1, a-b, Annex 1) 
courage, generosity, patience, plastic, wood, chicken, bread, tea. 
(possible use with ‘a’ in the cases described in the text above.) 
6. Miscellaneous count and non-count nouns : (have) a rest, make allowances; some plural 

forms : savings damages, arrears, shorts ; collective nouns : police, family(not all the 4 
operations are  normally in use); invariables : series, aircraft. (nouns with a ‘difference’,  
outside of other groups mentioned). 

  
This simplified presentation of types of nouns  not only conceals an immense number of 

words in each group, but also takes little of the toil out of mastering the way a new word 
will behave... 

 
Annex 5 
 
A) Examples taken from the article above : 
1. He gave me advice that I much appeciated.          
2. He showed a courage that was much admired. 
*3. I have a good news for you.      
*4. That’s a nice furniture.       
*5. What a lovely beef this is! 
6. He painted with (a) surprising delicateness.      
7. What (a) lovely cheese this is! 
8.Idea, suggestion, notion, dream, suitcase, bullet/advice, news, luggage, ammunition 
9. One needs water in order to survive.             
10. He prefers tennis to swimming. 
11. Where is the butter that was on the table? 
12. He showed a courage that was much admired.          
13. She bought (a) cheese that went off. 
14. The factory manufactures (a) steel  that is sold all over the world.  
15. She bought furniture that fell apart. 
16. He doesn’t like veal that is undercooked. 
17. He gave them advice that they didn’t follow. 
*18. What a nice weather it is. 
19. This is a coffee/a wood from Brazil. / These are coffees/woods from Brazil. 
20. Une revue actuelle : ‘Nineteenth Century Feminisms’ 
21. ‘Fundamental freedoms are at risk if the UK enters the Euro area’(BBC) 
*22. This ring is made of a pure gold.      
*23. He bought an expensive luggage for his trip. 
*24. That witness provided a new evidence in the trial.       
*25. This is a delicious mutton. 
26. ‘Language learning has little to do with exceptional intelligence’( Burgess) 
27. ‘She lapsed into a vague unhappiness’(Fitzgerald) 
28. ‘She felt an impatient disregard for all who...’(Fitzgerald) 



 

18 

29. We had (a) lovely curry at that restaurant. 
30. That’s (a) strong plastic you’re using. 
31. That shop sells (a) nice wheaten bread.  
32. He showed more/less courage/generosity than his brother. 
33. He’s had 3 bouts of flu this year.a snippet of information, an item of news,   
34. Can I have 2 beers and 3 coffees please?/ I’ve bought 2 lovely cheeses. 
 
B) :   L’article zéro plus un dénombrable singulier en anglais 
1. He was taken to hospital/school/church/prison. To be at school, in hospital. 
2. house/home, temple/church, city/town, penitentiary/jail,prison.(same meaning, different 
3. They became husband and wife. Horse and rider were lost in the storm.  
4. He works day in, day out. He went from house to house. Candidate after candidate failed. 
‘He heard the door close  and lay with twitching cheek, staring at the ceiling.’ Greene, 
Brighton Rock p. 152 
5. He went cap in hand to his employer/ He was dressed from top to toe in colourful clothes. 
He took everything with him- lock,stock and barrel. He went at the problem hammer and 
tongs.Tooth and nail 
6.A quantity of bright shawl(was)twined about her head.’‘She coughed another grain of 
cough.’Dickens 7. ‘Mr Lorry shaking himself out of the coach in chains of straw, a tangle of 
shaggy wrapper, flapping hat and muddy legs, was rather like a larger sort of dog.’  Dickens, 
Tale of 2 Cities,p. 14 
8. ‘The beach was a desert of heaps of sea and stones tumbling wildly about’ idem p. 15 
9. ‘The hail-clouds revealed bright bars and streaks of sky’ idem p. 186 
10. ‘The bulky bundle of opposite passenger’ ‘His yellow rags of shirt lay open at the 
front’idem p. 33 
11. What size of bottle do you want? A mass of wall appeared before him. Miles of sea. 
12. What type of computer did you buy? A nice sort of girl.  
13.‘(An Englishman has) a longness and narrowness of head and face..and a pinched  
prominence of nose’ J. Paxman, The English, 
14. page 2, theorem 4, article 5, number 7, episode 5, tome 3  etc.  
15. ‘Plane lost over  Alps’. ‘Killer found in Farm’. 
16.  Can I have an apple? Did you put apple in the salad? 
17. A chicken, chicken ; a steak, steak; a material, material etc. (voir groupe 1, b) 
   
Annex 6 
 
Translating French singular and plural abstract nouns  

Singulier français : 
‘La lune épandait dans le ciel une vaste clarté à travers les nuages.’ 
 - The moon cast a far-reaching brightness  through the clouds (Bosco) 
‘Les sangliers descendaient ..avec une ivresse bestiale, pour dévaster. 
 - The boars  continued down ... in a frenzy of bestial instincts, bent on /intent on  devastation.  
‘Un énorme trou se creusait dans le champ avec une rapidité extraordinaire’ 
       - A gaping passage  was cut through the field in  almost no time at all/ amazingly quickly.   
‘Une mystérieuse frénésie animale les avait saisis...’ - Pervaded by a mysterious animal 
frenzy,  they... 
‘On les voyait courir ... avec une fougue inexplicable’ 
       - There they were, running...,   infused with  (an?) inexplicable fury. 
‘Brown lui a montré un autre révolver.. avec un rire amusé.’ 
        - Brown showed him another one...with an amused laugh.   
‘J’avais acquis une force nouvelle.         - I had acquired new strength. 
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‘.. entre elle et cet arbre elle avait senti une inexplicable affinité’ 
      - ...she had felt an inexplicable affinity between herself and the tree. 
‘Tony Blair étudie les moyens d’assurer une meilleure sécurité ferroviaire.’ 
      - T.B. is studying ways of guaranteeing greater/more safety on the railways. 
Les parfums croisés de la campagne et du pain chaud faisaient monter en elle une langueur 
qui la berçait. 
  - The fragrance of the countryside blended with the smell of freshly-baked bread aroused in 
her  a soothing feeling of langour.  
Elle pensait à ses yeux verts où dansait un pollen doré :  - of his green eyes speckled/flecked 
with gold. 
La matinée était pleine  d’un soleil gai : - The morning was bathed with cheery sunlight.  
Le paysage avait une clarté sèche et militaire, une beauté presque géodésique. 
- The landscape had a stark and military precision about it, an almost geodesic beauty. 

Pluriel français :   
‘On eût dit que le train desservait ces solitudes pour le seul plaisir de courir dans le soir frais’ 
      - You might have thought the train was going through these lonely places ... 
‘Les boues déversées par l’Amazone interdisaient aux paquebots de s’approcher de la côte.’ 
     - The mud and silt / various  sorts of mud... 
Les maïs me cachaient la vue des champs : -  the maize plants blocked my view of the fields.  
‘les nouvelles technologies’ :  - (the) new technologies. 
‘On est loin des utopies d’hier’ : - We have come a long way from yesterday’s visions of 
utopia. 
‘Le ministère de la justice américaine a indiqué que  les allegations du quotidien contenaient 
des inexactitudes sur plusieurs  aspects importants’ 
Ces longs cheveux vermeils (tombaient) comme un feu sur les épaules : 
 - Her long coppery-gold hair/locks falling like flames over her shoulders.  
 - The ministry claimed the newspaper’s allegations were inaccurate on several points.  
‘Mandelson est soumis aux pressions des  Unionistes.’      
 - Mandelson is under pressure from Unionists. 
‘Ce débat ne porte ni sur les dernières introductions en Bourse ni ...’ 
-The subject of this debate is neither the latest companies to be floated on the Stock Exchange 
nor... 
‘Les intempéries ont provoqué en France de terribles dégâts’ 
   - The severe weather conditions have caused terrible damage in France.  
‘Il y a eu des perturbations considérables dans les transports’ 
   - The transport network has been considerably disturbed. 
‘Compte tenu des sensibilités des 2 communautés nord-irlandaises, le transfert de pouvoir se 
fera sans cérémonie. 
   - Given the different sensitivity/feelings of the 2 Northern Ireland communities, the power 
transfer will go ahead without ceremony. 
‘Les communautés sont divisées par 30 ans de troubles et 300 ans de haines.’ 
   - 30 years of troubles and 300 years of hatred  have split the communities.  
‘Dès le 4 mai, les entreprises proposaient des mises à jour de leurs produits’ 
    - As early as May 4, companies  were offering  updated versions of  their products. 
‘Ces recherches suscitent-elles des craintes?’ 
    - Does such research give rise to fears?  
‘Les autorisations de mise sur le marché suivent...’ 
    - Permission to market the products is then given.  
‘Après 2 ans de tergiversations, the IRA...’ 
    - After beating about the bush for 2 years, the IRA... 
    - After 2 years of humming and hawing, the IRA... 


