L’imparfait (the Imperfect tense)

L’imparfait is used to describe activities in the past. The word parfait (perfect) means completed. The prefix –im means not. Thus, the imperfect tense is used to indicate actions begun in the past, but not necessarily completed. It is used to express those past actions, which are habitual or customary. 

L’imparfait is often used with adverbial expressions that relate to time or indicate continuance, such as:

Toujours




always

Fréquemment




frequently

D’habitude




usually

Quelquefois




sometimes

Parfois





sometimes

Souvent




often

De temps en temps



from time to time

Tous les jours




every day

Tout le temps




all the time

Chaque année/jour/mois


every year/day/month

Le lundi/mardi/etc.



On Mondays/Tuesdays/etc.

Example: Chaque été, j’allais à la plage.         Every year I went to the beach.

L’imparfait is used to describe what people were doing rather than report what people did. It is also used to describe something in the past or to designate a condition in the past that no longer exists. It is often expressed in English as was/were...ing, or used to.

Example: Ils parlaient pendant qu’elle étudiait.         They were talking while she was                   

                                                                                    studying.

      
    Il faisait beau.                                             The weather was nice. 

                Louis XIV était le roi de France.                Louis XIV was the king of France.

                Quand j’étais jeune, je jouais du piano.      When I was little, I used to play the 

                                                                                     piano.

Since most mental processes involve duration or continuance, verbs that deal with mental activities or conditions are often expressed in the imperfect when used in the past. The most common of these verbs are:

Aimer




to like

Avoir




to have

Croire




to believe

Désirer




to desire, to want

Espérer



to hope

Être




to be

Penser




to think

Préférer



to prefer

Pouvoir



to be able to

Regretter



to be sorry

Savoir




to know (facts, how to)

Vouloir



to want

The following mnemonic device is one way to help you to remember when to use l’imparfait:

Weather

Emotion

Characteristics

Health/habitual action

Endless action

Age

Time

Enduring action

Description/day/date

To form l’imparfait, drop the –ons from the nous form in the present tense, then add the personal endings –ais, -ais, -ait, -ions, -iez, -aient to the stem.

Example:
regarder > nous regardons > regard >
Je regardais





          

Tu regardais





 

Il

Elle  regardait







On









Nous regardions







Vous regardiez







Ils








Elles  regardaient


The only verb that cannot be formed in this way, is être.  It is irregular.

J’étais



Nous étions
Tu étais


Vous étiez
Il 



Ils

Elle  était


Elles étaient
On



Notice that the imperfect endings are the same, as with any other verb. However, the stem for être can not be taken from the present tense nous form.  


