
France, officially the French Republic (French: République Française), is a country
whose territory consists of metropolitan France in western Europe, as well as several
overseas regions and territories.

As the official language of France, French is the first language of 88% of the
population. Even then, most others speak French as a second language. However,
minority languages flourish in specific regions. For example, eastern provinces speak
German while Flemish is spoken in the northeast and Italian is spoken in the
southeast. Other communities within France speak several other languages.

Historically, French culture was influenced by Celtic and Gallo-Roman cultures as
well as the Franks, a Germanic tribe. France was initially defined as the western area
of Germany known as Rhineland, but it later came to refer to a territory that was
known as Gaul during the Iron Age and Ancient Roman era.

Most French citizens consider themselves to be Christian (primarily Catholic).
Historically, Catholicism played a significant role in shaping French culture and was
the state religion until 1789. In French tradition, kings were even crowned within the
Notre-Dame de Reims cathedral until 1825. Most of the remaining population today
identifies as agnostic or atheist. However, there are also significant groups of Muslim,
Jewish, and Buddhist residents in modern France.

Paris is often regarded as the fashion capital of the world. It is home to several
worldwide brands such as Louis Vuitton and Chanel. France became a major
influencer in fashion beginning with the reign of Louis XIV in the 1600s. During that
time, France became known for its luxury goods throughout Europe.

Meals in France are meant to be enjoyed. Food is made with great care, and
mealtimes are a prime time for socializing. While French cooking is recognized
around the world, there are many varieties in cooking styles, ingredients, and dishes
from region to region. For example, Normandy cuisine is known for seafood and
cheeses while Burgundy is known for beef.

To arrive 15 to 20 minutes late in many countries is considered rude, in France it’s an
unspoken rule. Guests will always arrive a little late – lest they surprise their host in
the middle of the preparations. Of course, this only applies to dinner parties though.
Please be punctual for restaurant reservations.                                             
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French wines hold probably the most revered cultural status of all. With a history
dating back to the Middle Ages, there are 12 major wine-growing regions in France,
the most famous being Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Champagne. It’s thanks to France
that we have well-known grapes like Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Cabernet
Sauvignon, and Syrah. Indeed, almost all classic grape varietals in the world were
originally sourced from France.

Wine is generally imbibed with meals, not before or after. Before-dinner drinks are
called apéritifs and usually consist of champagne, beer, cocktails, or sweet drinks
like fruit juice or port wines. Digestifs, after-dinner drinks, commonly consist of
brandies or liqueurs, such as Cognac, Armagnac, Calvados, or fruit-based Eau de
Vie.

Located in Central Paris, and originally built as a fortress in the 12th Century, the
Louvre is one of the oldest art museums, opening its doors in 1793. Not only is the
Louvre the largest museum in the world, but it is also the world's most popular too,
boasting over 7.3 million visitors in 2016. The Mona Lisa (painting by Leonardo da
Vinci) hangs behind bulletproof glass in a gallery of the Louvre Museum, where it
has been a part of the museum's collection since 1804.

One of the national emblems of France, the Coq Gaulois (the Gallic Rooster)
decorated French flags during the Revolution. It is the symbol of the French people
because of the play on words of the Latin gallus meaning Gaul and gallus meaning
coq, or rooster.
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The festival d'Avignon, or Avignon Festival, is an annual arts festival held in the
French city of Avignon every summer in July in the courtyard of the Palais des
Papes as well as in other locations of the city. Founded in 1947 by Jean Vilar, it is
the oldest existent festival in France and one of the world's greatest. Alongside the
official festival, the "In" one, a number of shows are presented in Avignon at the
same time of year and are known as "Off".

Every year in July, Avignon becomes a theatre town, transforming its architectural
heritage into various majestic and surprising performance venues, and welcoming
tens of thousands of theatre-lovers of all generations.

The arts are deeply appreciated in French traditions. Hobbies and professions are
historically shown deep respect for the craftsmanship that goes into them. French
literature, painting, and cinema are all historically significant around the world.
Works such as Les Misérables or artists such as Monet are some of the most
recognizable in the world.

During November, every year the French celebrate Saint Catherine’s Day. Saint
Catherine is the patron saint of unmarried women, lacemakers, milliners, drapers,
and craftspeople. Hence to mark the day, the French give single female friends or
colleagues a decorative hat (often in green or yellow). Of course, this is for them to
wear as a token of good luck in their quest to find a husband.

In France never take wine to a dinner party. Your host has carefully chosen the
wine for the evening. By bringing your own wine, you may inadvertently imply that
you don’t trust the host’s taste in wine, or that you would prefer your own.

France’s love affair with good food is another cornerstone of French customs and
culture. And the kids start young. Therefore, don’t expect a children’s menu if
you’re travelling around France. No chicken nuggets or fish fingers in this part of
the world, French children eat off the main menu.
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