
Where Do French Last Names Come From? (V1) 
Name: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Hundreds of years ago, people in France often only had one name, like Pierre or Marie. This worked fine in small 
villages, but as towns grew larger, it became confusing. Imagine having three Pierres in your class! People needed a 
way to tell each other apart. That is when families started adding last names, also called surnames. These names 
were passed down from parents to children, and many of them are still common today. 

French last names often came from jobs. For example, Boulanger means “baker,” and Charpentier means “carpenter.” 
If your family made shoes, your last name might be Cordonnier (shoemaker). A person who looked after sheep might 
be called Berger (shepherd). Jobs were an important part of life, and last names showed what role people played in 
their community. 

Other last names came from places. These names described where a family lived. 
Someone who lived near a bridge might be called DuPont (of the bridge). A 
family near a forest could be called Laforêt (the forest). Someone who lived by a 
river might be named Rivière. These names gave clues about the land and 
surroundings that were important to families. 

Some last names described personal traits or appearances. For example, Legrand 
means “the tall one.” Petit means “the small one.” A person with dark hair might 
have the name Noir, which means “black.” These names began as nicknames, but 
later became official family names. 

Finally, a few names came from religion or history. For example, Abbaye came 
from people who lived near an abbey (a church building). Names like Saint-Pierre 
showed a family’s connection to Christian saints. These names reflected how 
important religion was in everyday life. 

Over time, these names were passed down for generations. Today, French last 
names are more than just labels. They tell us about the jobs, places, and families of long ago. They show how 
communities worked together, how people lived on the land, and what they valued most. 

 

Reflection Questions 

1) Why do you think families wanted to keep the same last name for many generations? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 



If you created a new last name that told a story about your family’s life today, and in the past, what would it be? 
Why would you choose it? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

What about your ‘new last name’ fits into traditional French naming practices? (How does your new last name follow 
the way French people used to come up with last names?) 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 



The History and Meaning of French Last Names (V2) 
In medieval France, most people had only one name, like Jean or Isabelle. This worked in small villages, but as towns 
and cities grew, too many people shared the same first names. Imagine trying to figure out which “Jean” owed you 
money! To solve this problem, families began using surnames (last names). These surnames helped identify people 
and quickly became part of their identity. By the 12th century, most families in France had adopted them, and they 
were passed down through generations. 

French surnames often reflected a person’s occupation. Jobs were central to community life, and naming someone 
after their trade made sense. Examples include Boulanger (baker), Charpentier (carpenter), Berger (shepherd), 
Maréchal (blacksmith), and Vigneron (wine grower). These names told others what role a family played in society, and 
often these trades were handed down from parent to child for centuries. 

Other surnames came from geography and location. People were often named for 
the land they lived near. Dupont means “from the bridge.” Laforêt points to a family 
who lived near a forest. Montagne refers to a family near the mountains. Rivière 
described those living by a river. These names tied families to their natural 
surroundings and often marked where they came from originally.  

Some surnames came from physical traits or personality. For instance, Legrand 
meant “the tall one,” while Petit meant “the small one.” Roux described someone 
with red hair, and Noir described someone with dark hair or skin. These names may 
have begun as casual nicknames but became permanent family names that carried 
through generations. 

Finally, many surnames had religious or cultural roots. Families sometimes took 
names connected to churches or saints, such as Abbaye (abbey) or Saint-Laurent. 
This showed the importance of faith in medieval society, where religion shaped much of daily life. 

The significance of these surnames goes beyond simple labels. They are like windows into history. Occupational 
surnames remind us how important trades were in medieval towns. Place-based names reveal the deep connection 
families had to the land and geography of France. Descriptive names show us how appearance mattered in shaping 
identity. Religious names highlight the influence of Christianity in daily life. Even today, when we hear French last 
names, we are hearing echoes of the past. They connect us to the history of work, land, faith, and family in medieval 
France. 

Reflection Questions  

1) How might keeping the same surname for generations have helped families preserve their identity, reputation, or 
history? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 



2. How do French surnames act as “windows into history”? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

3. Which type of surname (job / location / physical trait / religion / history) would have carried the most status or 
respect in medieval France? Why is that your guess? Try to talk really explain your thinking, and use examples from 
the article if you can. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 


