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mai / May

La fête du travail
May Day/Labour Day

 

Background information
May Day traditions go back to the beginning 
of time. In ancient times, it was the date when 
sailors went back to sea, and in the Middle 
Ages, May was when betrothals were made.

The 1st May has been a public holiday in 
France since 1889. Nowadays there are many 
street processions and parties.

La fête du travail translates as ‘Work Party’ but 
means ‘Workers’ Day’. Historically 1st May was 
the beginning of union activities, remembering 
previous successes that had been fought and 
won for French workers. For those not taking 
part in celebrations and marches, it is a day to 
spend as a family.

A bouquet of lily of the valley, or un petit 
bouquet de muguet, is an essential part of May 
Day in France. It has been associated with 
French May Day celebrations since the Renaissance and is thought to bring good luck. 

On the 1st May, or ‘Lily of the Valley Day’, you give a bunch of lilies to close family members (eg 
parents, children, grandmother, etc) as a sign of your affection.

Teaching activities
◆  Can you fi nd a picture of some lily of the valley? 

Perhaps there are some in the local shops. Ask 
your teacher to bring some in so that you can 
sketch it.

◆  What could you do, or give, as a sign of your 
affection? Who would you give it to? Can you explain why?

◆ Organize a party for May Day. Decide on a theme. Make a list of activities you would do.   
Design invitations or posters for your party.

◆ Children could use the guided sheet on page 32 to compare May Day celebrations in Britain 
and France.

Vocabulaire 
la fête du travail May Day/Labour Day 
un petit bouquet de a small bouquet of 
  muguet lily of the valley
un ami/une amie a friend

French_festivals_020709.indd   31 02/07/2009   22:28



French Festivals and Traditions
© Nicolette Hannam, Michelle Williams and Brilliant Publications32

La fête du travail 
Nom:     Date:

I understand how and why May Day is celebrated in France.

When is May Day in France?

How do the French people celebrate?

Draw a picture of some muguet (lily of the valley).

Extension activity
How is May Day traditionally celebrated in Britain?
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