French Pronunciation

Notes on the "rhythm" of French and the meaning of accent marks
* Unlike other Romance languages and English, French does not have variable word stress. You can think of all French words as having their stress on the final syllable. 

* Unlike English and other Germanic languages, French does not have variable syllable length. This can give it kind of a "machine gun" rhythm and make it seem like words run together. 

* Unlike in Spanish and Italian, accent marks in French DO NOT indicate that a syllable is stressed. They indicate how the vowel should be pronounced.

A note on IPA (the International Phonetic Alphabet)

The IPA is a way of representing the individual sounds of any language in a universal, unambigous way. Whereas letters in most any language can be pronounced multiple ways depending on surrounding letters or position in a word, letters of the phonetic alphabet represent exactly one sound. For example, the IPA letter ʃ represents the sound made by “sh” in the word “shame” or “ch” in the word “château.” In this guide I will sometimes use IPA letters enclosed in brackets [ ] to indicate the exact sound I am talking about. If you are interested in learning more you can search “IPA for French” in Google. 
Pure vowel sounds
In a "pure" vowel sound tongue and lip position do not change during the pronunciation of the letter or letter combination. English often uses a single letter to represent a combination or sequence of vowel sounds (for example, the letter "a" in the word "ate" represents a glide from the sound [IPA: e] to the sound [IPA: ɪ]). French never does this.

a, â -> le chat (cat), le château (castle) ("a" as in English "father") [IPA: a]

ê, è -> la fête (party) ("e" as in English "bet") [IPA: ɛ]

é -> réparer (to repair) [IPA: e]

eu -> deux (two) [IPA: ø] (same tongue position as é, but with round lips).

œu -> la sœur (sister) [IPA: œ] (same tongue position as ê, but with round lips).

i -> la rime (rhyme) (“ee” as in English “feet”) [IPA: i]

o -> Rome [IPA: ɔ]

au, ô, eau, o before “se” -> un auteur, un hôtel, la beauté, rosé [IPA: o]

ou -> le fou (crazy person) [IPA: u]

u -> la rue (street) [IPA: y] (same tongue position as French i, but with round lips).
Note: eu is pronounced like œu when it comes before an r (example: la peur [fear]).

"e" without an accent is tricky because it can be pronounced like é or ê or similar to eu or even not pronounced at all, depending on where it falls in a word and the letters that surround it. Some guidelines on how to pronounce unaccented "e":

(A) Before two consonants, pronounce it like ê (example: la lettre).

(B) Before a silent consonant at the end of a word, pronounce it like ê (example: le chevet (bedside table)). See rule (6) on the next page for silent consonants.

(C) Before any single consonant in any syllable not at the end of a word, pronounce it like eu (example: petit [small]).

(D) At the end of a word, don't pronounce it (example: faire [to do]). 

ai can be pronounced as either é or ê depending on the letters that come after it (je parlai (I spoke) -> é; je parlais (I was speaking) -> ê).

Nasal vowels
an, am, en, em -> un écran (screen), ambassadeur, embrasser (to kiss) [IPA: ɑ̃]

in -> l'intérieur [IPA: ɛ̃]

on -> bon (good) [IPA: ɔ̃]

un -> brun (brown), lundi (Monday) [IPA: œ̃]
Combination vowel-sounds
oi -> un oiseaux (bird) (“wa” as in “water”)

oui -> oui (yes) (“wee” as in “week”)

ui -> une huile (oil) 

ille -> la fille (girl) (common exception: the double L in la ville is pronounced as L).
œil, euil -> un œil (eye), le fauteuil (armchair)

ouille -> rouillé (rusty)

eil, eille -> la corbeille (basket, wastebasket)

ail, aille -> l'ail (garlic), la mitrailleuse (machine gun)

ien -> bien (well)

Consonants
French consonants are often pronounced similarly to English ones. Some important exceptions: 

(1) the R sound, which comes from vibrating the uvula in the back of your mouth, sort of as if you were gargling [IPA: ʁ]. 

(2) GN is pronounced the same as the Spanish ñ [IPA: ɲ], similar to (but not the same as) the "nu" in "manual" (example: un agneau [lamb]).

(3) J is always pronounced as in the name Jacques, never as in the English word "jump." 

(4) G before I, E, or Y is pronounced the same as French J.

(5) CH is always pronounced as in the word château, never as in the English word "cheese."

(6) C, R, F, and L (the consonants in the word “careful”) are generally pronounced at the end of a word but other consonants generally are not.

(6.1) Exception 1: R is not pronounced in the infinitive of verbs ending in -er (example: parler [to speak]).

(6.2) Exception 2: S, M, and N are often pronounced at the end of words taken directly from classical Latin (for example: le maximum, le processus [process]).

Some small differences to pay attention if you want to get your accent closer to sounding authentically French:

(7) In French, plosive consonants (k / hard c / q, p, t) are "unaspirated." This means that there is no "puff of air" when they are pronounced. Compare, for example, the "p" in English "pin" (aspirated) to the "p" in English "spin" (unaspirated).

(8) L is "brighter" than it is in English. In practice this means that the front of your tongue should only be touching the bottom or back of your upper front teeth and the rest of your tongue should be kept away from the roof of your mouth. 

If you are a native speaker of Spanish or Italian, just pronounce the K, P, T, and L sounds as you would in these languages and you will sound fine.
La liaison
Letters that are normally silent at the end of words are often pronounced when they come before a word that starts with a vowel. This is called liaison. The simplest example is the plural of nouns that start with a vowel:

l'oiseau (the bird) -> les oiseaux (the birds)
l'architecte (the architect) -> les architectes (the architects)

Some liaisons are required (like the ones above), some are optional, and others are "forbidden." The most common example of a forbidden liaison is probably et (and) (example: Paul et Emile).

Liaison also causes the n at the end of words ending in a nasal vowel to be sounded. Example: the “n” in the phrase un œuf (an egg) is pronounced.
Enchaînement
Whenever a word ending in a consonant sound is followed by a word starting with a vowel sound, the two words are broken up into syllables as if the last sound of the first word were at the "start" of the second word. This is called enchaînement. Examples will make this clearer:

avec elle (with her) -> syllables pronounced like: a + vê + kel
sept oiseaux (seven birds) -> syllables pronounced like: sê + toi + zô

Le tréma (ï, ë, ü, etc.)

In French two dots above a vowel (called le tréma) indicate that the vowel does not combine with the vowel before or after it. Examples: une ambigüité, le Noël 
H muet and H aspiré
Some words beginning with the letter H are written with the article contracted like l'heure (hour, time) while others keep the full article like la hauteur (height). Words in the second category (H aspiré) never undergo liaison, while words in the first category (H muet) can. There's no rule for which words belong to which category. You just to have learn them by heart by seeing them in context or from a good dictionary. Sorry!
Further Information

If you're unsure of how to pronounce a word, often the quickest way is to consult a site with sound files rather than trying to remember rules. Two of the best I have found are:

https://forvo.com/

https://fr.wiktionary.org/

More on liaisons:

https://www.lawlessfrench.com/pronunciation/required-liaisons/

https://www.lawlessfrench.com/pronunciation/optional-liaisons/

https://www.lawlessfrench.com/pronunciation/forbidden-liaisons/
