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Q:  I dated a gentleman who always turned his fork upside down on his plate to 
signal completion at a restaurant.  Has this gentleman taken an etiquette course or 
is it a long-time family habit? 
 
A:  Many people don’t realize there is a utensil position to signify the end of a meal.  
Actually, there are two positions you would use during the course of a dinner: one is to 
let your host or waiter know you are “resting,” and the other is to let them know you are 
“finished.” 
 
For the “resting” position you place the fork on the left side of your plate and the knife on 
the right side to form an upside down “V” shape.  The tines of the fork are facing up 
while the blade of the knife is facing inward.  This position is used when you want to take 
a break from eating, signaling the host or waiter not to remove your plate. 
 
At the end of the meal you use the “finished” position to signal your host or waiter that it 
is okay to take the plate away.  The correct “finished” position is to lay the knife over the 
fork at the four o’clock position on the plate.  Be sure the tines of the fork are facing up 
and the knife blade is facing down.  
 
Traditionally, we use what is referred to as the “American” style of dining.  We hold the 
fork in the left hand to cut our food, then lay the knife over the top of the plate and switch 
the fork, tines facing up, to the right hand to eat.  However, outside the United States, 
“Continental” is the most commonly practiced style of dining and is now gaining 
popularity here.   
 
In the “Continental” style of dining, the fork is always held in the left hand with the tines 
facing down.  The knife stays in the right hand during the meal and is used to cut and 
push food up over the back of the fork.  There is no need to lay the knife down unless you 
are “resting” or you are “finished” with your meal.  In either case, the same positions are 
assumed as in the “American” style of dining with the only difference being, the tines of 
the fork are facing down on your plate. 
 
If your gentlemen friend was eating using the “Continental” style of dining, it may very 
well be that he took an etiquette course.  On the other hand, if he was eating using the 
“American” style, but turned his fork tines down, it is probably a long-time family habit. 
 
Do you have an etiquette question you want Jill to answer in her monthly column?  Visit: 
www.DefiningManners.com and click “In the News” to submit your questions or mail to: P.O. 
Box 1703, Shavertown, PA 18708.  
  
Defining Manners: A School of Contemporary Protocol teaches good manners to last a lifetime, 
offering certified etiquette instruction for all ages.  Private, group and open enrollment classes 
are available.  For more information call 696-3209. 
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