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German Nouns: An Absolute Beginner’s Guide
André Klein · Monday, May 1st, 2023

Welcome to the wonderfully bewildering world of German nouns, where things
are not always quite as they seem.

Understanding the basics of these linguistic elements will quickly unlock the
door to more complex grammar topics. We’re here to make sure this doesn’t turn
into a Pandora’s box kind of deal!

So, let’s break it down step by step:

What are German nouns?

German nouns, like their English counterparts, are words that represent people,
places, things, feelings or ideas. However, there’s more to them than meets the
eye. German nouns come with a few surprising twists that make them stand out
from their English relatives.

Capitalize All The Things!

First of all, nouns are always capitalized in German. While in English we usually
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capitalize only proper names, in German we capitalize all the nouns! So not just
proper names like “Peter” or “Mississippi”, but every single noun, whether
referring to people, places, things, feelings, or ideas.

Compare the following two sentences to see how capitalization affects only
proper names in English (purple), where in German it affects all nouns (blue):

Mein Freund Peter isst einen Apfel aus Kalifornien .

My friend Peter eats an apple from California .

The same is true when looking at more abstract nouns:

Die vier Phasen der Trauer von Kübler-Ross sind kein Meme.

The four stages of grief by Kübler-Ross are not a meme.

In a sense capitalization is almost easier in German. No need to worry whether
it’s a proper name or a noun. Just capitalize all the things! Another plus is that it
makes the nouns really stick out in a sentence, like a bunch of football fans all
wearing the same hats, saying: “Team Noun!”

So far so good? Okay, now it gets a bit weird …

German Nouns Are Gendered

Just like in French or Spanish, in German, nouns have genders. As if that wasn’t
confusing enough, in German we have not just two but three!

masculine (“maskulin”)

feminine (“feminin”)

neuter (“Neutrum”)

Now, you might be thinking, “Why do inanimate objects, places and feelings
need genders?” Well, it’s like assigning your phone contacts quirky names; it’s
just how German rolls.
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The gender of a German noun might seem arbitrary at times. For instance, “der
Mond” (moon) is masculine, while “das Mädchen” (girl) is neuter.

Having said that, it’s not completely arbitrary. There are certain key patterns you
can use to correctly determine the gender of whole groups of nouns:

Spotting Key Patterns for Determining the Gender of Nouns

While German noun genders might seem random at first, there are some patterns
that can help you determine their gender with greater accuracy. Keep in mind,
these patterns are not entirely foolproof, but they can serve as helpful guidelines:

Masculine:

Nouns ending in –er, such as “der Lehrer” (teacher) or “der Kellner”1.

(waiter)

Nouns ending in –ich, like “der Teppich” (carpet) or “der Teich” (pond)2.

Nouns ending in –ig, for example, “der Honig” (honey) or “der Essig”3.

(vinegar)

Nouns ending in –ling, like “der Schmetterling” (butterfly) or “der4.

Lehrling” (apprentice)

Nouns ending in –or, such as “der Motor” (motor) or “der Direktor”5.

(director)

Days of the week, months, and seasons: “der Montag” (Monday), “der6.

Januar” (January), “der Sommer” (summer)

Feminine:

Nouns ending in –heit, –keit, –ung, or –schaft, such as “die Freiheit”1.

(freedom), “die Tätigkeit” (activity), “die Ordnung” (order), and “die

Freundschaft” (friendship)

Nouns ending in –ie, like “die Biologie” (biology) or “die Kategorie”2.

(category)

Nouns ending in –ik, such as “die Musik” (music) or “die Panik” (panic)3.

Nouns ending in –tion, -age, or -ur, like “die Station” (station), “die Lage”4.

(situation), and “die Kultur” (culture)

Most names of flowers and trees: “die Rose” (rose), “die Eiche” (oak)5.

Neuter:

Nouns ending in –chen or -lein, such as “das Mädchen” (girl) and “das1.
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Fräulein” (miss)

Nouns ending in –ment, like “das Experiment” (experiment) or “das2.

Instrument” (instrument)

Nouns ending in –tum, such as “das Eigentum” (property) or “das Datum”3.

(date)

Nouns ending in –um, like “das Zentrum” (center) or “das Museum”4.

(museum)

Nouns of foreign origin ending in –ma, like “das Thema” (topic) or “das5.

Klima” (climate)

Infinitive verbs used as nouns (gerunds): “das Essen” (eating), “das6.

Schwimmen” (swimming)

I’ve prepared a little cheat sheet in PDF for handy reference:

Download Cheat Sheet

“Is it a huge problem if I don’t get the gender right 100% of times?”

For beginners it’s completely normal to mix up noun genders occasionally. Even
the most skilled language learners face this challenge. While getting the gender
right is essential for mastering the language, it’s not the end of the world if you
make a mistake here and there.

Native speakers will likely understand what you mean, even if you slip up with
the genders. They may even find your little mishaps endearing, as they show
your genuine effort to learn the language.

That being said, when learning German, it’s generally recommended to always
memorize new nouns together with their respective gender, i.e. don’t just file
things away like: “Fischsuppe” – fish soup, but “die Fischsuppe” – fish soup.
This will be especially effective when using a spaced repetition tool like ANKI.

German Articles: Two Types

Next, let’s have a look at the articles, the little words that accompany each noun.
Just like in English there are two types of articles in German: definite and
indefinite.

Definite articles are like the trusty GPS that points to a specific destination,
whereas indefinite articles are more like a treasure map, guiding you towards
something less specific. In simpler terms, definite articles refer to particular
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items or things, while indefinite articles refer to items or things in general.

In German, definite articles are “der” (masculine), “die” (feminine), and “das”
(neuter). They’re used when talking about specific things that both the speaker
and listener are aware of. For example, “der Hund” (the dog) refers to a
particular dog that both you and your conversation partner know.

On the other hand, indefinite articles are “ein” (masculine and neuter) and
“eine” (feminine). They’re used when the thing being discussed is not specific,
or the speaker and listener don’t have a shared understanding of the item. For
example, “ein Hund” (a dog) could be any dog, not necessarily one you both
know.

German Plurals: Multiplicity Madness

So far we’ve only talked about singular nouns. Just like in English, German
plurals indicate more than one of a particular noun. However, the plural forms in
German are a tad bit more complex than in English. In English we mostly add “-
s” at the end of a noun to multiply it. In German there are various ways of doing
this.

Also, keep in mind that the definite article for plural is always “die” in German,
so although it may look like the definite article for feminine singular, it’s
actually the definite plural for all genders!

The good news: there is no indefinite article for plural in German, just like in
English. So no need to worry about that: “Kinder spielen im Garten” (Kids play
in the garden).

Let’s have a look at some examples of German plural endings:

PLURAL ENDING SINGULAR EXAMPLE

-e der Hund die Hunde (dogs)

das Kind die Kinder (children)

-er der Mann die Männer (men)

das Haus die Häuser (houses)

-en die Frau die Frauen (women)
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PLURAL ENDING SINGULAR EXAMPLE

das Herz die Herzen (hearts)

-n die Nuss die Nüsse (nuts)

-s das Auto die Autos (cars)

das Foto die Fotos (photos)

die Oma die Omas (grandmas)

In addition to these plural endings, note that some nouns add an umlaut in the
plural form. Also there are plural forms that don’t get any ending at all, such as
“das Mädchen” (singular) – “die Mädchen” plural.

Due to the multifaceted nature of German plural endings it’s generally
recommended to memorize the plural form together with a new noun. So,
instead of memorizing only “die Fischsuppe” you could file it away it as: “die
Fischsuppe / die Fischsuppen”.

The Curious Case of Cases

As if it wasn’t confusing enough that German nouns are gendered, which may
be strange but understandable, they also come in different cases! What does that
even mean?

Stepping into the world of cases is like venturing into uncharted territory for
English speakers, but don’t worry—we’ve got you covered! Think of cases as a
way to give words in a sentence specific roles or functions, similar to how
different actors have distinct roles in a movie.

In languages without cases (such as English*), word order often determines the
meaning of a sentence. However, in German, cases help define the relationships
between words, no matter the word order. Here’s a quick breakdown of the four
German cases and their roles:

Nominative: This is the “main character” of the sentence, the subject. It’s1.

the person or thing performing the action. Picture it as the fearless

protagonist like Indiana Jones, always at the center of the action

Accusative: This is the direct object, the person or thing receiving the2.

action.
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Dative: This is the indirect object, the person or thing benefiting from the3.

action. It’s like the lucky fan who catches the home run ball at a baseball

game.

Genitive: This case shows possession or relationships between nouns, like4.

saying “of” or “belonging to” in English. It’s like a family tree, linking

nouns together.

As you practice German, you’ll start to recognize the cases and their functions in
sentences.

“Wait, does that mean I have to learn 4 different versions of each noun?”

Fear not! You don’t need to memorize four completely different versions of each
noun. Instead, you’ll become familiar with the subtle changes in articles and
noun endings that occur with each case. Once you’ve internalized the basic
pattern you can apply it to similar nouns.

Let’s have a look at some examples. First, a masculine noun:

Nominative: der Hund (the dog)

Accusative: den Hund (the dog)

Dative: dem Hund (to/for the dog)

Genitive: des Hundes (of the dog)

As you can see, the noun “Hund” remains mostly the same (except in the
Genitive case where it get’s an -es ending), but the article changes according to
the case. Let’s look at another noun in feminine:

Nominative: die Frau (the woman)

Accusative: die Frau (the woman)

Dative: der Frau (to/for the woman)

Genitive: der Frau (of the woman)

Also, no ending change here, but note how for Dative an Genitive, the article
now becomes “der”, which looks suspiciously like masculine. But it’s not!

And now, let’s look at a neuter noun:

Nominative: das Haus (the house)

Accusative: das Haus (the house)

Dative: dem Haus (to/for the house)
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Genitive: des Hauses (of the house)

Dative and Genitive is the same like we’ve seen with masculine above. Note the
ending -es in Genitive as well.

Here’s a quick overview:

CASE M. F. N.

Nominative der Mann die Frau das Haus

Accusative den Mann die Frau das Haus

Dative dem Mann der Frau dem Haus

Genitive des Mannes der Frau des Hauses

Do you see the pattern? We can apply the same to indefinite articles as well:

CASE MASC. FEM. NEUT.

Nominative ein Mann eine Frau ein Haus

Accusative einen Mann eine Frau ein Haus

Dative einem Mann einer Frau einem Haus

Genitive eines Mannes einer Frau eines Hauses

Note how despite the ending of the indefinite articles being slightly different, the
general pattern is the same as with definite articles above.

Last but not least, plural forms are also affected by cases, but fear not–the
changes are relatively minor, since plural is gender-neutral in German:

CASE MASC. FEM. NEUT.

Nominative die Männer die Frauen die Häuser

Accusative die Männer die Frauen die Häuser

Dative den Männern den Frauen den Häusern

Genitive der Männer der Frauen der Häuser
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See how the nouns stay mostly the same, except for feminine and neuter Dative
where they get a little -n ending.

Feeling overwhelmed? Don’t be!

Nominative is just the default setting of a noun, which means that you usually
don’t have to learn them separately if you already file away new words with
their nominative article. Also, Genitive is becoming a bit of an edge-case (pun
intended), as it’s slowly falling out of fashion. So I’d recommend to focus on
Akkusative and Dative first.

In other words, don’t let the idea of cases scare you. With practice, you’ll soon
be navigating German cases as smoothly as Jacques Cousteau diving through the
deep seas.

Tips & Common Mistakes
Practice makes perfect: Regularly use worksheets or engage with native

speakers to practice German nouns and articles in real-life contexts.

Create a cheat sheet (or use the one provided above): List down the most

common nouns and their genders to help you memorize them.

Be patient: Accept that you might make mistakes while learning, and don’t

be too hard on yourself. Even native German speakers slip up sometimes!

–

*Even though strictly speaking English doesn’t have a true case system like German, Latin or

Russian, there are still some remnants in English in its subjects and object pronouns which hark back

to the subjective and dative/accusative case. Also words like “whom” point to an ancient dative case.
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