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 Nearly everyone engaged in German 

genealogical research, has occasion to use a 

German-English Dictionary.  A little time spent 

in becoming familiar with the notation used in 

dictionaries will facilitate their use and open the 

door to a broader knowledge of the language. 

 

 For those who have not thoroughly studied 

dictionary notation, a condensed overview may 

help to build confidence, make dictionary use 

more pleasant, and start a review of some 

forgotten grammatical definitions. 

 

 With regard to information density, 

Langenscheidt's Pocket German Dictionary, 

(Reference No. 1) gives the most bang for the 

buck.  The following examples are based on this 

edition.  Other German-English Dictionaries are 

likely to have different conventions for usage, 

translation  and understanding. 

 

Alphabetization - The German alphabetization 

in most modern dictionaries is like that of the 

English language, except for the addition of the 

umlauts, which are alphabetized directly after 

the non-umlauted forms. Older dictionaries, 

lexicons and gazetteers, however, may 

alphabetize the umlauts as if ä = ae, ö = oe, and 

ü = ue. 

 

Common Features - All Dictionary Entries 

 The word being defined, the so-called 

headword, is in bold type, and may be 

interrupted by a vertical bar, ( |  ), to indicate the 

part before the bar is also combined with one or 

more chained-on words to form additional 

alphabetized headwords. 

 

 Sequential superscript numbers may be 

added to headwords to indicate widely different 

meanings are given.  If the headword is used for 

more than one part of speech, say a noun and a 

verb, consecutive bold numbers separates the 

various definitions. 

 

 Each entry includes, enclosed in square 

brackets, [ ], a key to pronunciation of the 

headword. 

 

 For all words except nouns, an italicized 

abbreviation follows the headword, indicating 

the type of word (or "part of speech") namely: 

verb, adjective, adverb, pronoun, etc. 

 

 If more than one English definition is given, 

the English equivalents are separated by 

semicolons.  Interspersed with the various 

definitions are explanatory notes, and symbols, 

such as anchors, wheels, and swords, which 

denote specialized usage or particular context.  

A table of these symbols is given in the 

introductory pages of the dictionary.  Lastly, the 

definition block may include idiomatic phrases 

and compound words related to the headword. 

 

Pronunciation - Accent marks, ( ' ), indicate the 

beginning of syllables to be emphasized.  

Phonetic coding, inside the square brackets, 

follows that of the International Phonetic 

Association (IPA).  I find it much easier (except 

for the guide on emphasis) to use my own 

pronunciation rules, based on English sounds.  

(See Reference No. 2) 

 

Nouns - People, Places, and Things.  The 

example below illustrates a typical dictionary 

entry for a noun.  The initial letter of German 

nouns is always capitalized, as they are 

supposed to appear in written or printed text.  

Following the pronunciation guide, in italics, is 

an m, f, or n, indicating the gender of the noun 

as masculine, feminine, or neuter.  Other 

features of the entry are shown in Example 1. 

 

 Following the gender symbol, the spelling 

changes needed to form the genitive (possessive) 

and plural forms are shown in parentheses,  The 

unchanged portion of the headword is 

represented by a dash.  Detailed examples of 

noun declension are given in grammar guides.  

A typical German grammar guide is listed as 

Reference No. 3. 

 

 Verbs are entered as headwords as shown 

in Example 2.  Following the pronunciation 

guide, are letters indicating the type of verb: If it 

is transitive (v/t), it is an action taken on an 

object, if intransitive (v/t) it is a state of being.  



FORSCHUNGSHILFE 
Research Tips And Techniques For Finding Your Germanic Speaking Ancestor 

By L. T. Ostwald, 600 Juniper Av., Boulder CO 80304, 303-443-9466 

NO. 32 – USING YOUR GERMAN – ENGLISH DICTIONARY 

 

 Page 2 of 3 © December 1998 – Rev. January 2010 

If reflexive (v/refl) the actor is also the object of 

the action. 

 Next, enclosed in parentheses, is noted 

whether the verb is irregular (irr.), the prefix 

used to form the past participle (ge-), and the 

proper helping verb, haben (h), or sein (s).  A list 

of irregular verbs is given in the back of the 

dictionary. 

 

 Translation of verbs is most important.  To 

get a clear meaning of the various grammatical 

terms and see complete verb conjugation, study 

the pages in Reference No. 4.  Remember that in 

written text some prefixes and the helping verbs 

may be separated from the main part of the verb. 

 

Context - The translation you have chosen 

should "make sense" with the text in which it 

appears and the theme or purpose of the writing.  

Study all the various definitions and choose the 

most logical and grammatically correct one. 

 

When the Word Can't Be Found: 

 

 It may really be a place name or surname 

and hence will not appear in the dictionary. 

 

 The word may be misspelled, archaic, new 

or colloquial, dialectic, not German, or not 

commonly used, in which case it may be 

necessary to consult larger or specialized 

dictionaries. 

 

 Compound words, made of two or more 

shorter words or modifiers, if not listed, must be 

broken up for translation.  If the pieces are 

carefully translated the meaning will usually be 

obvious. 

 

 If the spelling does not seem proper or the 

vowel letters appear incorrect:  a. The word may 

be the plural form or used in the possessive case.  

Look for the "root" obtained by postulating 

spellings using alternative vowels. b. The word 

may be an irregular verb that has been 

conjugated, and is not listed.  Consult the 

irregular verb list, or better yet, Reference No. 3. 

 

 Help yourself!  When you have found a 

sought-for word, take a moment to study the 

information about the word, the alternate 

definitions, the subsequent compound words, 

and the Examples of usage. 

 

 Become familiar with the 1000-word 

minimum vocabulary, usually printed on flash 

cards.  Review some grammar.  Practice reading. 

The good part is that, the more German you 

know, the easier it will be to use the dictionary! 
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QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

 


