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 German nouns --- denoting persons, 
places, and things, like most other parts of 
speech, have grammatical quirks that 
challenge beginning students.  Even though 
the meaning, spelling and pronunciation have 
been learned, occasionally a word pops up  
with a slight variation in spelling---one of the 
vowels is umlauted, the end of the word 
varies from that expected, or the word is 
preceded by an article other than the "der", 
"die", or "das", assumed to be associated with 
the gender (sex) of the noun. 
 
 Fortunately, even when nouns appear 
with these variations the stem, comprised of 
the leading character and principle consonants 
(non-vowel letters) can usually be recognized 
and associated with that of a known noun.  
Also some variations in endings, namely 
those used to form plurals, are similar to those 
used in English.  With a little imagination one 
can even envision "mice" to be the umlauted 
form of "mouse", and the words "lice" and 
"louse" to be grammatically related.  Dozens 
of these combinations occur in German.  But 
German words ending in “s” are usually not 
plural unless the noun is "foreign": i.e. die 
Hotels, die Komputors, etc. 
 
 The following tips should help remove 
some of the mystery surrounding German 
nouns and their grammatical variations. 
 
Capitalization - When printed or written, all 
nouns are supposed to be capitalized.  But 
don't count on it, whether written by a 
professional or a commoner.  Proper nouns 
used as modifiers (adjectives) are not 
capitalized: die deutsche Leute = the German 
people. 
 
Gender - Those learning German, and most 
other "foreign" languages must cope with 
"specifying" the gender (sex) of nouns.  In 
most cases the gender of animate nouns 
follows the biological gender of the item.  In 
German, masculine, feminine, or neuter 

genders are assigned to inanimate objects 
either according to a set of "rules", for which, 
in many cases, there are exceptions.  Other 
genders have been "assigned" for reasons lost 
in antiquity, or possibly because they impart 
an easier rhythm to the spoken word, or 
"sound right".  Don't abandon your efforts 
based on all the above.  Remember that 
normal German youngsters are able to 
overcome much of the difficulty. 
 
   If you insist on being correct all of the 
time, you may pass a course in written 
academic German, but in the process never 
attain enough confidence to carry on a 
conversation or write a letter in German.  
When writing, keep a dictionary close at 
hand.  Suggestions on using a German-
English dictionary to quickly verify gender, 
plural, and genitive forms are given in 
COPALAM Forschungshilfe  ResearchTips 
No. 32. 
 
Determining the Gender of Nouns 
 
  Substantial effort has been made to classify 
or "predict" the gender of German nouns.  
Most teachers and authors play it safe by 
advising students, when learning the singular 
nouns, to also learn the gender and plural 
forms.  This is a substantial "yoke" for non-
native, adult students to bear. 
 
 Fortunately there are some fairly 
consistent rules for determining noun gender.  
Some are cited below.  For additional rules 
and exceptions see your favorite grammar 
book or References No. 1 & 3. 
 
Masculine - Items biologically masculine, 
seasons, months, days of the week, compass 
directions, professions, German rivers with 
short names, most foreign (non-German) rivers 
except those whose names end in -a or -e. 
 
Nouns with suffixes -ent, -eur, -iker, -ismus, 
-ist, -or. 
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Most nouns with suffix -er  (professions, 
occupations, etc.) 
 
Feminine - With suffixes: -ei, -ie, -ik, -in,      
-ion, -heit, -(ig)keit, -schaft, -tät, -ung,  
and -ur. 
 
Nearly all nouns that end in: -e   (An 
important rule, with not too many 
exceptions.) 
 
Exception, important to genealogists:  Name 
and Pate are masculine nouns. 
 
Neuter - Nouns with suffixes: -eum, -(i)um, -
tel, -chen, -lein:  das Fraulein, das Brötchen. 
 
Forming Plurals 
 
 Many plural nouns may also be formed 
by following a few rules, even though there 
are some exceptions.  With practice, 
execution of many of the rules will become 
automatic.  See a more complete listing of 
rules and exceptions in References 1 and 3. 
 
 For practice in recognizing the more 
familiar singular form of the nouns, remove 
the umlauts and endings of the samples given 
in parenthesis, retaining the stem letters. 
 
Masculine Plurals - Most one-syllable 
(short) and many polysyllable (longer) nouns 
that end with a consonant: Add -e and often 
umlaut stem vowel. [Tode, Tage, Bände] 
 
Some longer masculine nouns: Add -er and 
Umlaut stem [Männer, Häuser] 
 
Nouns ending in -ent, -ist, -or: Add suffix -en  
(Studenten, Autoren] 
 
Nouns ending in el, -en, & -er  -  No Change 
[Brüder, Onkel, Bibel]  
 

Neuter Plurals - Many longer and (shorter) 
nouns ending in a consonant: Add suffix er 
and often umlaut stem. [Bücher, Kinder, 
Ämter, Dörfer] 
 
Nouns ending with -chen and -lein - No 
change from singular [Söhnlein, Fraulein] 
 
Nouns ending in el, -en, & -er  -  No Change 
 
Feminine Plurals - Ending in -e, -ie, some 
ending in -er: Add suffix -n [Kirchen, 
Jungfern, Taufen, Witwen, Urkunden, 
Strassen] 
 
Short nouns - Add -e and Umlaut stem 
[Städte, Mägde, Nächte, Karten]  
 
Ending in -ei, -heit, -(ig)keit, -ion, -schaft, -
tät, -ung, ur: Add -en - [Krankheiten, 
Landschaften, Firmungen, Anmerkungen, 
Schreien, Richtigkeiten] 
 
Noun words Mutter and Tochter:  Umlaut 
stem vowel [Mütter, Töchter] 
 
Declension of Nouns  - In addition to the 
changes in endings used to form plurals, an -s 
or -es is added to masculine and neuter nouns 
(but NOT to feminine nouns) to show 
possession (genitive case): 
 
Mann is Masculine: Frau des Mannes ist. . .  
 The man's wife is . . . 
Mutter is Feminine: Schwester der Mutter . 
.  Sister of the mother . . . 
Kind is Neuter:  Vater des Kindes war . .  
 The child's father was . . . 
 
 With this grammatical convention notice 
that the articles are also declined by replacing 
the familiar der, die, and das with strange 
looking articles des and der, all of which still 
mean the, and that the German phrases 
contain no preposition corresponding to the 
English word of.  Article and adjective 
declension is a subject for another time. 
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 Nouns, or their stem elements, also are 
used as adjectives, verbs, adverbs.  
Recognition and use of these noun forms in 
other parts of speech will substantially 
increase your vocabulary. 
 
Some simplifying shortcuts: 
 
A. Don't bother memorizing the gender or 
plural form of feminine nouns.  Instead 
memorize the rules that are sufficiently 
reliable once their application becomes a 
habit. 
 
B. For casual conversation, ideas or 
questions can often be stated using plural 
noun forms. All plural nouns, when they are 
subjects or direct objects in sentences, use 
"die" for the definite article and -e as the 
ending for all ein-word articles: die Kirchen, 
die Häuser and meine Schuhe, seine, ihre, 
keine Strassen, etc. 
 
Practice Reading Aloud - Listen for the 
rhythm of the phrases.  Become aware of the 
gender of articles used with the subject of 
sentences, and the form of plurals, and 
possessive forms. 
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