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G

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

erman grammar has a reputation for being heavy. It is structured, but it is

not chaotic. Once you see the seven patterns below, the flashcards start

to cohere and speech becomes a matter of slotting words into known shapes.

Scope disclaimer. This is a starter sheet, not a full German grammar. It covers

seven patterns that cluster in everyday speech: subject pronouns, the case

system, gender, word order (V2 and separable verbs), modal verbs, tenses, and

Sie vs du. Topics like negation, question formation, adjective endings,

imperatives, subordinate clauses, comparative / superlative, and Konjunktiv

depth are out of scope here; pair this with a full beginner course (Deutsche

Welle, Goethe-Institut, or equivalent) for coverage.

This sheet covers Standard German (Hochdeutsch), the written and broadcast

form used across Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Regional speech in Vienna,

Zurich, or Munich drifts from this baseline, but written German and formal

spoken German stay close to what follows. Notes flag the main Austrian and

Swiss differences where a visitor will notice them.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Subject Pronouns.

German uses seven subject pronoun slots, and one of them (Sie) does double

duty. Formal Sie is always capitalized, no matter where it sits in the sentence.

The lowercase sie means both "she" and "they" and is disambiguated by the verb

ending. Getting the Sie vs du distinction right is a cultural marker as much as a

grammatical one, and the next-to-last section covers when each is appropriate.
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E N G L I S H G E R M A N P R O N U N C I A T I O N

I ich ikh

you (informal, sg) du doo

he er air

she sie zee

it es ess

we wir veer

you (informal, pl) ihr eer

you (formal) Sie zee

they sie zee

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Formal Sie is ALWAYS capitalized, even mid-sentence. Lowercase sie is

"she" or "they." The capital letter is a real signal, not a stylistic choice.

Missing it in written German reads as careless.
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C H A P T E R  I I

The Case System.

German has four cases. Each one changes the article (der, die, das) and

sometimes the adjective ending. Cases replace the job that English does with

word order and prepositions. Get the cases wrong and native speakers will still

understand you, but sentences land as noticeably foreign.

The four cases answer four different questions. Nominativ is the subject (who is

doing?). Akkusativ is the direct object (what is being done?). Dativ is the indirect

object (to whom?). Genitiv shows possession (whose?) and is fading in spoken

German but still common in writing.

One extra wrinkle worth flagging: in Dativ plural, the noun itself takes an -n ending

where possible (den Kindern, den Männern), not just the article.
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C A S E F U N C T I O N D E R  ( M ) D I E  ( F ) D A S  ( N ) D I E  ( P L )

Nominativ subject der die das die

Akkusativ direct object den die das die

Dativ indirect object dem der dem den

Genitiv possession des der des der

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

In the nominative vs accusative singular, only the masculine article

changes. In other cases (dative, genitive, and plural forms), feminine and

plural articles also change. See the table above.
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C H A P T E R  I I I

Gender: der, die, das.

Every German noun has a grammatical gender: masculine (der), feminine (die),

or neuter (das). Gender has little to do with biology; it is a property of the noun

itself. Das Mädchen (the girl) is neuter. Der Löffel (the spoon) is masculine. Learn

the article with every new noun; do not try to guess it from meaning.

A few patterns help. Nouns ending in -ung, -heit, -keit, -schaft, -ion are almost

always feminine. Nouns ending in -chen or -lein are always neuter (these are

diminutive suffixes, which is why Mädchen is neuter). Days, months, seasons,

weather, and most male people are masculine. Beyond those, the safest strategy is

to memorize article and noun together as one unit.
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Feminine signals (die): -ung, -heit, -keit, -schaft, -ion, -tät, -ei. Die Wohnung, die

Schönheit, die Universität.

•

Masculine signals (der): days, months, seasons, compass directions, most male

people, weather, alcohol. Der Montag, der Juni, der Sommer, der Norden, der

Vater, der Wein.

•

Neuter signals (das): -chen, -lein, -um, most metals, infinitives used as nouns. Das

Mädchen, das Museum, das Gold, das Essen (the food, from essen, to eat).

•

When in doubt: do not guess. Look up the article and learn it with the noun.

Guessing a gender reinforces the wrong pairing in memory; the few extra seconds

to check an article pay off for years.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

There are NO fully reliable gender rules. The patterns above help, but

every rule has exceptions. Treat article and noun as an inseparable pair

from the first moment you meet a new word. Writing die Wohnung

instead of just Wohnung in your notes is the small habit that pays off for

years.
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C H A P T E R  I V

Word Order: The V2 Rule and
Separable Verbs.
Phrases 1 to 3

German main clauses follow the V2 rule: the conjugated verb sits in the second

position, no matter what comes first. Subject, time expression, object, anything

can occupy position one. The verb must come next.

"Ich gehe heute ins Kino" (I go to the cinema today). Swap the time to the front:

"Heute gehe ich ins Kino." The verb gehe still sits second. This rule is unbreakable

in main clauses.

Separable verbs add a twist. Many German verbs have a prefix that detaches in

main clauses and flies to the end. Aufstehen (to get up) becomes "Ich stehe um

sieben auf" (I get up at seven). The auf separates and waits at the end. In

subordinate clauses and infinitives, the prefix stays attached: "Ich muss um sieben

aufstehen."

01 Morgen fahre ich

nach Berlin.

MOR-gen FAH-reh ikh nakh ber-LEEN

Tomorrow I travel to Berlin. Time word first, verb

second, subject third.

02 Ich rufe dich

später an.

ikh ROO-feh dikh SHPAY-ter AHN

I will call you later. Anrufen is separable; the an flies

to the end.
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03 Weil ich müde bin,

gehe ich früh ins

Bett.

vile ikh MOO-deh bin, GAY-heh ikh FROO

ins bet

Because I am tired, I go to bed early. In the

subordinate clause (weil...), the verb goes LAST. In the

main clause that follows, V2 still applies.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Common separable verbs you will use daily: aufstehen (get up), anrufen

(call), einkaufen (shop), ausgehen (go out), mitkommen (come along),

zumachen (close), aufmachen (open). The prefix always carries the

primary stress when spoken.
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C H A P T E R  V

Modal Verbs.

Modal verbs express attitude toward an action: wanting, needing, being able,

being allowed. German has six of them, and they behave identically as a group.

The modal takes the second position (V2 rule) and the main verb goes to the end

in its infinitive form.

"Ich kann Deutsch sprechen" (I can speak German). Kann is the modal in position

two. Sprechen (the main verb, an infinitive) sits at the end. This sandwich structure

is one of the most distinctive shapes in German.
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G E R M A N M E A N I N G I C H  F O R M E X A M P L E

können can, be able to ich kann Ich kann schwimmen

müssen must, have to ich muss Ich muss arbeiten

dürfen may, be allowed to ich darf Ich darf rauchen

sollen should, ought to ich soll Ich soll lernen

wollen want to ich will Ich will gehen

mögen like, may ich mag Ich mag Kaffee

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The polite "I would like" uses möchte, which is the polite conditional

form (Konjunktiv II) of mögen. "Ich möchte einen Kaffee" is how you

politely order at a cafe. Saying "Ich will" instead sounds blunt or

demanding; Ich möchte is the expected polite form.
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C H A P T E R  V I

Tenses: Which One to Use When.
Phrases 4 to 7

German has six tenses on paper, but daily speech uses only three or four of

them regularly. Learning when to use which one is more practical than

memorizing all six conjugations at once.

Präsens (present tense) covers the vast majority of everyday speech. Germans use

it for ongoing action (I am eating), general truth (water boils at 100), and very

commonly for near-future action (I am going to Berlin tomorrow). You will not

often need the formal future tense.

Perfekt (present perfect) is the default past tense in spoken German. "I went" is "ich

bin gegangen." It uses haben or sein as a helper plus a past participle. Most verbs

use haben; verbs of motion or change of state use sein.

Präteritum (simple past) is the written past tense, used in books, news, and formal

writing. In spoken German, it survives mainly for a few common verbs: sein, haben,

werden, and the modals. "Ich war" (I was) and "ich hatte" (I had) are spoken

Präteritum forms you will hear constantly.

04 Ich trinke Kaffee. ikh TRIN-keh KAH-feh

I drink coffee / I am drinking coffee. Präsens

covers both meanings.
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05 Ich habe gestern

Pizza gegessen.

ikh HAH-beh GES-tern PITS-ah geh-

GES-sen

I ate pizza yesterday. Perfekt with haben + past

participle.

06 Ich bin nach Hause

gegangen.

ikh bin nakh HOW-zeh geh-GAN-gen

I went home. Perfekt with sein because gehen is

motion.

07 Ich war gestern

müde.

ikh var GES-tern MOO-deh

I was tired yesterday. Präteritum of sein, common in

speech.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If in doubt in conversation, use Perfekt for any past event. Natives do

this almost exclusively. Präteritum for regular verbs (ich ging, ich

machte) sounds bookish in speech outside the south and can read as

formal or old-fashioned.
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Formal vs Informal: Siezen and Duzen.

German distinguishes between formal (Sie) and informal (du) address. Using the

wrong one is a real social mistake. Siezen (using Sie) is the safe default with

strangers, anyone in a service role, colleagues at work until told otherwise, and

anyone significantly older than you. Duzen (using du) is for family, close friends,

children, students among students, and anyone who has explicitly offered it.

The offer to switch from Sie to du is a formal moment. Someone older or more

senior will usually propose it with "Wir können uns duzen" or "Sag doch du zu mir."

You accept and the relationship shifts. Making the switch yourself without the offer

is presumptuous. In Austria and Switzerland the rules skew slightly more formal;

default to Sie even longer than you would in Germany.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 16



Always Sie: shop clerks, taxi drivers, waiters, strangers on the street, doctors,

teachers (from students), people in uniform, older people.

•

Always du: children under 16, family members, close friends, pets, God (in prayer),

animals.

•

Ambiguous: work colleagues (company culture varies; tech startups often duzen,

banks and law firms Siezen), fellow students at university (usually du), people at a

party of roughly your age (usually du after introduction).

•

The switch: wait for the older or more senior person to offer. Accept with "gerne"

(gladly). From that moment, always use du with that specific person.

•

Regional skew: Berlin and Hamburg tilt more informal; Munich, Vienna, and

Zurich tilt more formal. Austria keeps Sie longer in professional settings. Swiss

German speakers often duzen earlier in casual contexts but the written/formal

Sie remains standard.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are unsure, Sie is always safe. Using Sie when du would have been

fine reads as polite and respectful. Using du when Sie was expected

reads as pushy or disrespectful. The asymmetry is real; err formal until

invited otherwise.
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C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

hese seven patterns are the skeleton. Your German deck is the muscle.

Every card instantiates one of these rules: a noun card carries a gender;

a verb card carries a conjugation; a phrase card carries word order. As you

study, try to spot which pattern each card belongs to. Recognition speeds up

fast once you have the map.

Pair this primer with the flashcards for maximum effect. See a card, identify

the pattern, produce the sentence. That is how grammar turns into speech.

Happy studying.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The General German Deck

This starter sheet maps the core patterns. The full Eidetic General

German deck turns every pattern into a flashcard with native audio, so

you can drill until the grammar is automatic. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.

S E E  T H E  F U L L  D E C K →
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