
 

 

 

 

L E S S O N S 
 

Alphabet 

 

Knowing the alphabet is the basis of learning any foreign language. German, for 

example, uses the Latin alphabet, which means that if your native language uses 

another writing system or you don’t know the Latin alphabetical order yet, you 

will be able to use reference books (dictionaries, encyclopedias, etc.) in German 

or other European languages more efficiently. Also, regardless of your native 

language, you will be able to fluently spell names and other words in German. 
 

This lesson covers the names of all letters used in German. 

 

1 Basic letters 
 

The modern German alphabet consists of the usual 26 Latin letters, as does the 

English alphabet. Their names, however, are different. 

 

Number 
Upper 

case 

Lower 

case 
Name 

Pronunciation 

of name (IPA)¹ 

1 A a A [aː] 

2 B b Be [beː] 

3 C c Ce [tseː] 

4 D d De [deː] 

5 E e E [eː] 

6 F f Eff [ɛf] 

7 G g Ge [geː] 

8 H h Ha [haː] 

9 I i I [iː] 

10 J j Jot [jɔtʰ] 

     

     



 

 

     

     

11 K k Ka [kʰaː] 

12 L l El [ɛl] 

13 M m Em [ɛm] 

14 N n En [ɛn] 

15 O o O [oː] 

16 P p Pe [pʰeː] 

17 Q q Qu [kʰuː] 

18 R r Er [ɛɰ] 

19 S s Es [ɛs] 

20 T t Te [tʰeː] 

21 U u U [uː] 

22 V v Vau [faʊ] 

23 W w We [veː] 

24 X x Ix [ɪks] 

25 Y y Ypsilon [ˈʏpsilɔn] 

26 Z z Zett [tsɛtʰ] 

 

2 Umlauts 
 

The word “umlaut” comes from German and literally means “sound alteration”. This 

sound change mostly occurs when a word is grammatically modified. 

 

Number 
Upper 

case 

Lower 

case 
Name 

Pronunciation 

of name (IPA) 

– Ä ä Ä / A-Umlaut [ɛː] / [ˈaːˌʔʊmlaʊtʰ] 

– Ö ö Ö / O-Umlaut [øː] / [ˈoːˌʔʊmlaʊtʰ] 

– Ü ü Ü / U-Umlaut [yː] / [ˈuːˌʔʊmlaʊtʰ] 

 

3 Ligature 
 

A ligature is a combination of at least two characters that are merged together 

as a single unit. The German ligature ⟨ẞ⟩ implies the connection of “long S and 

Z” (ſʒ) – this is where the letter “Eszett” got its name from. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sound_change
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Eszett#German


 

 

 
 

 

Number 
Upper 

case 

Lower 

case 
Name 

Pronunciation 

of name (IPA) 

– ẞ ß 
Eszett / 

Scharfes S 

[ɛsˈtsɛtʰ] / 

[ˌʃaɰfəs ˈʔɛs] 

 
Notes: 

 

► German speakers often use the abbreviation “Abc” instead of “Alphabet”, which is 

equivalent to the English “ABC” and “alphabet”. 
 

► Please note that in Austria the letter ⟨Q⟩ is called [kveː] and the letter ⟨J⟩ can 

be pronounced [jeː] as well. Since I am German, I will always use the “German” names 

by default. 
 

► Despite the fact that the special letters ⟨Ä⟩, ⟨Ö⟩, ⟨Ü⟩ and ⟨ẞ⟩ are used in German, 

they do not apply to the German alphabet itself, especially when reciting it out 

loud. German native speakers (while being in elementary school, while looking up a 

word in a dictionary, etc.) always recite the German alphabet from A to Z without 

using any additional letters in it. 

In terms of alphabetical order, ⟨Ä⟩, ⟨Ö⟩, and ⟨Ü⟩ are mostly treated as ⟨A⟩, ⟨O⟩, and 

⟨U⟩ while ⟨ẞ⟩ is treated as the equivalent of ⟨SS⟩. However, the ordering of these 

special letters depends on both country and purpose (dictionary, telephone book, 

programming language, etc.). 
 

► When there is no possibility to type the German special letters on the keyboard, 

they can be replaced by the acceptable letter combinations ⟨AE⟩, ⟨OE⟩, ⟨UE⟩, and 

⟨SS⟩. However, these options are incorrect when it comes to official texts or docu-

ments, therefore I highly recommend you to set up a proper German keyboard or 

find another way to type them. The only case where these combinations are used 

as a rule is crossword puzzles. 
 

► In Switzerland and Liechtenstein the ligature ⟨ẞ⟩ has been completely out of use 

since the first third of the 20th century. If you are going to live in one of these 

countries, keep in mind that the local people always replace ⟨ẞ⟩ by ⟨SS⟩. 
 

► Since the ligature ⟨ẞ⟩ never appears at the beginning of a word, it only had a 

lower-case form in early modern typesetting.  However,  there have been proposals 



 

 

 
to introduce a capital form for writing in all caps (where ⟨ẞ⟩ used to be replaced 

by ⟨SS⟩). In 2017, the Council for German Orthography eventually decided to 

adopt the capital form into German orthography. 
 

► When spelling names over telephone or radio connections, interference and band-

width limitations often make it difficult to distinguish accurately between different 

letters. In order to avoid misunderstandings, there are often used spelling alphabets 

where a special code word is used to represent the name of the letter with which 

it starts. In Germany, our letters are represented as follows (you can revert to this 

list as soon as you learn how to pronounce German words): 

A – Anton    G – Gustav   N – Nordpol    T – Theodor 

Ä – Ärger    H – Heinrich   O – Otto     U – Ulrich 

B – Berta    I – Ida    Ö – Ökonom    Ü – Übermut 

C – Cäsar    J – Julius   P – Paula     V – Viktor 

D – Dora    K – Kaufmann   Q – Quelle     W – Wilhelm 

E – Emil    L – Ludwig   R – Richard    X – Xanthippe 

F – Friedrich    M – Martha   S – Samuel/Siegfried   Z – Zacharias/Zeppelin 

The letters ⟨Y⟩ and ⟨ẞ⟩ are never replaced by other words. 
 

► Please note that this lesson only covers the names of the German letters. 

Depending on their position in a word, they can be pronounced completely differ-

ently, which I will get back to in the next lessons. 
 

 

¹ International Phonetic Alphabet 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allcaps
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_for_German_Orthography
http://www.frau-schneider.com/alphabet
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