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WHY MARK TWAIN'S "THE AWFUL GERMAN LANGUAGE" STILL MAKES LANGUAGE
LEARNERS LAUGH (AND CRY)

For over a century, anyone attempting to master German grammar has found an unlikely ally in an
American humorist. Mark Twain’s essay “The Awful German Language” is far more than a simple
rant; it is a masterful, loving, and side-splittingly funny critique that captures the exact frustrations
every learner faces. Published in 1880 as an appendix to his travel book A Tramp Abroad, this piece
has become a cultural touchstone. Whether you are a student wrestling with der, die, das or a
polyglot looking for a laugh, Twain’s observations remain startlingly relevant. This article explores
the  enduring  appeal  of  Mark  Twain  The  Awful  German Language,  breaks  down  his  key
complaints,  and  explains  why  this  humorous  essay  is  actually  a  surprisingly  accurate  (if
exaggerated) guide to the quirks of German.

The Context: A Traveler’s Frustration
Written for the Ages
Mark Twain spent several months in Germany during his European travels in the late 1870s. As a
writer who prided himself on clarity and directness, he was baffled by the language’s intricate rules.
Rather than simply complain in private, he channeled his bewilderment into an essay that blends
hyperbole, satire, and genuine observations. “The Awful German Language” was not intended as
a textbook or a scholarly critique—it was entertainment. Yet its insights are so sharp that German
teachers often assign it to this day. Twain manages to turn the arduous task of learning grammar
into a shared joke, and that is a gift any language student can appreciate.
The essay begins with Twain’s famous quip: “A man who has not studied German can form no idea
of what a perplexing language it is.” He then proceeds to walk readers through his perception of
German’s most exasperating features. From the moment he tries to navigate the gender of a turnip
to the moment he encounters a sentence that requires waiting until the very end to understand the
verb, Twain’s voice is both that of a frustrated student and a comedic genius. Understanding why
Mark Twain The Awful German Language  has such staying power requires diving into his
specific grievances.

The Gender Problem: Why a Turnip is
Female and a Girl is Not
One of Twain’s most famous complaints involves the seemingly arbitrary gender assignments in
German nouns. He writes: “In German, a young lady has no sex, while a turnip has.” He is, of course,
referring to the neuter noun das Mädchen (the girl) and the feminine noun die Rübe (the turnip). To
an English speaker, this feels like chaos. Twain humorously suggests that a German “looks at a
turnip as a female, and at a young lady as a thing without sex.” This observation is not only witty
but  also  pedagogically  useful:  it  highlights  a  core  challenge  that  every  learner  faces  when
memorizing noun genders. The fact that Twain exaggerates for comedic effect does not diminish the
truth at its core.
He continues by pointing out that trees are male (der Baum), their buds are female (die Knospe),
and their leaves are neuter (das Blatt). This apparently chaotic system is actually governed by
patterns  (certain  suffixes  always  take  a  specific  gender),  but  to  a  beginner,  it  feels  like  a  lottery.
Twain’s mock outrage makes readers feel that their confusion is validated. This is a key reason why
Mark  Twain  The  Awful  German  Language  remains  a  popular  reference  for  teachers:  it
normalizes frustration while entertaining the class.

Separable Prefix Verbs: A Grammar Horror
Story
Another chapter in Twain’s critique is devoted to the German habit of separating prefixes from their
verbs and punting them to the end of the sentence. He provides a famously exaggerated sentence:
“Er reiste ab, als die Uhr zehn schlug,” which he translates as “He traveled off, when the clock ten
struck.” But the real fun begins when he constructs an artificial example: “Er ist mit der Bahn von
der Stadt nach dem Dorfe hin und zurück gefahren.” Twain quips that in German, you must wait
patiently for the final verb like a train passenger waiting for the locomotive to arrive. The humor is in
the patience test. He imagines an author writing “a single, imposingly long sentence” that holds the
verb hostage until the very last word. This is, of course, an exaggeration, but anyone who has read
formal  German  academic  prose  will  recognize  the  tendency  toward  verb-final  clauses.  Twain’s
playful  exaggerations  make  the  underlying  linguistic  phenomenon  memorable.
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Compound Words: The Longest Words in
the World
Twain marvels at the German passion for building compound words. He invents a fictional example:
“Freundschaftsbezeugungen” which he says is a word that “looks like a procession of freight cars.”
He  suggests  that  instead  of  using  prepositions,  Germans  simply  jam  words  together.  This
observation is brilliant because it highlights a real feature of German morphology: the ability to
create  nouns  by  s t r ing ing  together  root  words ,  resu l t ing  in  monsters  l i ke
Donaudampfschifffahrtsgesellschaftskapitän.  Twain’s mockery is affectionate; he respects the logic
even  as  he  l aughs  a t  t he  l eng th .  He  even  p roposes  a  hypo the t i ca l  wo rd :
“Zugführerstellvertreterversammlung” and jokes that it takes up half a line of text. This part of
Mark Twain The Awful German Language is especially popular with linguists because it shows
how  English  and  German  differ  at  a  structural  level.  Twain’s  humor  helps  readers  appreciate  the
synthetic nature of German without needing a degree in linguistics.

The Four Cases: A Maze of Endings
Nominative, accusative, dative, and genitive—Twain treats them as a personal vendetta. He writes:
“Every noun has an abundance of genders, but there is no rule for determining which gender it
belongs to—there is  no rule;  you have to learn it  by heart.”  He then goes on to lament the
declension of adjectives, which must agree with the noun in case, gender, and number. He imagines
a dialogue in which a speaker must select the correct adjective ending before every noun, and the
conversation becomes a mental gymnastics routine. Twain concludes that “a person who has not
studied German can form no idea of what a perplexing language it is.” The repetition of this theme
underscores his central argument: the language is designed to confuse, yet it somehow works.
Twain’s exasperation feels like a warm hug to anyone who has ever stared at a declension table.

Verb Position in Subordinate Clauses: The
Waiting Game
One of Twain’s best-known complaints concerns subordinate clauses. He writes a mock sentence in
which the speaker must “hold the thought in his mind until the verb comes along at the end.” He
imagines a German writer beginning a paragraph with a subordinate clause that postpones the main
verb  for  a  dozen  lines.  In  reality,  while  German  does  place  finite  verbs  at  the  end  of  dependent
clauses, native speakers handle this naturally. But for an English speaker—especially one used to
subject-verb-object order—the delay feels unnatural. Twain’s comedic genius lies in how he turns
this grammatical feature into a physical act of waiting. He writes: “The German mind is like a

streetcar: it can only go forward, but it can back up if necessary.” This metaphor captures the
flexibility of German syntax while acknowledging its perceived awkwardness.

The Passive Voice and Modal Particles:
Twain’s Omissions
Interestingly, Twain did not dive deeply into certain other hurdles like the passive voice or modal
particles, but his essay still touches on the spirit of the language’s complexity. He mentions that
“the German language is like a bed of roses—thorns and all.” The beauty of the essay is that it does
not aim for completeness; it aims for emotional resonance. Readers today can supplement Twain’s
observations  with  modern  linguistic  insights,  but  the  core  emotional  experience  of  feeling
overwhelmed by Mark Twain The Awful German Language remains unchanged. That is why his
essay is still assigned in intermediate German classes: it gives students permission to laugh at their
own struggles.

Why the Essay Works: The Power of
Shared Frustration
What  makes  “The  Awful  German  Language”  so  effective  is  its  authenticity.  Twain  does  not
pretend to be an expert. He openly admits his own failures, such as when he tried to order a meal
and accidentally asked for something entirely different. The essay is filled with personal anecdotes,
like  the  time  he  tried  to  read  a  newspaper  and  gave  up  after  the  first  paragraph.  These  stories
humanize  the  learning  process.  For  anyone who has  struggled  with  a  new language,  Twain’s
vulnerability is refreshing. He is not mocking the language from a pedestal; he is mocking it from the
trenches. This has made the essay a beloved piece of travel literature and a cornerstone of linguistic
humor.
Moreover, the essay has aged remarkably well. While some linguistic changes have occurred since
1880 (such as the spelling reforms), the fundamental structure of German remains the same. The
complaints about separable prefixes, gendered nouns, and case endings are as valid today as they
were in Twain’s time. This timelessness ensures that each new generation of learners discovers the
essay and feels an instant kinship with a long-dead American author.

MODERN RELEVANCE: LEARNING GERMAN IN THE AGE OF DUOLINGO

In the 21st century, language learning apps like Duolingo, Babbel, and Rosetta Stone have made
German more accessible than ever. Yet the same frustrations persist. Users still struggle with der,
die,  das  and with the infamous Schifffahrtsgesellschaft.  Online forums are filled with memes about
Mark Twain The Awful German Language, often quoting his best lines. The essay has been
adapted into skits,  YouTube videos, and even spoken-word performances. It  remains a cultural
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shorthand for “yes, German is hard, but you are not alone.”
Furthermore, Twain’s observations have inspired linguistic studies. Scholars have examined the
cognitive load of German syntax compared to English, and many of Twain’s “complaints” actually
align  with  measurable  differences  in  parsing  difficulty.  For  instance,  the  need  to  keep  a  verb  in
memory while processing a long subordinate clause does increase working memory load. Twain,
who had no formal training in psycholinguistics, intuitively grasped this hurdle and described it with
vivid metaphors.

A Balanced View: Is German Truly Awful?
Despite the essay’s title, Twain does not truly hate the language. He ends on a note of reluctant
admiration:  “I  think the German language is  a beautiful  and magnificent language,  but it  is  also a
difficult one.” He admits that it possesses a “logical and systematic” structure once you understand
it. The humor comes from the contrast between the ideal and the experience. For many learners, the

journey from confusion to appreciation is exactly what Twain describes. The essay is not a dismissal
of German but a mock-Lament from someone who respects the language enough to be frustrated by
its challenges.
Linguists often point out that German is not objectively “awful” — its rules are highly consistent, and
its compound words allow for precise expression. But Twain’s perspective is that of a native English
speaker  who  is  used  to  a  different  set  of  conventions.  The  mismatch  between  expectations  and
reality is the source of the comedy. By reading the essay, both learners and native speakers can
laugh together at the quirks that make German unique.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING LAUGHTER OF MARK TWAIN’S GERMAN ADVENTURE

More than 140 years after its publication, Mark Twain “The Awful German Language” continues
to delight readers and comfort language learners. Its universal themes—the struggle with grammar,
the  bewilderment  at  compound  words,  the  absurdity  of  gender  assignments—transcend  time.
Whether you are a beginner who just learned


