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Time in the German Language: A Comprehensive
Guide

Learning a new language is a rewarding journey, and mastering the nuances of time is a
crucial step. German, with its rich grammar and diverse vocabulary, presents a unique
challenge when it comes to expressing time. But don't worry! This comprehensive guide
will unravel the complexities of time in the German language, equipping you with the
knowledge and tools to confidently discuss schedules, appointments, and historical
moments in German. We'll cover everything from telling the time to discussing durations
and using different tenses to express temporal relationships. Get ready to conquer the
German clock!

Telling the Time in German: Uhrzeit

The most basic way to tell the time in German is using the structure "Es ist… Uhr" (It is…
o'clock). For example:

Es ist zwei Uhr. (It is two o'clock.)
Es ist sieben Uhr. (It is seven o'clock.)
Es ist zwölf Uhr. (It is twelve o'clock.)

For times between the hours, you use "… Uhr…" (… o'clock …). Note the use of "und"
(and) for minutes:

Es ist zwei Uhr fünf. (It is two o'five.)
Es ist sieben Uhr zehn. (It is seven ten.)
Es ist zwölf Uhr zwanzig. (It is twelve twenty.)
Es ist drei Uhr fünfundzwanzig. (It is three twenty-five.)
Es ist acht Uhr dreißig. (It is eight thirty / half past eight.) This can also be expressed as
"Es ist halb neun." (It is half nine.)

For times after half past, it's more common to count down to the next hour:

Es ist vier Uhr vierzig. (It is four forty / twenty to five.) This can also be "Es ist zwanzig vor
fünf." (It is twenty to five.)
Es ist neun Uhr fünfzig. (It is nine fifty / ten to ten.) This can also be "Es ist zehn vor
zehn." (It is ten to ten.)

Remember that Germans typically use the 24-hour clock (24-Stunden-Uhr) in formal
contexts like schedules and announcements. So, 3 PM would be 15 Uhr. However, the 12-
hour clock is commonly used in casual conversation. You would distinguish between AM
and PM by adding "Uhr morgens" (AM) or "Uhr abends" (PM) or "Uhr nachmittags"
(afternoon) after the time.



Expressing Duration in German: Dauer

Talking about how long something takes requires understanding German time
expressions. Here are some key phrases:

… Stunden (… hours)
… Minuten (… minutes)
… Sekunden (… seconds)
eine halbe Stunde (half an hour)
eine Viertelstunde (a quarter of an hour/15 minutes)
dreiviertel Stunde (three-quarters of an hour/45 minutes)

You can combine these with verbs like "dauern" (to last) or "nehmen" (to take).

Der Film dauert zwei Stunden. (The movie lasts two hours.)
Die Reise hat drei Stunden gedauert. (The journey took three hours.)
Es dauert nur fünf Minuten. (It only takes five minutes.)

Prepositions of Time in German: Zeitangaben

Prepositions are essential for indicating when something happens. German uses several
prepositions to express time:

um… Uhr: at… o'clock (e.g., um 8 Uhr)
am…: on (days of the week) (e.g., am Montag)
an…: on (dates) (e.g., am 15. Oktober)
im…: in (months, years) (e.g., im Januar, im Jahr 2024)
in…: in (future time) (e.g., in einer Stunde, in zwei Wochen)
vor…: before (e.g., vor einer Woche)
nach…: after (e.g., nach dem Mittagessen)
zwischen… und…: between… and… (e.g., zwischen 10 und 12 Uhr)
seit…: since (e.g., seit Montag)
bis…: until (e.g., bis morgen)

Mastering these prepositions will significantly improve your ability to express temporal
relationships accurately.

Verb Tenses and Time in German: Zeitformen

German verb conjugation plays a critical role in expressing time. The different tenses –
present, past (perfect, imperfect), future – all contribute to the precision of temporal
references. For example:

Present Tense: Describes actions happening now. (e.g., Ich lerne Deutsch. - I am learning
German.)



Perfect Tense: Describes completed actions. (e.g., Ich habe Deutsch gelernt. - I have
learned German.)
Imperfect Tense: Describes past actions without emphasis on completion. (e.g., Ich lernte
Deutsch. - I was learning German/I used to learn German.)
Future Tense: Describes actions that will happen. (e.g., Ich werde Deutsch lernen. - I will
learn German.)

Understanding how these tenses function is key to correctly expressing the timing of
events in your sentences.

Idiomatic Expressions of Time in German: Zeitliche
Redewendungen

German, like any language, boasts a collection of idiomatic expressions related to time.
Learning these adds fluency and naturalness to your speech. A few examples include:

in letzter Minute: at the last minute
im Laufe des Tages: in the course of the day
pünktlich: on time
zu spät: too late
rechtzeitig: in good time/on time

Learning these expressions will make your German sound much more natural and
idiomatic.

Conclusion

Mastering time in the German language requires understanding the various ways to tell
the time, express durations, use prepositions, and employ appropriate verb tenses. While
it may seem challenging at first, consistent practice and attention to detail will make you
confident in expressing temporal relationships accurately and fluently. Embrace the
intricacies of German grammar, and you'll be communicating with precision and ease in
no time!

FAQs

How do I ask "What time is it?" in German? The most common way is to ask "Wie1.
spät ist es?"

What's the difference between "um" and "an" when talking about time? "Um"1.
indicates a specific time (e.g., um 8 Uhr), while "an" refers to a specific date (e.g., an
einem Montag).



How do I express "for" in terms of duration in German? You can use "für" followed by1.
the duration (e.g., für zwei Stunden - for two hours).

Are there any common mistakes learners make when telling time in German? A1.
common mistake is forgetting to use the correct case with prepositions or confusing
the 12-hour and 24-hour clock systems.

Where can I find more resources to practice telling time in German? Many online1.
resources, language learning apps, and textbooks offer exercises and practice
materials focused on telling time and expressing duration in German. Look for
materials specifically targeting German grammar and vocabulary related to time.
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