Pronunciation

Japanese has five vowels. Like the vowels in many European languages other than English, they are
“pure” vowels; that is, they are not diphthongized. The vowels are pronounced roughly like these
sounds in standard North American English: “A” as in “father,” “E” as in “set,” “1” as in “bee,” “O"
as in “toe” (but without the “W" glide at the end) and “U” midway between the vowels in “good”
and “goo” (but with the lips less rounded, and without the “W” glide at the end). Vowels in
Japanese may be long or short. Long vowels are held for twice as long as short vowels, but except
for the length, there is no difference in pronunciation between short and long vowels.

That said, the short vowels “I” and “U,” and occasionally others, are often whispered (“devoiced”)
when they come between two unvoiced consonants. For this reason, words such as “deshita” and
“Asuka” often sound like “deshta” and “Aska” to the English ear.

Consonants may also be short or long (“doubled”). Doubled consonants are pronounced by
holding the sound for an extra beat, something like the “P” sound in “cap-pistol.”

The “L” and “R” sound issue is a bit misunderstood: all Japanese can pronounce one of them, and
many can pronounce both. The problem is that in the Japanese language they do not discriminate
between the sounds, and to the English ear it sometimes sounds like an “L,” and sometimes more
like an “R,” or even like a rapid “D” as in “adder.”

Japanese also has what is called a “syllabic nasal.” This sounds like the English “N” in “night” when
it is followed by an “S,” “Z,” “T,” “D,” “N,” or “R” sound, like the “NG" in “sing” when followed
by a vowel or a “K,” “G,” “Y,” or “W" sound, and like the “M"” in “man” when followed by a “B,”
“P,” or “M"” sound.

Japanese lacks the strong stress accent found in English, and so in Japanese it is generally safest to
pronounce a word flat, making each syllable (including the syllabic nasal) the same length. This
means that instead of “tsuNAmi” (as pronounced in English), it is better to pronounce all three
syllables with equal stress. (Japanese does have a pitch accent, but its complexities are beyond the
scope of this brief overview.)
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Hepburn Romanization

Several methods are in use to transliterate Japanese into the Latin alphabet. A modified version of
the Hepburn system is probably the most widespread, and it also has the advantage of being the
easiest for English speakers to learn. Others that may be encountered include the Kunrei and
Nippon systems.

In Hepburn romanization, “sh” and “ch” represent sounds like those written the same way in
" n

English, as in “fish” and “chocolate.” The sound represented by “g” is always hard as in “get,”
never soft as in “age.”

Note that the hiragana and katakana character sets map to the same sounds. There are many
exceptions, but katakana is generally used for loan words from other languages, while hiragana is
more commonly used for native Japanese words.

Simple Sounds

Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana

a %) 7 ka H H sa = Vi
i L + ki = ¥ shi C D

u ) ) ku < 77 su El 3
e =z T ke ) T se ics g
0 H i) ko - | SO - v

Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana

ta = % na JAN 7> ha (1) =8 /\
chi 5 ¥ ni [ - hi O E
tsu B P4 nu Al X fu 3 7
te T T ne 1 = he (2) \ AN
to & ~ no @D / ho [ES R
Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
ma ES ~ ya © i ra 5 >
mi H = ri D D)
mu (D) N yu ) i ru D Uz
me & X re n L
mo H i= yo X 3 ro ) m
Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
wa 8) 2 n (5) A Y
wi (3) & pas
we (3) 2 4
o (4) % =
Notes:

(1) Romanized as “wa” when used as grammatical particle.

(2) Romanized as “e” when used as grammatical particle.

(3) No longer in use.

(4) Historically “wo.” Now used only as grammatical particle.

(5) The syllabic nasal; also often romanized as “m"” before “b,” “m,” or “p.”
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Voiced Consonants and “P”

Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
ga A bl za = H da 1z 5
gi = +* ji C D ji 5 >
gu < 7 zu El s zu > P
ge 7 i ze t i de T T
go = a 70 z v do E =

Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
ba B8 N\ pa [E§ /X
bi 0} e pi 0} [
bu AN 7 pu AR 7
be AN AN pe ~ ~
bo ES N po ES R

In words written in katakana, long vowels are usually indicated by placing a bar after the vowel, as
in 1—7 (from “curve”) and 7 )L— (from “blue”). In the Hepburn system, words whose kana
spellings use a bar to indicate a long vowel are always romanized by placing a macron over the
vowel.

In hiragana, long “A,” “1,” and “U,” are always spelled by writing the vowel sound twice, as in &
hddSh, 5D<KLLY, and 33D D A. Long “E” is sometimes spelled in the same way, by placing
an “e” character after the “E” sound, as in 31X A, but more commonly it is spelled by
placing the character for “i” after the “E” sound, as in T AEL). Long “O” is usually spelled by
placing the character for “u” after the “O” sound, as in 7zUL\& D, but the are a number of
common exceptions where the first character containing the “O” sound is followed by the “0”
character, as in &d5U) and HSEHBEL). There are also cases where the following “u” character is a
verb ending that keeps its pronunciation as “U” and does not indicate a long “O,” as in $HD.
Here are the rules for romanization for such cases:

* Long “A,” "0O,” and “U” are indicated by placing a macron over the long vowel.
* Long “E” follows the same pattern when the long vowel is indicated by the “e” character,

but is written “ei” when the kana spelling uses the “i” character.
* Long “I” is always written “ii.”
For example,

YA Y=Y okasan % biru

2D<LL) utsukushii MDD A farin

BRI=A onésan BALL sensei
ZW\WED taio HHD omou

EHN toi

In phonetic Japanese script, a small “tsu” is used to show that the following consonant is to be
pronounced doubled. In romanized Japanese, doubled consonants are transliterated by writing
the consonant twice, except for a doubled “CH” sound, which is romanized as “-tch-.”

kk (as in “Nikko") [C2ZD

pp (as in “ippai”) ETEM
ss (as in “bassuru”) ESER)
tch (as in “matcha”) o5

tt (as in “matte”) FoT
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When the syllabic nasal is followed by a vowel or a “Y” sound, an apostrophe (‘) is placed after the
“n” to show that the “n” is not part of the following syllable. The following examples illustrate the
difference.

ECw> (EA) kinyG
SADDS (EED) kin'ya

Short Compound Syllables

Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana

kya = F+v sha L DAY cha 5% F+
kyu =1 +a shu L 3 chu (oY) Fa
kyo =& +3 sho L& >3 cho 5& F3
Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
nya (S ¥ hya O» £+ mya B =¥
nyu [ —a hyu Ow Ea myu H D =1
nyo [C & —3 hyo O & = myo B & =3
Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
rya Dx» U+ gya = F*+ ja C» DAY
ryu D Ja gyu = +2a ju Cw 1
ryo D& JE gyo =& F*3 jo C& o3
Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana | Latin | hiragana | katakana
ja 5% Fv bya O» E+v pya UO» E+v
ju S5 Fa byu O Ea pyu U Ea
jo 54 F3 byo O& E3 pyo O« E3

Foreign names and some other words (especially loan words) are written using compound-kana
spellings that are not covered in the foregoing tables. The following examples illustrate the
principles of romanizing such words.

JrpAZ1)> | vaiorin | violin 2A4—=7 foku fork
Ja1—2X fydizu fuse Ta7)l dyuaru dual
TATZR tiramisu | tiramisu YVIVIldx tsetsebae tse-tse fly
IF3—45— kwota | quarter JIAF— jesucha gesture
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Variant Systems

While most romanizations in the Kunrei and Nippon systems match those of the Hepburn system,
there are a few differences:

Hepburn Kunrei | Nippon Hepburn Kunrei Nippon
ka ka kwa shu syu syu
ga ga gwa sho syo syo
shi si si ja (C») zya zya

ji (5) zi zi ju zyu zyu
chi ti ti jo zyo zZyo
ji (5) zi di cha tya tya
tsu tu tu chu tyu tyu
zu (D) zu du cho tyo tyo
fu hu hu ja (5%®) zya dya
o (%) 0 ) ju zyu dyu
sha sya sya jo zyo dyo

The Kunrei and Nippon systems indicate long vowels using a circumflex ( * ) instead of a macron

(7).

One feature of the Kunrei and Nippon systems is that they attempt to reflect the original Japanese
kana more closely than the Hepburn system does. However, this leads to romanized spellings that
may give rise to incorrect pronunciations by readers unfamiliar with these systems (“tyo” and
“zyo,” for example). The Hepburn system overcomes this by using spelling conventions familiar to
English readers, and that will, it is hoped, guide the reader toward something closer to the actual
Japanese pronunciation (“cho” and “jo”).

One other variant that is less systematic, but often seen, is what has come to be called “baseball
romanization” because of its use in writing the names of professional baseball players on their
uniforms. This system is based on the Hepburn system, but instead of macrons over long vowels it
uses an “h” after the vowel to be lengthened, as in “Kondoh” and “Saitoh.”

Occasionally other methods are seen for indicating long vowels, such as by writing the vowel
sound twice, as in Toukyou or Tookyoo for “Tokyo.”

"o n

Not a true variant but an often-seen error in romanization is the insertion of a superfluous “y” in
some short compound syllables. This appears to be a confounding of the Hepburn system with
other systems, giving rise to such misspellings as “shya,” “chyu,” and “jyo” (the correct Hepburn
romanizations for these being “sha,” “chu,” and “jo”).

Kurodahan's Policy

We prefer to use the modified Hepburn system for most uses because of its simplicity and the ease
with which it can be learned by readers of English. Macrons indicating long vowels are sometimes
omitted, especially in nonspecialist texts and for place-names and other proper nouns whose
conventional English spellings ignore distinctions in vowel length (e.g., Tokyo, not Tokyo; Osaka,
not Osaka; and Tojo Hideki, not Tojo Hideki). For personal names whose owners have
demonstrated a clear preference for a particular spelling, we try whenever possible to observe the
owner’s preference. (As the last example above shows, it is also Kurodahan’s policy to write
Japanese and other East Asian names in their original order, that is, family name first and given
name last, unless the owner of the name has demonstrated a preference for reversed order.)

In specialist texts, and for Japanese words from an older stage of the language, we may use
spellings based on the Nippon system, as in Middle Japanese tahutosi (Modern Japanese totoi).
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