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Practical Japanese Singing Pronunciation with IPA by Kentaro Sato (Ken-P)

1. Japanese Singing Vowels
There are five vowels in the Japanese language, and they are transcribed as “I/i,” E/e,” “A/a,” “O/0,” and “U/u.”
i =[i], same as English “long e [pronounced ‘ee’],” as in “feet [fi:t]” & “me [mi:].”
You may slightly modify [i] toward [1] to achieve unified vowel production. Do not make it [j] even if another vowel follows.
e = [¢], same as English “short e [pronounced ‘eh’],” as in “fed [fed]” & “met [met].”
Do not use either [e] or [a] for this sound.
a = [a], same as English “open a [pronounced ‘ah’],” as in “far [fa: / faa-]” & “Mars [ma:z / maa-z].”
You may use [a] or [a] to achieve unified vowel production in some cases. Do not use neither [a] nor [0] for this sound.
o = [o], same as English “long or closed o [pronounced ‘oh’],” as in “hole [hovl] ” & “pole [pouvl].” *(not UK [hevl] / [pavl])
You may slightly modify [o] toward [o] for louder/higher passages. Do not make it the English diphthong [ou].
u = [u], same as English “long u [pronounced ‘00°’],” as in “food [fu:d]” & “moon [mu:n]”
Although the Japanese spoken “u” is closer to [w] or [1], do not use this spoken “u” fg
Do not make it [w], even if another vowel follows.

2. Japanese Singing Consonan
Transcription IPA English Example Transcription

b [b] boss [bos] m

by [bj] Bjorn [bjo:n / bjoan]
ch [te] (alternative [{f]), chess [tfes]
d [d] dot [dot] lanyard #lze.njod / lee.njo-d]
dy [d_]] due [dju:] *some speakers pronounce it [du:]. song [sop]
dz [dz] odds [odz]
[f] food [fu:d] *foreign or foreign-origin words only. pot [pat])

[9] gut [gat]
gy [ail Magyar [mz.gja: / me.gjao]
h (h] hat [heet] *before transcribed “e” “a”
h o [¢] (alternative [h], he [hi:])
h [§] (alternative [h], who
hy  [¢] (alternative [hj], h
hw  [§] (alternative [f], f;

pure [pjus /pjue]
(alternative [1], loo
(alternaggve [1j], Liu [

sing [s1y

j [dz] (alternative [d3],
k [k] king [kig]

ky [kj] cute [kju‘t]

1 [

c] are different from their English counterpa
with no lip pursing, and they conjgs

ii.) Japanese “r
this is diffjeult,

[as in ‘rock ‘n’ roll’] or closed “m” humming, which makes them pseudo-
independent syllables. There may als C voiceless consonants becoming pseudo-independent syllables: when they are

followed by a vowel in pa all circle (e.g., “light oy h(i)kari / hikari [¢.ka.ri]”), this indicates that the vowel may drop,

Capital letters indicate th hyphen indicates that the connected syllables belong to a word or a meaningful chunk of a
sentence; therefore, it is best tRgvoid taking a noticeable breath at any hyphenated part. Both a macron (a straight bar placed above a letter)
and consecutive same vowels indiWye that the vowel is long (e.g., “pass iz & toru/tooru [to:.cu]” vs “get #z/: » toru [to.cu]”). A macron is
aintain a steady and constant duration, although this rule might not be apparent in music; therefore, a
y not appear in the score, since the duration of the vowel is determined by the given note value.

In order to make the syllabic separation clearer, an apostrophe may appear: 1) to indicate a clear separation with a possible glottal attack

preferred. In speech, Japanese syllab
macron or consecutive same vowels

before a vowel [e.g., a big man 55z O'otoko = O-'o-to-ko [0:.0.to.ko],]; and 2) to designate pseudo-independent syllabic consonants (e.g.,
“easy ws/s i an'i = a-n-"1 [a.n.i]” vs “brother s/si- ani = a-ni [a.ni]”); and 3) to indicate the beginning of a consonant sound that is represented
by multiple letters including a double consonant (e.g., task f:3/= ¥ x 5 sangyd — sa'ngyd = sa-ngyd [sa.n.pjo:]). Since the syllabic division is
shown clearly in music by hyphenation, both 2) and 3) might not appear in the score.

A double consonant (e.g., “same -+ i-'cchi, [i.te:i]” vs “one vt i-'chi [i.tei],”) indicates that the preceding vowel will be shortened or that
there is a short stop or rest between the syllables, as in the Italian word “tutti.” This is called “z < %4 sokuon” in Japanese, and is known as
gemination or consonant elongation. In the music, singers must clearly execute the indicated rest between the syllables or staccatos on the first
syllable of such words.

©2008 Kentaro Sato (Ken-P) www.wisemanproject.com Special Thanks to Dr. Robert Zaslavsky updated on 12/3, 2014





