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Katakana Alphabet

The Japanese katakana alphabet is a phonetic system which means each symbol has a
sound to go with it. You then group the symbols together to make words (much like you do
with letters in the English alphabet). Japanese can also be written using the English alphabet
by translating these phonetic sounds. This is known in Japanese as ‘romaji’ (literally, ‘roman
letters’).

There are five basic vowel sounds in Japanese - a, i, u, &, 0. If you have a Japanese teacher,
ask them to pronounce the sounds. Alternatively, listen to the sound files.

There are 15 consonants in Japanese, 14 of which can combine with the vowel sounds to
make syllables — eg. s+a = sa, r+i = ri, m+u = mu, h+e = he, t+0 = to (listen to the sound
files).

‘n” nearly always come at the end of a word and will not have a vowel sound added after-
wards.

The Japanese alphabet doesn’t have all the sounds of English, so ‘I’ and 'r’ for example can
cause difficulty. If your name had an ‘' sound in it, then you need to pick the nearest sound
starting with an 'r’ to represent it. Alison, for example would sound like ‘A+ri+so+n — Arison
77 1)V >’ .'b"and 'V’ cause similar problems, with a ‘v’ sound changing to ‘b’ in most cases:
Vicky — bi+ki - EZ, although a representation of the ‘v’ sound has been developed and is
becoming increasingly popular - J-r , so Vicky would be Jr .

If your name has a long vowel sound, then you can add a line to show that it is a long sound.
Lee for example would be ‘ri- 1J —’

Look at the table below and practise the alphabet. Note that there are several exceptions to
the rules when it comes to how the symbols are pronounced.
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(o) e u 1 a
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S do [ == ide | X {zu | ji 4 | da d
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Some of the syllables can be further combined to make additional sounds. Have a look at the
table below — are there any sounds here that are in your name?

0 u a

X g kyo X = kyu 3?)( kya ki
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Here are a few more sounds — they are not commonly used in Japanese, other than for loan
words which have entered the Japanese language. Perhaps there may be some sounds that
you use in your name?
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