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Chan Liturgy Pronunciation Guide 

Chinese terms are transliterated in Roman letters in this volume using the standard Pinyin system. To get a rough idea of the 
pronunciation of some of the common letters, please see the simple guide below: 

c is pronounced like the English, ts 

q is pronounced like the English, ch 

x is pronounced like the English, hs 

zh is pronounced like the English, j 

Pinyin system does not separate conjoined characters with a hyphen. However, when a conjoined word can cause confusion in its 
pronunciation, an apostrophe is used. For example: gong’an. This is to avoid pronouncing the word wrongly as “gon gan.” 

 
Sanskrit pronunciation can be quite difficult. Some of the Indian sounds such as the various nasal consonants are indistinguishable for 
most of us, and the retroflex stops are impossible to tell from dental stops. That said, there are some simple rules that can help us get 
as close as possible. Since a wrongly pronounced word usually means something different, it is worth making the effort. Diacritics are 
important to aid pronunciation. 

Vowels: 

a is pronounced like the English, u in cut ā is pronounced like the English, father  
i is pronounced like the English, bit  ī is pronounced like the English, beet  
u is pronounced like the English, put or foot  ū is pronounced like the English, brute  
e is pronounced like the English, bay (but 
sometimes as in bed) 

ai is pronounced like the English, sigh  

o is pronounced like the English, hope  au is pronounced like the English, sound  
ṛ is pronounced like the English, risk  ṃ is pronounced like the French, bon  
ḥ softly echoes the preceding vowel  
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Consonants: 
as for English except for: 
 

v close to w  ś as in shame  
sh (= ṣ) as in dish  c always soft as in church  
ṅ and ṇ have a nasal quality  ñ as in canyon  
aspirated consonants (kh, gh, ch, jh, th, dh, 
ph, bh) the h is pronounced so that th as in 
hothouse, not as in theatre.  

retroflex consonants (with a dot underneath) 
are similar to English, but the tongue is 
further back in the mouth on the alveolar 
ridge. 

 










