
Romanization
Japanese

Japanese presents additional complexities not found in Chinese (and you thought
Chinese was difficult!). This complexity comes about because Japanese uses both
Chinese characters and its own syllabary (characters representing syllables, not
individual letters) in writing. The syllabary is actually easy to learn to read, since 47
characters make up the collection of syllables (in two different sets). Each character
can be read in only one way.

The Chinese characters (kanji) that the written Japanese language uses can,
however, usually be read in more than one way. Not uncommonly, a kanji can have
three, four, or even more readings.

As an example, the Chinese character Ï (introduced in the last section) can be
romanized as xing or hang  in pinyin (disregarding the tones). In Japanese, however,
the character can be read in any of these ways, depending on use and context:

kō
gyō
an
i
iki
oko
okona
yu
yuki
iku
nami
name
yuku

Before looking at how to determine the reading of the kanji, however, we will first look
at the two syllabaries, called katakana and hiragana. These tables are not shown in
ALA-LC romanization tables, so the next four pages show the romanization of these
syllabaries.
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Katakana Syllabary and Modified Hepburn Romanization
(C)V Combinations CyV Combinations

v
a

x
i

z
u

|
e

~
o

�
ka

�
ki

�
ku

�
ke

�
ko

�·
kya

�¹
kyu

�»
kyo

�
ga

�
gi

�
gu

�
ge

�
go

�·
gya

�¹
gyu

�»
gyo

�
sa

�
shi

�
su

�
se

�
so

�·
sha

�¹
shu

�»
sho

�
za

�
ji

�
zu

�
ze

�
zo

�·
ja

�¹
ju

�»
jo

�
ta

�
chi

�
tsu

�
te

�
to

�·
cha

�¹
chu

�»
cho

�
da

�
ji

�
zu

�
de

�
do

�·
ja

�¹
ju

�»
jo

�
na

�
ni

 
nu

¡
ne

¢
no

�·
nya

�¹
nyu

�»
nyo

£
ha

¦
hi

©
fu

¬
he

¯
ho

¦·
hya

¦¹
hyu

¦»
hyo

¤
ba

§
bi

ª
bu

­
be

°
bo

§·
bya

§¹
byu

§»
byo

 ¥
pa

¨
pi

«
pu

®
pe

±
po

¨·
pya

¨¹
pyu

¨»
pyo

²
ma

³
mi

´
mu

µ
me

¶
mo

³·
mya

³¹
myu

³»
myo

¸
ya

º
yu

¼
yo

½
ra

¾
ri

¿
ru

À
re

Á
ro

¾·
rya

¾¹
ryu

¾»
ryo
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Combinations for Foreign Syllables

Çu
va

Çw
vi

Ç
vu

Ç{
ve

Ç}
vo

zw
wi

z{
we

z}
wo

�{
she

�{
je

�w
ti

�y
tu

�{
che

�w
di

�y
du

©u
fa

©w
fi

©{
fe

©}
fo

Æ
n

Notes: Vowel length is indicated in kana by doubling, or more often with a following dash:
vv or v# is ā. Geminate consonants are written in kana with a preceding subscript �
tsu; thus v�� akka; ª�� bukku.
Double ch is tch, not chch (for example, �� is tchi).
" is character repetition: Ê": wareware.
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Hiragana Syllabary and Modified Hepburn Romanization
(C)V Combinations CyV Combinations

%
a

'
i

(
u

*
e

,
o

-
ka

/
ki

1
ku

3
ke

5
ko

/e
kya

/g
kyu

/i
kyo

.
ga

0
gi

2
gu

4
ge

6
go

0e
gya

0g
gyu

0i
gyo

7
sa

9
shi

;
su

=
se

?
so

9e
sha

9g
shu

9i
sho

8
za

:
ji

<
zu

>
ze

@
zo

:e
ja

:g
ju

:i
jo

A
ta

C
chi

F
tsu

H
te

J
to

Ce
cha

Cg
chu

Ci
cho

B
da

D
ji

G
zu

I
de

K
do

De
ja

Dg
ju

Di
jo

L
na

M
ni

N
nu

O
ne

P
no

Me
nya

Mg
nyu

Mi
nyo

Q
ha

T
hi

W
fu

Z
he

]
ho

Te
hya

Tg
hyu

Ti
hyo

R
ba

U
bi

X
bu

[
be

^
bo

Ue
bya

Ug
byu

Ui
byo

S
pa

V
pi

Y
pu

\
pe

_
po

Ve
pya

Vg
pyu

Vi
pyo

`
ma

a
mi

b
mu

c
me

d
mo

ae
mya

ag
myu

ai
myo

f
ya

h
yu

j
yo

k
ra

l
ri

m
ru

n
re

o
ro

le
rya

lg
ryu

li
ryo
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Combinations for Foreign Syllables

È$
va

È&
vi

È
vu

È)
ve

È+
vo

(&
wi

()
we

(+
wo

9)
she

:)
je

C&
ti

Cg
tu

C)
che

D&
di

Dg
du

W$
fa

W&
fi

W)
fe

W+
fo

t
n

Notes: Vowel length is indicated in kana by doubling, or more often with a following dash:
%% or %# is ā. Geminate consonants are written in kana with a preceding subscript F
tsu; thus %E- akka; XE1 bukku.
Double ch is tch, not chch (for example, EC is tchi).
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Romanizing kana (the general term for any of these syllables, whether it is katakana or
hiragana) is straight forward: Locate the kana in the chart, and use the accompanying
romanization. Any kanji, however, cannot be romanized until one knows how it is read.
Since there are at least two readings for almost every kanji, this poses a problem.

The best solution that the presenter has found to this problem is the time-honored
solution of catalogers: borrow from someone else. In this case, borrow from the
Japanese, who should be able to read their own language.

The NACSIS web (given in the resources page) allows one to search Japanese catalogs
using the romanization given here. The only change needed is that long vowels (those
romanized with a macron) need to be searched as double vowels: aa, etc., except ou for a
long o.

Where to find information: The title page of a Japanese book provides much the same
information as an English-language book. There is almost never a date on the title page,
though, and the verso of the title page does not provide this information, either. When
cataloging books in Japanese, it is absolutely necessary to check the colophon for such
information as the edition and date of publication (as well as information about the
distributor and other printing information that is not usually bibliographically
significant).

The reason this information is so easily missed is that everything, including the numbers,
is written in Japanese characters. One must be able to read Japanese numerals in order
to catalog the book.

The Japanese numerals:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 100 1000

É â Ñ Ò Î ë Ô ä Í × ç Ü

Books published in the Japanese language very often give the date of publication not in
terms of the Gregorian calendar, but in terms of the era name. This date is almost always
found in the colophon of the book. According to AACR2 1.4F1, the date should be
recorded as found, followed with the year of the Gregorian calendar. Use the table on the
next page to convert the Japanese date to a Gregorian date.
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Romanized Vernacular Period To get the Year/month/day
form form Gregorian date the era began

Meiji éÓ 1868–1912 Add 1867 to the 1868/09/08
date in Meiji

Taishō ÝÛ 1912–1926 Add 1911 to the 1912/07/12
date in Taishō

Shōwa Ùì 1926–1989 Add 1925 to the 1926/12/25
date in Shōwa

Heisei èÚ 1989– Add 1988 to the 1989/01/08
date in Heisei

Some Japanese bibliographical terms

Vernacular Romanization Meaning

ß cho author (follows the author’s name)—transcribed
as part of the author statement

ê yaku translate(d)

êÖ yakusha translator (follows the translator’s name)

æ han edition

Øæ shohan 1st edition

Ðæ saihan 2nd edition

Þâæ dai 2-han 2nd edition

Ëà kaitei revision/revised

Õ sha company

åã hatsubai seller/distributor

áÌ Tōkyō Tokyo
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