
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Comments on Lokanätha Swóm÷½s Saàskåtoccäraëam 
 

 
When I went to get my Gäyatré mantra from Çréla Prabhupäda, he was repeating the words to 
me. I had a sheet in front of me, and Prabhupäda was correcting my pronunciation of every 
word. Once, twice, and sometimes three times he would correct me on one word. He was 
going on correcting me, but after two or three lines he just stopped. He gave up on correcting 
me. So, devotees should improve their Sanskrit pronunciation. Because we are to use Sanskrit 
terms and verses throughout our lives, let us learn the basics of pronunciation; otherwise, we 
might inadvertently say something quite different from what we mean. A graphic example 
from English: one politely says to a person, ºPlease sit here.» Mispronouncing the ºs» in ºsit» 
as ºsh» is only a slight mistake, but produces a wholly different and grossly vulgar meaning. 

 
¹Bhakti Vikäsa Swämi 

 
 
His Holiness Lokanätha Mahäräja has researched the original, scientific, and authentic method 
of learning and teaching the Sanskrit language. He has designed this book as a complete guide 
to Sanskrit pronunciation for any serious student, no matter which lineages and backgrounds 
they come from, or which accents and types of mouth and lip movements they may be 
accustomed to in their native tongues. The pain felt by Mahäräja when he hears Sanskrit 
words mispronounced is analogous to the pain felt by the Supreme Lord when He sees 
religious principles decline. Just as the Lord reestablishes religion, Mahäräja wishes to 
reestablish the exact articulations, accents, and mouth and tongue movements with which 
every word, letter, and syllable of Sanskrit is pronounced. Although such a great devotee as 
Mahäräja is engaged in worldwide missionary efforts, he has still devoted time to pursue this 
arduous task. I pray to the Lord to bless him with success. I recommend that all the devotees 
in ISKCON contribute to and take advantage of this project by reforming their own and 
others½ Sanskrit pronunciation. 

¹Acarya Sanskritananda Hari  
Kausalya Pitham 

Vadodara, Gujarat 
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  Preface (Präk Kathanam) 

 
Lord Caitanya½s saìkértana movement is for everyone in the world, not just for a particular 
class of people, especially not just for Sanskrit scholars. In fact, the students of Sanskrit in 
Çrédhäma Navadvépa were the last people to surrender to Lord Caitanya, and it was in 
response to their disrespect of Him that He decided to take sannyäsa. But the basic scriptures 
of Lord Caitanya½s movement, Bhagavad-gétä and Çrémad-Bhägavatam are in Sanskrit, as are 
also most books written by Lord Caitanya½s immediate followers.  

Sankǭrtana is a process of worshiping Kåñëa by transcendental sound. And although 
Kåñëa is bhäva-grähé Janärdana, the Lord of all persons, who is happy to disregard the bad 
grammar and pronunciation of sincere devotees, why should our worship of Kåñëa not be as 
nice as we can make it? Why not correctly pronounce the prayers and other texts we chant in 
Sanskrit as part of our saìkértana worship, at least if learning how to pronounce correctly is 
not all that hard? 

We should not think that Çréla Prabhupäda considered reciting the Sanskrit texts in 
his books unimportant. Otherwise, why did he bother to include the Sanskrit in both 
Devanägaré and a transliteration? Why did he institute responsive chanting of the verses in his 
Bhägavatam classes? Çréla Prabhupäda wanted us to chant these verses ̧ chant them often, 
chant them to ourselves and in public lectures ̧ and he wanted us to try our best to chant 
them correctly. 

His Holiness Lokanätha Mahäräja is presenting simple instructions for improving our 
Sanskrit pronunciation. His explanations are clear, entertaining, and thorough, but not more 
thorough than necessary for the purpose at hand. Every devotee in ISKCON should gladly 
study Mahäräja½s instructions with care and attention. The readers will get the benefit of 
learning right Sanskrit pronunciation from an expert communicator and an empowered 
worldwide preacher. 

I am very glad to see this volume finally in print and wish it great success. I regret that 
someone did not write a book like this years ago. But Lokanätha Mahäräja has taken the 
initiative to do the needful, and now we should all be very thankful. 
 

       Gopéparäëadhana Däsa  
Senior Sanskrit Editor, The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust 

Director, Bhagavat Vidyäpéöh, Govardhana 
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  Introduction (Bhumikä) 

 
The members of our International Society for Kåñëa Consciousness (ISKCON) are habituated 
to mispronouncing many Sanskrit words and mantras. ISKCON leaders now recognize this 
problem and feel the need for a detailed Sanskrit pronunciation guide. 

The books of our founder-äcärya, Çréla Prabhupäda, contain exact transliterations of 
Sanskrit words, but evidently a tradition of mispronunciation has developed, passed down in a 
ºparamparä of errata.» If we try to correct this problem by introducing some standards, the 
mistakes will diminish. 

There is a game played in kindergarten called Chinese Whispers. A child whispers 
something into another child½s ear, and then the second child whispers it in the next child½s 
ear and that one whispers it in a fourth child½s ear until finally the last child says aloud what 
was heard at the end. Most often, this is different from what the first child said. Similarly, in a 
hundred years, our devotees may have different mantras if our tradition of mispronunciation 
goes uncorrected. 

Some words that devotees mispronounce do change the meaning of or give the 
opposite meaning to a word. This can lead to philosophical misunderstandings. So we have to 
stop mispronunciation, go back to basics, and hear and say things right. Some senior devotees 
suggested printing a companion to our standard songbook that points out mispronunciations 
of verses and how they should be corrected. This book will serve that purpose, for there is a 
chapter devoted to avoiding common mistakes in reciting our daily prayers. 
 

YaÛiPa bhuNaaDaIZae, 
TaQaaiPa Pa# Pau}a VYaak==r<aMa( ) 

SVaJaNa" XvJaNaae Maa >aUTa(, 
Sak==l& Xak==l& Sak*==Ta( Xak*==Ta( )) 

 
yadyapi bahunädhéñe 

tathäpi paöha putra vyäkaraëam 
svajanaù çvajano mä bhüt 

sakalaà çakalaà sakåt çakåt 
 

A child practicing phonetics should be trained not to mispronounce even a single syllable; otherwise, 
the meaning can completely change. 
¶ One would not want to call svajana (the family and kinsmen) çvajana (dogs). 
¶ Mispronouncing sakala as çakala changes the meaning from ºthe complete whole» to ºjust a part.» 
¶ »Sakåt means ºonce» and çakåt means ºexcrement.» 

 
ISKCON is not a new movement. We are rüpänugas, following in the footsteps of Rüpa 

Goswämé and other great äcäryas in our sampradäya. To represent them, it is essential that we 
correctly pass on our oral tradition. If we do not utter mantras as they are, but instead impart 
distorted versions of them, then a corrupted form of the original scriptural knowledge will be 
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conveyed to future generations. Our tradition stresses the importance of hearing, but we must 
hear correctly. If the source is impure or unchaste and the receivers transmit that flawed 
rendering, an apa-sampradäya, or deviant tradition, will form. 

Such an apa-sampradäya of mispronunciation arose in the very early days of our 
movement, when there were only a few devotees who could correctly pronounce Sanskrit 
words and çlokas and there were no songbooks that devotees could refer to. When I joined 
ISKCON in the early 1970s, the devotees had to learn by hearing from others, who had also 
learned by hearing from others. Playing the mådaìga (drum) was learned in the same way. 
Previously no one was trained to play. The older devotees would just play, imitating what they 
had heard from other untrained devotees, and as a result they invented mådaìga beats.  

At that time we did not know whether what we learned was proper or not, and 
whatever pronunciation, songs, and mådaìga beats we did learn, either by imitating 
Prabhupäda or the early devotees, eventually became the standard. Unfortunately, many such 
incorrect standards were continued. Many devotees think, ºThis was the way they were saying 
it in the early days of ISKCON, so it must be right.» 

This is not necessarily anyone½s fault. Nevertheless, the Society is only slowly 
progressing out of its early days. My concern is to avoid the continuation of 
mispronunciation. The senior devotees and especially the leaders and Prabhupäda½s disciples 
should carefully learn to properly pronounce Sanskrit so that wrong standards are not passed 
down to the generations to follow. 

When ISKCON was new, Indians appreciated the Western devotees and overlooked 
their mispronunciations of Sanskrit words, just as adults appreciate the imperfect speech of 
children. As children mature, of course, their language improves. ISKCON has progressed 
tremendously, and now it members should improve their recitation of Sanskrit. The credibility 
of our preachers will be greatly augmented by their learning to accurately chant Sanskrit. As 
Prabhupäda said: 

 
ºAnd wherever you go, in any part of the world, if you can chant this mantra, oh, you½ll be received like 
God. It is so nice. And in India they½ll actually receive you like gods if you chant this mantra. They will 
offer their respects, so many. Veda-mantra.» 

Lecture, April 20, 1972 
 

 
There is a huge difference between a new devotee½s mispronunciations and a senior 

devotee½s mispronunciations. If a new devotee mispronounces your name, you don½t mind, but 
it is absurd if after a few decades he still mispronounces your name. As we mature, we are 
expected to learn more intensely. Something not considered offensive in the beginning of 
spiritual life is considered an offense later on. 

We learn from a passage in Hari ëauri Prabhu½s biography of Çrila Prabhupäda that 
Prabhupäda wanted his disciples to correctly pronounce the Sanskrit words: 

 
Moving over to sit at his desk, he asked, ºSo, what is your name?» Certainly he must have already heard 
it many times over the last few days, so perhaps it was his way of making me feel more comfortable. It 
relieved my embarrassment, making me feel that he is getting to know me on a more personal basis. 
ºArry Sawry, Çréla Prabhupäda,» I said in my broad Northern English brogue. ºHaree Showree,» 
Prabhupäda corrected in his elegant Bengali accent. Giving me a warm smile, he asked for some water... 

Transcendental Diary, Part I 
 

 
Mispronunciation is nothing to feel ashamed of. Learning a foreign grammar is 

difficult, and learning to pronounce a foreign language is even more difficult. This is because 
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our tongues are conditioned by our native language. These differences in pronunciation 
account for the difficult ies that foreign devotees have in pronouncing Sanskrit properly. Many 
Indian devotees also do a poor job of pronouncing Sanskrit. But with practice one can learn 
the proper pronunciation of the Sanskrit language. 

Any eager, keen, and opportunistic student can learn Sanskrit (or any other new 
language). It takes motivation and a respectful outlook toward the language and the culture 
surrounding the language. Along with enthusiasm and attitude, strategies and methods for 
committing to memory a new vocabulary and grammar are also essential. This is facilitated by 
hearing the language regularly and attentively, either in direct association with native speakers 
or by audio/video media. This regular practice is the best method of learning. To improve 
pronunciation, therefore, readers of this book can begin by attentively hearing and reciting the 
morning Bhägavatam çlokas. A book, even the best one, can help only in a limited way if a 
language is not regularly heard and spoken without inhibition. 

Sanskrit is a phonetic language. It is written as it is spoken. The readers are thus 
advised to learn the Devanägaré script at the beginning, as this quickens the process of 
learning Sanskrit and also helps in correct pronunciation. Although the Sanskrit can be read 
in transliteration, an additional benefit of learning the Devanägaré script is being able to read 
original texts that are unavailable in transliterations. Also, reading the Devanägaré script 
affords one additional spiritual potency and originality, which is not fully achieved through 
the transliteration. 

We hope that this pronunciation guide will help you improve your pronunciation and 
enable you to better comprehend the translations and deep meanings of Vaiñëava songs and 
verses. As Gopéparäëadhana Prabhu says in the Preface, a book like this should have come out 
years ago. I originally planned to publish it in 1996, as a Centennial offering to Çréla 
Prabhupäda, but ºa good thing takes time» as he said. So it has been finished only now. 

 
 

Lokanätha Svämé 
February 7, 2009 

Nityänanda Trayodaçé 
Aravade, Maharashtra, India
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1  
Çréla Prabhupäda on Sanskrit  
(Saàskåta Çikñämåtam) 

 

1.1 The Glories of Sanskrit (Saàskåta Mähätmya) 

 
Çréla Prabhupäda was keen on publishing his books at a high academic standard. 
He specifically instructed the Bhaktivedanta Book Trust to include a Sanskrit or 
Bengali pronunciation guide, an index of verses, and other features to assist 
readers in accurately reciting the verses in ºevery volume». 
 

ºEvery volume of Çrémad-Bhägavatam as well as Çré Caitanya-caritämåta must be fully complete with an 
index, list of references, glossary, Sanskrit pronunciation guide, and index of Sanskrit (or Bengali) 
verses. This will be best.» 

    Letter, February 6, 1975 
 

 
Sanskrit is a highly ºreformed» language. Every word is pronounced exactly according 

to its spelling. In English, some words are phonetically ambiguous (e.g., ºc» in chair is 
pronounced differently than the ºc» in cat), but in Sanskrit every syllable and every consonant 
and vowel accurately and precisely represent a unique sound. 
 
ºTherefore it is called Sanskrit. [In] Sanskrit everything is reformed. It is not by that b-u-t but, p-u-t 
put, if you say ¼u½, then you must say b-u-t but and p-u-t put but not that sometimes put sometimes but, 
no, that will not be allowed in Sanskrit. The pronunciation must be regular. You cannot change, 
Sanskrit means reformed language.» 

Lecture, April 23, 1972 
 

 
In lectures Çréla Prabhupäda sometimes stressed the vague and variegated phonology 

of the ºwhimsical» English language, and sometimes he pointed out that the definition of the 
word ºSanskrit» is ºrefined» or ºperfect». 
 
ºThe real meaning of ¼Sanskrit½ is ¼reform.½ It is not whimsical, just like in the English language, ¼b-u-t 
but, p-u-t put.½ It is not like that. Every word, every syllable has a symbolic meaning.» 

Lecture, January 19, 1969 
 

 
Not only the phonetics, but the rhyme of Sanskrit verses, because of the very strict 

form of the çlokas, is unparalleled. 
 
Çyämasundara: Today when we were looking at the Sanskrit çlokas, I suddenly realized that this very 
strict form of çloka made it easy for the people to memorize. 
Prabhupäda: Yes, oh yes. That Sanskrit çloka is so made that if you repeatedly chant five, six times, it 
will be memorized. And once it is memorized, you will never forget it. 
Çyämasundara: Then you can pass it down and you don½t have to write it. 
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Prabhupäda: No. That requires only memory. That was the system, çruti. Once hears from the spiritual 
master, it is memorized for good. The memory was so sharp, and the memory was prepared by this 
brahmacarya. 
 

Çyämasundara: And the grammatical rules are so arranged to make it easy to memorize ̧ natural 
rhythm. 
Prabhupäda: Natural, quite natural, natural rhythm. It½s not artificial. 
Çyämasundara: Whereas our Western poems are all so many different lines, lengths, rhythms. You can½t 
remember them. 
Prabhupäda: There is no standard. There is Sähitya Darpaëa, there is a book. So many words; the first 
pronunciation five, second pronunciation seven, like that. There are different kinds of sandhi [ways of 
conjoining words]. 
Çyämasundara: So it½s meant for hearing and memorizing. 

Vedabase; no date supplied 
 

 
Modern languages are creations of mankind and are thus imperfect, but Sanskrit 

emanates directly from a spiritual source, and is also spoken in deva nagara, or the planets of 
the demigods. 
  
ºDevanägaré. This language is spoken in the higher planetary system. Even in Vaikuëöha this language 
is spoken. Devanägaré, deva nagara. Just like Tokyo is a Japan nagara; similarly, nagara means ¼city½ and 
the citizens are called nagaré, ¼those who live in the city.½ They are called nagaré. So, Devanägaré. These 
letters are called Devanägaré. 

Lecture, April 23, 1972 
 

 
The poetic, beautiful Sanskrit language is known as the ºlanguage of the gods.» 

 
ºYes, Sanskrit is spoken not only on Kåñëa-loka but also in higher planets of the demigods. It is called 
the language of God and the demigods. It was spoken also on this planet. When the people were all 
godly they used to speak in Sanskrit. Sanskrit is the origin of all languages of the civilized people. It is 
most perfect, not only descriptive; the word ¼Sanskrit½ means ¼the most perfect.½ Because not a single 
word you can pronounce without having a bona fide principle. It is not like the English language: 
¼but/put½ with an irrational difference in pronunciation; no principles. Sanskrit is not like that. 
Therefore it is perfect. It is not whimsical. English poetry has one line one-inch long; next line 600 
inches long. Sanskrit is not like that. There are strict principles, and it is so beautiful. Therefore in 
Sanskrit no ordinary man can become a poet. No other language of the world can be compared with it. 
No other language of the world is so perfect as Sanskrit. Any language near to Sanskrit language is 
nearer to perfection. Sanskrit is pronounced the same way here or there, it is standard.» 

Letter, February 1, 1968 
 

 
Although it may take long to master Sanskrit, once it is learned, the student passes 

through ºthe gateway to education.» 
 
ºAnyone serious about studying the Sanskrit language should first learn grammar. It is said that simply 
to finish studying Sanskrit grammar takes at least twelve years, but once one learns the grammatical 
rules and regulations very nicely, all other scriptures or subject matters in Sanskrit are extremely easy 
to understand, for Sanskrit grammar is the gateway to education.» 

Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädi 15.5, purport 
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By learning Sanskrit grammar, ºall the çästras are open.» 
 
ºFormerly Sanskrit schools first taught grammar very thoroughly, and this system continues even now. 
A student was supposed to study grammar carefully for twelve years in the beginning of his life, because 
if one is expert in the grammar of the Sanskrit language, all the çästras are open to him. Çré Caitanya 
Mahaprabhu was famous for teaching grammar to students, and therefore Keçava Käçméré first referred 
to His position as a teacher of grammar.» 

Cc. Ädi 16.31, purport 
 

 
With knowledge of Sanskrit, a student can delve into the ocean of ºVedic literature 

without any translation.» Many Vedic texts are yet to be translated. 
 
º. . . if you understand Sanskrit grammar, then you can read all the Vedic literature without any 
translation. Simply by studying. Therefore the Sanskrit scholars are first of all taught grammar. And 
when one is expert in reading grammar properly, then all Vedic literature becomes very simplified.» 

Conversation, May 6, 1975 
 

 
 
 

1.2 Vision for Sanskrit Education (Saàskåta Vidyä Abhipräya) 

 
Prabhupäda envisioned that his adult disciples and the gurukula children would both learn 
Sanskrit. He wanted it to be a ºcompulsory» element of the gurukula curriculum. 

 
ºSanskrit should be compulsory for all our children to learn, and anyone who has an elementary 
knowledge of the alphabet and grammar can begin to teach it.»  

Letter, February 28, 1972 
 

 
Prabhupäda was displeased at the mispronunciation of Sanskrit by gurukula children, 

and he insisted that the teachers ºteach the children perfectly Sanskrit and English.» 
 

ºYou should teach the children perfectly Sanskrit and English instead of spoiling time and money. The 
children cannot pronounce correctly the Sanskrit. Let them read it correctly; that is wanted first. They 
must pronounce nicely English and Sanskrit. The English is no difficulty. If you can do this, then your 
education is all right. . . .You may introduce contests, but if the children and also the older devotees 
cannot pronounce Sanskrit correctly, it is all a useless waste of time.» 

Letter, September 3, 1974 
 

 
Prabhupäda also wanted his disciples to hear and repeat the verses of the Bhägavatam 

after understanding the pronunciation. 
 
ºThis is our program. We have come here not to exploit your country, but to give you something 
substantial. This is the Kåñëa consciousness movement. So read Çrémad-Bhägavatam, pronounce these 
verses very nicely. Therefore we½re repeating. You hear the records and try to repeat.»  

Lecture, April 14, 1973 
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1.3 Strategy & Implementation (Prayoga) 

 
Every brähmaëa was trained in the ºscience to pronounce a Vedic mantra.» 
 
ºIt is the practice of the brähmaëas conversant with the science to pronounce a Vedic mantra in the 
right accent. The combination of the mantra and Sanskrit words must be chanted with the right 
pronunciation; otherwise, it will not be successful.» 

Çrémad-Bhägavatam 4.13.27, purport 
 

 
Sometimes Prabhupäda would dedicate a substantial amount of time during his 

lecture to arduously train disciples in the brahminical practice of invoking ºtranscendental 
vibration» by chanting a verse. 
   
Pradyumna [chanting verse] : Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Devotees: Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Prabhupäda: It is sandhi? Na ghaöeta artha. It has been lost? Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Na 
ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Again, recite the whole çloka. 
Pradyumna [devotees repeating] : çré-çuka uväca, ätma-mäyäm åte räjan, 
 parasyänubhavätmanaù, na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù svapna-drañöur iväïjasä. 
Prabhupäda: Now read again. 
Pradyumna: Whole thing? 
Prabhupäda: No, this same verse. Practice it. In this way you practice one mantra daily. Each mantra 
will purify you hundred yards daily. Go forward. These mantras are very powerful, given by Vyäsadeva 
Gosvämé, vibrated. [. . .] So we should try to learn, get it by heart, at least one çloka, two çlokas in a 
week. And if we chant that ̧just like you are chanting so many songs ̧ similarly, if we chant one or 
two verses of Çrémad-Bhägavatam, that will make you very quickly advanced for spiritual realization. 
We are therefore taking so much trouble to get this transliteration, the meaning, so that the reader may 
take advanced step, full advantage of the mantra. It is not that to show some scholarship, that ºI know 
so much Sanskrit.» No. It is just offered with humility to learn the mantra, because one who will chant 
the mantra ̧  mantras are all transcendental vibration. Hare Kåñëa mantra is the mahä-mantra, but they 
are also mantras, all the verses from the Bhagavad-gétä, the Çrémad-Bhägavatam, spoken by Kåñëa, 
spoken by Vyósadeva, an incarnation of Kõÿúa. They½re also mantras, infallible instructions. So try to get 
it by heart, chanting. Either you chant by seeing the book or get it by heart, it is all the same. But try to 
chant one, two çlokas daily. Chant! 
Pradyumna [chants with devotees responding]: çré-çuka uväca, ätma-mäyäm åte räjan, 
 parasyänubhavätmanaù, na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Prabhupäda [correcting] : Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Like that. It is written like that? 
Pradyumna: Ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Prabhupäda: Artha, artha separated? 
Pradyumna: No. Together. Ghaöetärtha. 
Prabhupäda: No. Ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. It should not be. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Like that. Tä 
should be long. Tä. Ghaöeta artha-sambandhaù. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Is that all right? 
Pradyumna: Yes. 
Prabhupäda: So pronounce like that. 
Pradyumna: Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Prabhupäda: Loud. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Pradyumna: Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Prabhupäda: Yes. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Devotees: Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. 
Pradyumna: Svapna-drañöur iväïjasä. 
Prabhupäda: Oh. Again pronounce. 
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Pradyumna: Çré-çuka uväca [ repeats verse]. 
Prabhupäda: Very important verse. Now we shall go to the words and meaning. Again recite. Çré çuka 
uväca. [Devotees repeat the verse.] 
Prabhupäda: Once again. Do it again. [Pradyumna repeats the verse.] 
Prabhupäda: Again. [Devotees repeat again.] Anyone can recite? All right. See the book and recite. 
Çyämasundara: Çré-çuka uväca, ätma-mäyäm åte räjan, parasyänubhavätmanaù. 
Prabhupäda: Parasyä. The transliteration is the long ºa.» You have seen? You just try to follow the 
transliteration. That will be easier. 
Çyämasundara: Parasyänu... 
Prabhupäda: Parasyänubhava, bhavätmanaù. Ätmä. 
Çyämasundara: Yes. Long ºa». Ätmanaù. 
Prabhupäda: Yes. Now, beginning. 
Çyämasundara: Parasyänu . . . 
Prabhupäda: No. First line. [Devotees repeating.] 
Çyämasundara: Çré-çuka uväca, ätma-mäyäm åte räjan, parasyänubhavätmanaù. 
Prabhupäda: Read it again. 
Çyämasundara: Çré-çuka uväca, ätma-mäyäm åte räjan, parasyänubhavätmanaù na 
 ghaöetärtha. 
Prabhupäda: Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù, svapna-drañöur iväïjasä. Next. Next. You read. Go on. One 
after another. [Continues with a devotee reciting, and Prabhupäda correcting.] You read the transliteration. 
The thing is hearing the meter and repeat. That½s all. The writing is already there, transliteration. 
Simply you have to hear the written. Just like you have chanted so many verses, songs, by hearing. The 
hearing is very important. A child learns another language simply by hearing, pronunciation, hearing. 
That is natural. If we hear one thing repeatedly, you will learn. You will learn. So one has to hear a little 
attentively. Then it will be easy. There is no difficulty. This is by hearing. So simply you have to hear. 
Therefore the whole Vedic çästra is called çruti. It is a process of hearing. Go on. [Recitation continues.] 
Next. Each one of you. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù svapna-drañöur iväïjasä. What is the aïjasä spelling? 
Devotee: I-v-a-n-j-a-s-a. Iväïjasä. 
Prabhupäda: Long a or short a? 
Devotee: Long a. 
Prabhupäda: Yes. Iväïjasä. Aïjasä. Aïjasä means wholesale. Go on. [Recitation and corrections continue.] 
Na ghaöeta artha- sambandhaù, combined together it becomes na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. Tärtha. What 
is the spelling? Tärtha? 
Devotee: T, long a, r-t-h-a. 
Prabhupäda: Of tha? What is the . . .? 
Devotee: T-a-r-t-h-a.  
Prabhupäda: T-h-a. There must be r. 
Pradyumna: Yes. Ghaöetärtha. G-h-a-t-e-t-a-r... 
Prabhupäda: T-a-r. Yes. T-a, artha. So you were missing that r. Na ghaöetärtha-sambandhaù. All right. 
Next. [Recitation continues.] Get it next. Come here. So you have to study like that. So many çlokas, I 
am taking so much labor. If you do not read it carefully. It is not for that I am making business, for 
selling only, and not for my students. You must all read like this, practice. Why so much trouble is 
being taken, word-to-word meaning and then transliteration? If you chant this mantra, that vibration 
will cleanse the atmosphere. Next chant. [Another devotee recites verse]. Very good. Next, next. Bhänu 
Prabhu [he recites]. Thank you very much. He has pronounced very nicely. So he will teach you. Yes. 
Next. [Another devotee recites.] Very good. [Another devotee recites verse.] Very good. Yes. In this way, 
each one of you, you chant and others will follow. Then in one or two days, you get the çloka by heart. 
You can chant. It is not difficult. Now read the word meanings and translation. 
Karandhara: Çré-çukaù uväca¹Çré Çukadeva Gosvämé said; ätma¹the Supreme Personality of Godhead; 
mäyäm¹the energy; åte¹ without; räjan¹O King . . .» 
Prabhupäda: Räjan. It is address, addressing. Nominative is räjä and addressive is räjan. Go on. 

Lecture, April 20, 1972 
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This long discussion took place during his Bhägavatam class in Tokyo and is one of 
several instances when Prabhupäda engaged his disciples in understanding the Sanskrit 
grammar, the word-for-word pronunciation, and the translation. He wanted his disciples to 
memorize and recite verses. Çatadhanya Prabhu recalls another incident that took place in 
Tokyo in 1972: 
 

ºOne day Çréla Prabhupäda became very upset and spoke in a strong voice about how he had 
gone to all the trouble to include the Sanskrit çlokas and transliterations in the Çrémad Bhägavatam, but 
the devotees were neither showing interest nor learning the correct Sanskrit pronunciation; they were 
ignoring the Sanskrit he had placed in his books. He adamantly said that from now on every devotee in 
ISKCON must learn to pronounce the Sanskrit and understand the çlokas.  

ºFor the next three weeks, during every Çrémad-Bhägavatam class, Prabhupäda called upon 
each devotee to chant the çloka aloud. He would take ten or fifteen minutes with each person, teaching 
how to pronounce every Sanskrit syllable in the çloka. He taught seven or eight people every day.  

ºWe were studying the Second Canto, and I remember even to this day the çlokas that Çrila 
Prabhupäda drilled into us then, intensely, day after day. In fact, Pradyumna would tutor us during the 
day so that during the next morning we would not be embarrassed when we were called upon to chant. 
We were finally able to correctly chant all the çlokas in the chapter ¼Answers by Citing the Lord½s 
Version.½  

ºBefore Prabhupäda left Tokyo, he announced that there would be a final exam. In the temple 
room at class time, Prabhupäda called on each devotee to recite the entire chapter in Sanskrit. Then 
Prabhupäda went through all the trouble to make corrections and explain how we did. This went on for 
hours, and he told each of us whether our recitation was good or needed more work. Somehow I was 
the last one to chant. I took my turn and recited the whole chapter. Then Prabhupäda looked at me and 
said, ¼First prize.½» 

 

 
Prabhupäda wanted the members of ISKCON to become proficient in all areas of 

devotional service. Pronunciation of Sanskrit was no exception. Prabhupäda wanted his 
disciples to recite the scriptural verses ºco-jointly as they chant [the] Hare Kåñëa mahä-
mantra.» 
 
ºI am happy to learn that you have begun to teach our students Sanskrit pronunciation. Please see that 
they can pronounce very nicely the Sanskrit verses in Bhagavad-gétä, Çrémad Bhägavatam, Éçopaniñad, 
and Brahma-saàhitä, and teach them to chant co-jointly as they chant Hare Kåñëa mahä-mantra.» 

Letter, April 17, 1970 
 

 
Every mantra of the Bhagavad-gétä and Çrémad-Bhägavatam is çabda-brahma, or the 

Absolute Lord in His form of transcendental sound. If the mantra is poorly articulated, then 
the sound form of the Lord is disfigured. Instead of invoking the Lord, the distorted sound 
may invoke inauspiciousness. Therefore Prabhupäda emphasized that the devotees be 
educated ºto pronounce in Sanskrit vibration». 

 
ºYour teaching of Sanskrit pronunciation has been very much successful. I was just thinking of 
teaching our students the pronunciation of the Sanskrit verses in the Bhagavad-gétä, Çrémad-
Bhägavatam, etc. and by Kåñëa½s will you have already begun this. It will be a great help for me if the 
students are taught to pronounce in Sanskrit vibration. It will be another effect of transcendental sound 
vibration.» 

Letter, April 5, 1970 
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Along with musical accompaniment, devotees could ºsing also, like songs, with 
tamboura» the Vedic mantras, suggested Prabhupäda. 
 
ºYes. You can sing also very nicely, sing also, like songs, with tamboura. It is very nice [sings]: 
cintämaëi-prakara-sadmasu kalpa. Like that, it is very nice. In every temple there should be, one man 
should play on tamboura and chant. It requires nice pronunciation, and with the sound of tamboura. 
People are coming, offering darçana, and the singing is going on. That is the system in Indian temples. 
It immediately vibrates.» 

Vedabase; no date supplied 
 

 

In his strategic outlook for ISKCON½s future, Prabhupóda knew that Sanskrit 
education was an essential scholastic tool for the gurukula children. It would enable them to 
firmly and deeply grasp the Vedic literature. Thus, he ordered the gurukula educators to 
ºpurchase minimum fifty copies of the primary Sanskrit book.» 
 
ºOne thing is, I have just returned from the Dallas Gurukula school, and the young students there 
require to learn Sanskrit language. So I think you may purchase minimum fifty copies of the primary 
Sanskrit book for learning Sanskrit language from Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan in Chowpatty and send to 
Dallas school as soon a possible. Ask them if they will donate, but if they will not donate then purchase 
outright minimum fifty copies of the first grammar or primary book for learning Sanskrit at earliest 
age.» 

Letter, September 13, 1972 
 

 
Not only for the children but for his adult disciples, too, Prabhupäda encouraged 

Sanskrit classes, not for the purpose of becoming scholars, but to aid in their pronunciation of 
the mantras ºin the proper accent.» 
 
ºRegarding Sanskrit class, it is very encouraging that Mr. Parikh is helping you in this connection, but 
the chief aim for learning Sanskrit would be how to pronounce the Sanskrit verses especially in our 
published books. . . . Therefore the main aim of this Sanskrit class should be how you can learn this 
chanting in the proper accent. It is not our aim to become a Sanskrit scholar.» 

Letter, April 16, 1970 
 

 
Anybody who reads Çréla Prabhupóda½s books can learn something about Sanskrit by 

studying the word-for-word synonyms given for each verse. Prabupäda was even willing to 
produce recordings of the verses to assist the readers in ºpronouncing Sanskrit very nicely just 
by reading» his books. 
 
ºThe linguistics professor has correctly remarked. It was my intention in presenting the books that 
anyone who would read would learn Sanskrit. For example almost all of my disciples are pronouncing 
Sanskrit very nicely just by reading my books. He says that there is no pronunciation guide, but it is 
there is it not? The best thing would be a recording.» 

Letter, September 26, 1975 
 

 
In the following conversation with Dr. Patel, Prabhupäda expresses his wish to explain 

the ºBhagavad-gétä grammar,» i.e., analysis of the Sanskrit syntax, to probe the meanings and 
formations of words and phrases in the Gétä verses. The ISKCON devotees Hariveëu Däsa and 
Yadu Däsa have fulfilled Prabhupóda½s desire by authoring a book series called Sanskrit 
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Grammar in Bhagavad-gétä (see the Resources section for details). This series has detailed 
Sanskrit lessons, with practical demonstrations and examples from the verses of the Gétä. 
 
Dr. Patel: µteach Sanskrit through Bhagavad-gétä. 
Prabhupäda: Oh, that we are doing. We give each word½s meaning. Each word of any Sanskrit çloka, we 
give the meaning. That is right. 
Dr. Patel: That is the way I learned myself.  
Prabhupäda: If one is serious to learn, he can learn. There is no difficulty, no: dharma-kñetre kuru-
kñetre. Now, if he inquires, ºThe word is dharma-kñetra. Why it is written kñetre?» then it is grammar. 
Dr. Patel: That is what I say. That is the way I learned. 
Prabhupäda: So that, if he likes, he can learn it. Saptamé, adhikaraëa saptamé, sthäna, kñetra, kñetre, 
dharma-kñetre. If he simply tries to learn the nominative case, the objective case, then he½ll learn. 
Dr. Patel: [speaks something in Sanskrit]:  Like that. All things in different ways. 
Prabhupäda: Saïjaya uväca. It is nominative case. Dharma-kñetre kuru-kñetre samavetäù, this is plural 
number, yuyutsavaù, plural number. Mämakäù päëòaväç caiva. Päëòaväù is plural number, and when it 
is added with ca it becomes çca. The visarga. In this way he can learn. Eva, again sandhi. Mämakäù 
päëòaväç ca eva. 
Dr. Patel: My meaning was that. My idea was that. 
Prabhupäda: Yes. So any serious student, he can learn at home. It is not very difficult. And after 
studying one or two or a dozen sentences, automatically, yes, he learns sandhi, he learns verb, he learns 
subject, object, everything. No time; otherwise, I would have made Bhagavad-gétä grammar. Yes. 
Prabhupäda: That is what I really meant when I say that. 
Prabhupäda: You can do that. You can do that. People will read it, Bhagavad-gétä grammar. On the 
Bhagavad-gétä teach them grammar. Just like Jéva Gosvämé compiled Hari-nämämåta-vyäkaraëa, 
similarly, you write. You have got both the knowledge, Sanskrit, and through English, Bhagavad-gétä 
grammar. People will take it. I have no time; otherwise, I would have done it. Simply nominative case, 
objective case, çabda-rüpa. 

Conversation, April 13, 1976 
 

 
 
 

1.4 Diacritics 

 
Although Prabhupäda did not have enough time to write a complete Sanskrit grammar text, 
he did make sure to include the diacritic marks on the roman transliterations of the scriptural 
texts in his books. This assists the reader to ºpronounce exactly» the Sanskrit verses. 
 
Prabhupäda: You are reading the transcription or original verse? 
Hådayänanda: Transcription. 
Prabhupäda: So this transcription is quite helpful in pronunciation. Everything exact it is coming. The 
diacritic marks: follow, you can pronounce exactly. 

Conversation, June 10, 1976 
 

 
Because the Sanskrit alphabet has more letters than the English alphabet, to allow 

those with no knowledge of Sanskrit to correctly pronounce the words, scholars introduced a 
system of using a combination of the English alphabet and dots and lines called diacritical 
marks. These can be seen on the letters ä, é, ü, å, ë, ï, ç, and others. The diacritics tell a reader 
exactly how the sound is to be produced. For example, the line over the top of the vowel a (ä) 
tells the reader to hold the vowel twice as long as normal. Prabhupäda instructed his 
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publishing house to strictly adhere to this academic standard of ºcorrect diacritic spelling» in 
all his publications. 
 
ºIn reply to Jayadvaita½s questions, henceforward the policy for using diacritic markings is that I want 
them used everywhere, on large books, small books, and also BTG. If there is any difficulty with the 
pronunciation, then after the correct diacritic spelling, in brackets the words ºpronounced as _» may be 
written. So even on covers the diacritic markings should be used. We should not have to reduce our 
standard on account of the ignorant masses. Diacritic spelling is accepted internationally, and no 
learned person will even care to read our books unless this system is maintained.» 

Letter, December 31, 1971 
 

The diacritic system is known as the roman transliteration (ºtransliterate» means ºto 
write in the corresponding letters of another alphabet»). It has been ºinternationally accepted 
by all scholars» for almost a hundred years. Each Sanskrit sound can be precisely 
transliterated without loss or ambiguity. All Prabhupóda½s books contain diacritics on the 
transliterated Sanskrit words. 
  
ºDiacritical marks must be maintained. These are internationally accepted by all scholars so I want that 
they should remain. If they are a botheration then leave out the Sanskrit words altogether or wherever 
there is a Sanskrit word, keep the English spelling for pronunciation (following it), e.g., Kåñëa 
pronounced ºKrishna». If you are printing children½s books you may avoid Sanskrit words, but in my 
speeches there must be Sanskrit. This changing from one standard to another is not good, either avoid 
Sanskrit, put English pronunciation in brackets or use the diacritical marks whenever there is Sanskrit.» 

Letter, December 28, 1971 
 

The roman transliteration enables novice Sanskrit students to read Sanskrit without 
knowledge of the Devanógar÷ script, provided they are willing to ºlearn the diacritic marks.» 
 
ºYou practice this diacritic mark. English transliteration is there. It is not very difficult. Simply if you 
practice twice, thrice, four times, it will come exactly, the pronunciation. You have to learn the diacritic 
marks. Then it will be all right.» 

Lecture, March 27, 1976 
 

Without diacritics, a Sanskrit word written in roman letters will probably have an 
ambiguous pronunciation. The word meaning changes if one ignores the diacritics. 
 
ºDevotees call the temple in Belgium ¼Radhadesa,½ but there is no actual place like that with reference to 
the name Rädhä. The name comes from Räòhadeça, a part of Bengal where the Ganges does not flow, 
the place where Nityänanda Prabhu appeared.» 

¹Bhakti Cäru Svämé 
 

The following excerpt from the Çré Caitanya-caritämåta describes the place called 
Räòhadeça: 
 

 
räòhe yäìra janma kåñëadäsa dvijavara 
çré-nityänandera teìho parama kiìkara 

 
SYNONYMS 

räòhe¹in West Bengal; yäìra¹whose; janma¹birth; kåñëadäsa¹Kåñëadäsa; dvija-vara¹the best 
brähmaëa; çré-nityänandera¹of Nityänanda Prabhu; teìho¹he; parama¹first-class; kiìkara¹servant. 
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TRANSLATION 
The twenty-first devotee of Çré Nityänanda in Bengal was Kåñëadäsa Brähmaëa, who was a first-class 
servant of the Lord. 

 
PURPORT 

In this verse the word räòhe refers to Räòhadeça, the part of Bengal where the Ganges does not flow. 
Cc. Ädi 11.36 

 
In this example, by ignoring the diacritics, devotees changed the word Räòhadeça 

(ºpart of Bengal where the Ganges does not flow») to Radhadesa (intending it to mean ºthe 
country of Ródhó»), which has a completely different meaning. By ignoring the dot (under òha 
in Räòhadeça) etc., devotees changed the meaning of the word. A dot can change a lot. 
 
 
 

1.5 Benefits of Pure Pronunciation (Çuddha Uccäraëam Läbha) 

 
In regard to preaching programs, devotees know that the pious Indians are naturally attracted 
to the pure recitation of Vedic mantras. If preachers can impress the public with spectacular 
recitation of ºVeda-mantra,» they will be ºreceived like God.» 
 
ºAnd wherever you go, in any part of the world, if you can chant this mantra, oh, you½ll be received like 
God. It is so nice. And in India he½ll actually receive like Gods if you chant this mantra. They will so 
offer their respects, so many. Veda-mantra.» 

Lecture, April 20, 1972 
 

 
Just like the Lord½s holy names, verses of scripture are also transcendental vibrations. 

Their pure recitation brings all auspiciousness. By purely chanting mantras, ºwherever you go, 
you will be all respected,» Prabhupäda told his disciples.  
 
Prabhupäda: ...transcendental vibration. So everything is there. If you do not practice, what can I do? 
The transliteration is there, the accent is there, and now our Pradyumna is there also. Utilize time; 
become attracted. As Kåñëa is all-attractive, you become attracted at least to some. Kåñëa is all-
attractive. You cannot become all-attracted. At least you become attracted to some. They are becoming 
attracted by good apartment, by shaving the beard, like that. You told me they are trying to remain 
young? 
Sudämä: Yes, yes. You have given us so many çlokas. Now we have so much to start. So many mantras, 
Bhagavad-gétä, Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Éçopaniñad. 
Prabhupäda: Huge. So why you are not utilizing this facility? 
Sudämä: We½re missing the point. 
Prabhupäda: This evening you will have to chant these verses and you will explain. Who will explain? 
You will explain? That½s all right. Then I shall speak. First of all let them hear from my disciples, then I 
shall speak. Is it all right? 
Sudämä: Yes, Çréla Prabhupäda. 
Prabhupäda: So now practice whole day how to pronounce these çlokas. 
Pradyumna: Better all chant. 
Prabhupäda: Yes. And explain. Practice like this. Then wherever you go, you will be all respected. 

Lecture, April 25, 1972 
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Prabhupäda desired that his saìkértana devotees uniquely ºdemonstrate the chanting 
of the mantras» to attract the public to Kåñëa. 
 
ºWhen we lead our world Saìkértana Party, at that time, if we can demonstrate the chanting of the 
mantras as they are stated in Éçopaniñad, Bhagavad-gétä, Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Brahma-saà hitä, that will 
be our unique position.» 

Letter, April 16, 1970 
 

  
Prabhupäda did not write books just for distribution. He also wanted his disciples to 

study them and practice ºresounding the mantras.» 
 
Prabhupäda: Bhägavata? So from the very beginning, oà namo bhagavate, janmädy asya yataù. 
[Pradyumna chants the verse one word at a time, with the devotees and Çréla Prabhupäda repeating, until 
Çréla Prabhupäda stops him at the word abhijïaù .] 
Prabhupäda [Chants the verse one word at a time, with devotees repeating]:  Like that. 
Pradyumna: Janmódy asya yato ½nvayód. 
Prabhupäda: No, first of all let them practice. [Chants the verse one word at a time, with devotees 
repeating.]  Read like that. 
[Pradyumna chants the verse one word at a time, with devotees and Çréla Prabhupäda repeating.] 
Prabhupäda: Again. [Pradyumna repeats, as above.] Next you. [Devotee recites whole verse one word at a 
time with devotees and Çréla Prabhupäda repeating.]  Hm. Kértanänanda Mahäräja. [Kértanänanda recites 
with the devotees and Çréla Prabhupäda repeating.]  This word abhijïaù or abhijïaù [he pronounces it 
differently]  both ways you can pronounce. So it is easier for you, as it is spelling abhijïaù, or abhijïaù, 
as you like. Yes. [Kértanänanda continues and the devotees repeat.]  Thank you. Viñëujana Mahäräja 
[ recitation takes place]. Karandhara Prabhu [ recitation takes place] . You [a devotee recites].  Any more? 
Anyone else? Hm. [Çréla Prabhupäda chants the verse twice, one line at a time, and devotees repeat.] 
Prabhupäda: So, if you chant these mantras, at least one in one day, your life will be glorious. This 
mantra, bhägavata-mantra, not only Bhägavata, every Vedic literature is a mantra. Transcendental 
sound. So practice resounding this mantra. So we have taken so much labor to put in diacritic marks, 
all the words, word meaning; utilize it. Don½t think that these books are only for sale. If you go to sell 
these books and if some customer says, ºYou pronounce it,» then what you will do? Then he will 
understand, ºOh, you are for selling, not for understanding.» What do you think? So therefore it is 
necessary now, you have got nice books, each and every çloka, verse, should be pronounced. Therefore 
we have given this original verse in Sanskrit, its transliteration with diacritic mark. These marks are 
universally accepted amongst the scholars. So all the scholars of Sanskrit, they agreed to use this mark 
for pronouncing Sanskrit language. Sanskrit language is very important, honored all over the world. So 
if, those who are Indians, especially present in this meeting, that if you want to glorify your country, 
then you present this Vedic literature. I am therefore so much laboring hard that we, before my leaving 
this body, I may give you some books that you can enjoy after my death. So utilize it. Utilize it. Read 
every çloka nicely, try to understand the meaning, discuss amongst yourselves. Nityaà bhägavata-
sevayä. That is our mission. 

Lecture, July 6, 1972 
 

 
In Jhansi, where Prabhupäda started the League of Devotees, his very first disciple, Dr. 

Äcärya Prabhäkara Miçra, was a college principal and Sanskrit scholar. Prabhupäda envisioned 
an institute for scholars from all countries to ºlearn and read Sanskrit.» 
 
ºAs such it is now necessary that men of culture all over the world may learn and read Sanskrit, the 
mother of all other languages of the Aryan stock. The League of Devotees, therefore, will maintain a 
Sanskrit academy and a degree college especially for the purpose of disseminating the benefit of this 
great language to all. Scholars from all countries will be welcome to remain as inmates at the institute.» 

On the mission of the League of Devotees, 1953 



                     16 
 

Even after establishing the International Society for Kåñëa Consciousness twenty years 
after preaching in Jhansi, Prabhupóda still contemplated launching ºa bona fide language 
school» and paying Sanskrit scholars to train his disciples in Hindi and Sanskrit. He thought 
this would be a great aid in their preaching mission, especially in India.  
 
ºWe want to introduce this program of teaching our students Hindi and Sanskrit for two reasons. First 
of all, as I have already explained in a previous letter, if we can establish a bona fide language school 
then our American and European disciples can acquire student visas for coming to India. This will solve 
our visa problem. Secondly, if our students can actually preach in Hindi, periodically quoting Sanskrit, 
it will be a very good credit for us and very respectfully received by the Indian people. The curriculum 
can be two hours in the morning and two hours in the evening and the pundits can be paid Rs. 200 per 
month. Our students, however, must be prepared to apply themselves and actually learn the languages.» 

Letter, December 21, 1973 
  
 Other benefits of purely uttering Sanskrit are cultural and physical. To speak Sanskrit 
means to be refined and cultured by definition. As the language of the gods, it brings divine 
grace. The Sanskrit sounds create beneficial vibrations for the näòés (the pathways of 
everyone½s life air) and strengthen the nervous system, thereby contributing to good health. 
 
 
 

1.6 The Lord Accepts the Motive (Bhäva-grähé Janärdana) 

 
One of the first arguments devotees offer against improving their pronunciation is: ºKõÿúa is 
in my heart, and therefore He knows what I really mean to say; the Lord takes only the 
essence of a devotee½s attitude. He is glorified as bhäva-grähé janärdana.» 
 
ºThe Supreme Personality of Godhead is known as bhäva-grähé janärdana because He takes only the 
essence of a devotee½s attitude. If a devotee sincerely surrenders, the Lord, as the Supersoul in 
everyone½s heart, immediately understands this. Thus even though, externally, a devotee may not 
render full service, if he is internally sincere and serious the Lord welcomes his service nonetheless. 
Thus the Lord is known as bhäva-grähé janärdana because He takes the essence of one½s devotional 
mentality.» 

Bhäg. 8.23.2, purport 
 

 
This is the Lord½s merciful nature. He pardons the mistakes in the ºgrammatical 

composition» of a devotee½s prayers, if the intent and service attitude is ºpure for serving 
Kåñëa.» 
 
ºSo even we offer Kåñëa prayer with broken languages, because Kåñëa is Absolute, Kåñëa will accept it. 
Bhäva-grähé janärdana. Kåñëa sees how much your heart is pure for serving Kåñëa. Kåñëa does not see 
the wording, the grammatical composition of your prayer.» 

Lecture, May 6, 1973 
 

The story of the illiterate South Indian brähmaëa of Çré Raìgam teaches us a similar 
lesson. His fellow brähmaëas in his village laughed at him and made fun of his incorrect 
pronunciation of Bhagavad-gétä çlokas. But because of his intense bhäva (ecstatic love) for the 
Lord, he was shedding tears of ecstasy while thinking of the Supreme Lord driving the chariot 
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of His devotee, Arjuna. As a result, the brähmaëa received the darçana (audience) of Lord 
Caitanya. 

With these arguments, one may justify laziness as being an indication of devotion: ºI 
don½t need to learn Sanskrit grammar and pronunciation.» After all, Çaìkaräcärya has said: 
 

 
>aJa GaaeivNd& >aJa GaaeivNd& >aJa GaaeivNd& MaU!MaTae 

SaMPa[aáe SaiàihTae k-ale/ Naih Naih r+aiTa duk*-Ha( k-r<ae 
 

bhaja govindaà bhaja govindaà 
govindaà bhaja müòha-mate 

sampräpte sannihite käle 
nahi nahi rakñati òukåï karaëe 

 
Worship Govinda, worship Govinda, worship Govinda, you fool! Your grammatical word jugglery will 
not save you at the time of death. 

Dvädaça Manjaréka Stotra 
 

 
 Prabhupäda was tolerant of our mistakes. The Vaiñëavas are addressed as sära-grähé, 
i.e., they accept only the essence and do not consider the mistakes in an offering. Bhäva-grähé 
Prabhupäda accepted a pure service attitude. He forgave our mispronunciation of ºguru» as 
ºgoru» (meaning ºcow») and took ºthe meaning of guru and not goru, even if it is spoken as 
goru». 
 
ºYou are chanting, the mantras, but because it is not your language, sometimes it appears broken. Just 
like guru. Sometimes you say ¼goru.½ ¼Goru½ means cow and ¼guru½ means spiritual master. So the 
difference in meaning is vast. The spiritual master is not a cow or a bull [laughs]. Because it is not your 
language, it does not matter, because bhäva-grähé janärdana, Kåñëa, is within you. He knows what you 
want to chant. Therefore He takes the meaning of guru and not goru, even if it is spoken as goru. I don½t 
take offense because I know that your desire is something else. I do not protest that you are addressing 
me goru. I am not goru. So that is not a fault. Similarly, it is said yasmin prati-çlokam abaddhavaty api. If 
somebody does not know how to spell, how to say, but his idea is there, abaddhavaty api, because he 
wants to chant the holy name of the Lord, nämäny anantasya, ananta, His name is being chanted.» 

Lecture, June 10, 1969 
 

 
 Here Prabhupóda refers to Nórada½s famous instruction to Vyäsadeva: 
 

TaÜaiGvSaGaaeR JaNaTaagaivâvae 
YaiSMaNa( Pa[iTaëaek-MabÖvTYaiPa ) 

NaaMaaNYaNaNTaSYa YaXaae_iªTaaiNa YaTa( 
é*<viNTa GaaYaiNTa Ga*<aiNTa SaaDav" )) 11 )) 

 
tad-väg-visargo janatägha-viplavo 

yasmin prati-çlokam abaddhavaty api 
nämäny anantasya yaço 'ìkitäni yat 
çåëvanti gäyanti gåëanti sädhavaù 

 
That literature which is full of descriptions of the transcendental glories of the name, fame, forms, and 
pastimes of the unlimited Supreme Lord is a different creation, full of transcendental words directed 
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toward bringing about a revolution in the impious lives of this world½s misdirected civilization. 
Transcendental literature, although imperfectly composed, is heard, sung and accepted by purified men 
who are thoroughly honest. 

Bhäg. 1.5.11 
 

 
 The Lord gives preference to ºthe motive, not the pronunciation of the language.» 
 
ºYes, you can sing prayers in Sanskrit, but prayers in English can be also pronounced because the Lord 
accepts the motive, not the pronunciation of the language. He wants to see spiritual motive. Even if 
some effectiveness is lost in translation, if the motive is there, it will make no difference.» 

Letter, January 2, 1968 
 

 
 The Lord in our heart, Paramótmó, witnesses all our mind½s acts. If we just pronounce 
the name of the Lord with the tongue, but do not meditate upon Him within our mind, then 
the effectiveness of our chanting is reduced. But if we are sincerely chanting the Lord½s names, 
ºeven it is notµ perfectly pronounced, still, God will understand.» 
 
ºBecause God will take your mind, not your pronunciation. If you mean to pronounce God's name, 
even it is not, I mean to say, formally or perfectly pronounced, still, God will understand that you are 
trying to chant His name. That is your perfection.» 

Lecture, October 9, 1969 
 

 
 These statements are often misconstrued to justify improper pronunciation. However, 
the pure devotee actually wishes to offer the best service to the Lord. Reciting the pastimes of 
the Lord in the form of scriptural verses is also devotional service, and if our motive is to 
please the Lord, then we should endeavor to perform this service to the best of our capacity.  
If one knows the proper method, one should perform the service appropriately. Prabhupäda 
makes this point in the following letter: ºeverything perfect for Kåñëa.» 
 
ºIt is not our philosophy to print errors. Of course, our spiritual subject matter is transcendental and 
therefore it remains potent despite mistakes in grammar, spelling, etc. But this type of translation may 
only be allowed if there is no other way to correct it, then it is all right. But if you know the correct 
order, then you must make it perfect. That is our philosophy: everything perfect for Kåñëa.» 

 Letter, January 20, 1972 
 

 
 
 

1.7 Gravity of Mantra Recitation (Mantroccäraëam Gambhértä) 

 
Priests would ensure that their mantroccäraëam (pronunciation of Vedic mantras) was precise 
by testing sacrificial hymns on animals. If the sacrificed animal regained a new life, the 
pronunciation was verified to be correct (Bhäg. 4.19.27, purport). If the pronunciation was 
even slightly flawed, the result of the sacrifice could be reversed, as in the case of Tvaÿăó½s 
sacrifice.  

Although this incident depicts an extreme situation, it demonstrates the importance of 
pronunciation, which can cause even life or death. If mantras are improperly chanted, they 
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can yield an opposite result. Tvañöä wanted to produce a creature to kill Indra, but he chanted 
one syllable long instead of short, so the sacrifice produced Våträsura, whom Indra killed. 
 

 
hTaPau}aSTaTaSTvía JauhaveNd]aYa Xa}ave ) 

wNd]Xa}aae ivvDaRSv Maaicr& Jaih iviÜzMa( )) 11 )) 
 

hata-putras tatas tvañöä 
juhävendräya çatrave 

indra-çatro vivardhasva 
mä ciraà jahi vidviñam 

 
TRANSLATION 

After Viçvarüpa was killed, his father, Tvañöä, performed ritualistic ceremonies to kill Indra. He offered 
oblations in the sacrificial fire, saying, ºO enemy of Indra, flourish to kill your enemy without delay.» 
 

PURPORT 
There was some defect in Tvaÿăó½s chanting of the mantra because he chanted it long instead of short, 
and therefore the meaning changed. Tvañöä intended to chant the word indra-çatro, meaning, ºO enemy 
of Indra.» In this mantra, the word indra is in the possessive case (ñañöhé), and the word indra-çatro is 
called a tat-puruña compound (tatpuruña-samäsa). Unfortunately, instead of chanting the mantra short, 
Tvañöä chanted it long, and its meaning changed from ºthe enemy of Indra» to ºIndra, who is an 
enemy.» Consequently instead of an enemy of Indra½s, there emerged the body of Võtrósura, of whom 
Indra was the enemy. 

Bhäg. 6.9.11 
 

 
In the compound word indra-çatro, the ending of the word çatro is uttered short when 

it is in the possessive case (ñañöhi) and long when it is in the vocative case (sambodhana). 
Tvañöä mistakenly uttered it long. He expected ºIndra½s killer» to be born from the sacrifice, 
but the mantra he uttered meant ºIndra is the killer of the person to be born.» 

In the above scenario, ºlong» and ºshort» do not denote dérgha and hrasva (see section 
2.4.2 on vowels), but long (udätta) and short (anudätta) pitch accents on vowels (also in 
2.4.2). Tvañöä spoke Vedic Sanskrit (vaidika bhäñä or vaidika saàskåta), in which the word 
meaning can change depending on the pitch in which a vowel is accented. Vedic Sanskrit 
occurs only in the çruti-çästra, the four Vedas, and it is also called çrauta bhäñä. The rest of 
Sanskrit literature is written in classical Sanskrit (laukika bhäñä or laukika saàskåta), which is 
not altered by vowel pitch accents.  

The commentaries by Çrédhara Svämé and Vaàçédhara on Bhägavatam 6.9.11 explain 
this incident in more detail. They say that the version of the mantra given in 6.9.11 is different 
from the mantra used by Tvañöä. The mantra given in the Vedas and described by Çridhara 
Svämé and Vaàçédhar was indra-çatrur vardhasva, and their explanations of the mistake are 
based on this. It was customary to change a Vedic mantra a bit when mentioning çruti texts in 
writing because the audience did not necessarily have qualifications (adhikära) in çruti. Hence 
the mantra from the Veda was changed in 6.9.11. Or it was changed owing to considerations 
of the verse meter. Hence we see that there is no actual vocative in the Vedic mantra. Çrédhara 
Svämé mentions that the mistake was in the svaras, vowel pitch accents. As far as the letters 
were concerned, they were accurately chanted. The mistake in the svaras (vowel pitch 
accents) was that he chanted ºindra» with the udätta accent, which changed it from what was 
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intended (a tatpuruña meaning ºIndra½s enemy») to something else (a bahuvréhi) meaning 
ºIndra is the killer of the person to be born.» 
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2  Sanskrit Phonetics (Varëa Çikñä) 
 

2.1 The Sanskrit Language (Saàskåta Bhäñä) 

 
Päëini refers to Sanskrit (saàskåta) in his Añöädhyäyé by the word bhäñä, which means 
ºlanguage.» The word saàskåta means ºthe formally perfected language.» Most Hindus 
consider Sanskrit the original language in the universe and thus the mother of all languages. It 
is regarded by scholars as one of many Indo-European languages (English, Latin, Greek, etc.). 

Indologists have said that Sanskrit was brought to India by the Aryans who invaded 
Southeast Asia, but this theory has been questioned. As suggested by the Harappan and 
Mohenjo Daro excavation sites, prior to the so-called Aryan invasion, the sophisticated and 
advanced Sindhu (pronounced ºHindu» by the invading Persians) or Indus Valley civilization 
prevailed in India from the middle of the third millennium B.C. 

Sanskrit is a phonetic language, and all its sounds emanated from God according to 
the Vedic version. Sanskrit is thus sacred, as it is the language of God. At the beginning of 
creation, the Supreme Lord Näräyaëa imparted to Lord Brahmä knowledge of the Vedas and 
the vedäìgas (which includes the Çikñä-vedäìga, dealing with Sanskrit pronunciation) as 
stated in Çrémad Bhägavatam (1.1.1): tene brahma hådaya ädi-kavaye. Another reference for 
this history of the origin of Sanskrit is Çréla Jéva Gosvämé½s Harinämämåta-vyäkaraëa, the first 
sütra of which  ̧nóróyaúódudbhĈto½yañ varúa-kramaù ̧  means that the Sanskrit alphabet 
emanated from Näräyaëa (for Jéva Gosvämé½s elaboration on this sütra, see section 2.5.2). 
These Sanskrit sounds were revealed to Brahmä and issued forth from his speech, beginning 
with praëava, the divine sound oàkära (a-u-m), the origin of all other articulated sounds (as 
our book cover illustrates). Lord Brahmä is the personal representative of Näräyaëa, who is 
the source of the transcendental sound oàkära, composed of the three original sounds of the 
alphabet: a-u-m. Oàkära is the secret essence and eternal seed of all Vedic hymns. From 
oàkära, Brahmä created all the other sounds of the alphabet. 

Nowadays, several different alphabets are used in different parts of India for writing 
Sanskrit, but they all follow the same eternal pattern of the sounds of Sanskrit. Sanskrit was 
analyzed by Päëini in his Añöädhyäyi, which is at least as old as the fifth century B.C. He says 
that Sanskrit comprises forty-eight letters, or varëas, eternally indivisible sounds that are the 
fundamental units of the language: thirteen vowels and thirty-five consonants. These letters 
are akñara, indestructible, which means that the sounds of the letters are never destroyed. 

However, there are two aspects to this quality of nondestruction. First, the phonetic 
characteristics do not change; the letters always retain their sounds. In most languages, one 
letter can be pronounced two or three different ways. But the spelling and transcription of 
Sanskrit are exact and thus less prone to error than in other languages. Second, 
nondestruction of the akñaras also means that the root sounds retain their individual 
meanings. For example, the word guru consists of the akñaras ºgu» and ºru»; among other 
things, ºgu» means ºdarkness» and ºru» means ºremoval». ºGuru» thus stands for a teacher, 
one who dispels the darkness of the mind. Latin also has word roots, but in many languages, 
the concept of word roots may not exist.   
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There are two types of Sanskrit: Vedic and classical. Vedic Sanskrit is the dialect used 
in the four Vedas. Päëini defines Sanskrit phonology, morphology, and complex formations by 
categorizing the sounds and forms of Sanskrit in some of his four thousand sütras or 
aphorisms. There are differences between Vedic and classical Sanskrit. For example, the 
sandhi rules are dissimilar (sandhi is the science of conjoining words). Additionally, accents 
are used in Vedic Sanskrit. The Éçopaniñad is the only book translated by Prabhupäda that uses 
Vedic Sanskrit. 

Sanskrit is easier to learn than modern languages for three reasons: (1) it has a 
systematic alphabet, (2) its grammar and syntax are constant and precise, and (3) the 
vocabulary is unchanging. Modern spoken languages have changing and varying vocabularies 
across the globe. English, for example, is quite different now from its Germanic source, since 
three-fourths of it consists of words borrowed from three hundred and fifty other languages. 
English spoken in African countries, with their multitude of languages (Nigeria has about four 
hundred), is greatly intermingled with words from the native languages. 

The word ºSanskrit» originates from the term saàskåta, meaning ºrefined and 
syntactically accurate grammar» as opposed to präkåta, which means ºcolloquial, vernacular.» 
Other Indo-Aryan languages and dialects were formed by deviation (apabhraàça) from the 
original Sanskrit language. The Sanskrit language of ancient India eventually produced 
derivatives. One of its forms, Pali, is said to have been used by Buddha for the propagation of 
his teachings in the sixth century B.C. Buddhist and Jain scriptures are written in both Pali 
and Sanskrit. 

 
 
 

2.2 Six Limbs of the Vedas (Ñaò-Vedäìga) 

 
The Vedas are the world½s oldest literature. They are the basis of the transcendental knowledge 
and culture of India. The Vedas have six appendices, called the ñaò-vedäìgas, the six limbs of 
the Vedas. 

 

iXa+aa k-LPaae VYaak-r<&a iNaå¢& ^NdSaa& cYa" )  
JYaaeiTaZaaMaYaNa& cEv veda®aiNa Za@ev Tau )) 

 
çikñä kalpo vyäkaraëaà 

niruktaà chandasäà cayaù 
jyotiñäm ayanaà caiva 
vedäìgäni ñaò eva tu 

 
Çikñä (phonetics), kalpa (ceremonial rituals), vyäkaraëa (grammar), nirukta (dictionary), chandas 
(verse meters), and jyotiña (astrology) are the six limbs of the Vedas. 
 

¹from the Åg-veda Bhäñya Bhümikä (the commentary and introduction by Säyanäcärya) 
 

 
Four (Çikñä, Vyäkaraëa, Chandas, and Nirukta) of these six vedäìgas relate to the Sanskrit 
language. The first vedäìga teaches us principles for recitation of the Vedas. The sounds of 
Sanskrit are pure, and the words and sentences are refined by being subjected to analysis. The 
purposes of Çikñä are to refine and clarify our pronunciation of Sanskrit so that it becomes a 
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means for our well-being. If sounds are well discerned and employed in speech, they will 
serve not only the purpose of communication but also inwardly cleanse us.  
 

1. Çikñä, the first vedäìga, is the science of proper articulation and pronunciation of the 
Vedic phonemes (sounds). Çikñä divides the letters into three classes: svaras, 
vyaïjanas and auñmänas. Çikñä is essential, because çruti mantras are precise sound 
formulas that must be properly articulated if the desired result is to manifest. The 
letters differ from each other in their auditory qualities and meanings. This depends 
on the effort (prayatna), place of origin in the vocal faculties (sthäna), the force used 
(bala), and the duration of time they are held (käla). 

2. Vyäkaraëa describes the grammar of Sanskrit and word formations. It specifies rules 
for how to create verbal forms (dhätu-rupa) from verbal roots (dhätu) and nominal 
forms (näma-rupa) from nominal stems (näma). Also, it gives rules on how to 
combine verbal forms and nominal forms into sentences (väkya). 

3. Chandas describes the formation of sentences in metrical form. It is the science of 
poetic meter. In the Vedas there are eleven chandas, such as gäyatré, uñnik, anuñöup, 
etc. (see Bhäg. 11.21.41). Unlike English, which uses a very limited number of meters 
(basically four), Sanskrit offers about two dozen Vedic meters and innumerable 
conventional meters. 

4. Nirukta defines explanations, interpretations, and etymological derivations of Sanskrit 
words, via certain fundamental roots of words used in the Vedas. 
 
The Taittiréya Upaniñad begins by emphasizing the importance of the correct 

pronunciation of Vedic mantras. To a person learned in Sanskrit, the members of ISKCON 
must sound odd and uneducated when they chant çlokas and mantras in all kinds of 
whimsical ways. 
 
 
 

2.3 The Sanskrit Alphabet (Varëa-mälä) 

 
The written form of Sanskrit, the script, is called Devanägaré. The Padma-Puräëa (Pätäla-
khaëòa, chapter 100) mentions it by the name Devalipi. Deva means ºdemigod» and lipi  means 
ºscript»: the script used by the demigods. Nagara means ºcity», and nägaré means ºbelonging 
to that city»; Devanógar÷ is the script belonging to the city of the demigods. 

Sarva-varëäù, or al (there may be a connection between al and the Latin word alpha), 
is a term for the entire alphabet, which is commonly referred to as the Sanskrit varëa-mälä. 
Each letter represents one sound and one sound only, which makes it easy to pronounce. 
There are different accents and dialects in different parts of India, but the original Sanskrit 
sounds are all pronounced the same.  

The sound of Sanskrit mantras is based on four aspects: 
sthäna: the pronunciation position in uttering the letter; 
prayatna: the endeavor in enunciation; 
käla: the duration of the sound; 
karaëa: reflection, deflection, amplification, or echo of the sound. 

Of the six vedäìgas, the çikñä vedäìga describes how sound is produced by the body: 
The self (ätmä) init iates speech via the intelligence (buddhi), which inspires the mind (manaù) 
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to ignite the somatic blaze within (käyägni) that generates air (märuta) to be exhaled, and it is 
oscillated (mandra) and vocalized in the mouth to emit sounds. 

Each letter is made in a particular position of the mouth. This sound production 
requires a multitude of functions harmoniously working in the background, such as 
inhalation, contraction of the chest, exhalation (the lungs are the source of air required for 
speech), alteration of the shape of the vocal chords, the passage of air in the nasal chamber, 
the tongue motion, the teeth, and the lips.  

Over and above the animals, humans are blessed with the special quality of spoken 
language, an essential element of culture. Primates cannot talk like humans because they 
possess only an elongated, level, and slim tongue, inflexible vocal chords, and less space in 
their mouth for movement.  

 
ºAlthough the tongue musculature of humans and chimpanzees is similar, the external shapes differ: 
the chimpanzee tongue is flat, whereas the human tongue is round. [. . . ] the primary actions of the 
chimpanzee tongue are protrusion and retrusion, whereas the human tongue can be deformed in the 
oral cavity with a high degree of freedom.» 
 

 
(Source: ºMorphological analyses and 3D modeling of the tongue musculature of the chimpanzee ¹  
Pan troglodytes» in American Journal of Primatology by Hironori Takemoto, 2008) 

 
In the Sanskrit alphabet, consisting of forty-eight letters, or varëas, thirteen vowels are 

listed first, then the anusvära and visarga, followed by thirty-three consonants. Altogether 
these constitute all the letters (varëas) of the Sanskrit language. (There are some Vedic letters 
mentioned by Päëini not generally listed in the varëa-mälä because they are not used in 
classical Sanskrit.) This ordering is different from the alphabets of Western languages. For 
example, the order of the English alphabet (a, b, c, d, e . . .) mixes vowels and consonants 
indiscriminately and is unsystematic.  

The Sanskrit alphabet enumerates the sounds of Sanskrit in an ordered, patterned, and 
scientific manner. Artificial -intelligence researcher Rick Briggs of NASA suggested that 
Sanskrit grammar be studied to augment modern computer programming and artificial 
intelligence languages. 

The alphabet is systematically arranged according to the structure of the mouth. The 
alphabet divides consonants into these categories: 

 
¶ Hard/voiced (kaöhora) and soft/unvoiced (mådu). Voiced sounds involve 

vibration of the vocal cords, and unvoiced sounds do not. 
¶ Non-aspirated (alpa-präëa), in which the flow of air is restricted, and 

aspirated (mahä-präëa), in which the flow of air is emitted from the mouth 
while articulating the consonant. 

¶ Heavy (ghoña) and light (aghoña). 
 
It is essential to use the correct mouth positions for the letters and not merely 

approximate the sounds. If one knows the sounds of the individual letters, one can pronounce 
any Sanskrit word. With the help of this book, the Sanskrit practitioner can comprehend the 
systematic Sanskrit phonetics.  

Each syllable, or akñara (not to be confused with the akñara mentioned above, 
meaning ºindestructible sound»), is a vowel or a vowel prefixed or suffixed by a consonant or 
a cluster of two or more consonants. For example, the name Kåñëa contains two syllables: kåñ 
+ ëa = [root sound å prefixed by k and suffixed by ñ] + [root sound a prefixed by ë]. 
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Consonants (varëas) joined with vowels (also varëas) form syllables (akñaras), which 
combine to form words (çabdas). Ordered words comprise a statement (väkya). 

The pronunciation of Sanskrit is simple: You open the mouth wide and move the 
tongue and lips as necessary. The tongue and lips are almost pure muscle and have little or no 
resistance to movement. For those habituated to speaking different languages, in various 
accents and dialects, it may require some practice and attention to change to speak Sanskrit 
because of the increased tongue movement. 

The basic difference between vowels and consonants is that vowels can be pronounced 
alone, because they are pronounced with the mouth open and unobstructed. Also, the 
pronunciation of a vowel can be prolonged whereas that of a consonant cannot. But 
consonants need to be pronounced with vowels because they involve various kinds of 
obstruction of the flow of air as it passes through the throat, mouth, and lips. We find this 
basic difference mentioned in the etymology of the English words vowel (from Latin vocabile: 
ºpronounceable») and consonant (con-sonante: ºsounding together»).  

The biggest factor in practicing the refined sounds of Sanskrit is to open the mouth. 
For English, the mouth opens to between .5 and 1 cm, whereas for Sanskrit the mouth should 
be open to between 2 and 2.5 cms. Try this for yourself: With the mouth only slightly open, 
pronounce a prolonged ºa» and slowly open the mouth wide. As your mouth opens wide, 
listen to the change in quality, richness, and fullness. Can you hear the difference that a closed 
or open mouth makes?  

In pronouncing vowels, the sound is produced with free-flowing air, which is 
unstopped, or not blocked at any point. With consonants, the sound is produced in a similar 
way, but by using the tongue or the lips to stop and release the air at the throat, the palate, the 
upper part of the palate (roof), the teeth, or the lips. 

The first twenty-five consonants are called spåñöa or sparça: ºwith complete contact,» 
because they involve a complete stoppage of air.  

The next four consonants (ya, ra, la, va) are called éñat-spåñöa or éñat-sparça, which 
means ºwith slight contact.» They are called palatal, cerebral, dental, and labial, respectively. 
Ancient Sanskrit scholars describe them as being sounded by an incomplete contact of the 
tongue with the place of articulation. The consonant ya is pronounced by the tongue½s very 
slight contact with the back of the mouth. They are considered to be between vowels and 
consonants, and so these semi-vowels in Sanskrit are called antaùstha or antaùsparça, which 
means ºin between.»  

The three sibilants ça, ña, and sa, are unvoiced hissing sounds, which in Sanskrit are 
known as uñman, i.e., ºheat producing» when uttered in the mouth. The last consonant in the 
Sanskrit alphabet is ha, the purely aspirated letter (hard aspirant), with the breath coming 
from the stomach area. 
 After the thirty-three consonants of the main alphabet, other conjunct consonants 
(such as kña, jïa , tra, ïja , etc.) are counted as single letters that are not to be split or 
separated. For example, kña contains three varëas, but is only one akñara. 

An enthusiastic student can memorize the Devanägaré letters within three to seven 
days, but to become proficient in reading, practice is needed. 

 
 
       ºIt won½t take much time, but once you learn, in a few days, a few 

weeks, a few months, then for the rest of your life you½ll be a master, 
who will be able to pronounce Sanskrit correctly.» 

 
  
 

p  
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2.4 Vowels (Svaras) 

 
The Sanskrit term for ºvowel» is svara (ºac» is another term used by Päëini). Patanjali½s 
Mahäbhäñya says svayaà räjate iti svaraù: ºA svara is a self-existent or independent sound.» 
The fourteen svaras, or vowels, of the Sanskrit alphabet as listed by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé: 
 

A  Aa w wR o  O à ï Û Û* W We Aae AaE 
a ä i é u ü å è ÿ Ỵ e ai o au 

 

In some references, only thirteen vowels are listed, because the rarely used long vowel Ỵ is 
dropped and not counted. 

2.4.1 Simple and Combined Vowels 

Vowels are in two groups: simple and combined. Combined vowels are created by combining 
simple vowels. The simple vowels are listed in five pairs: a and ä, i and é, u and ü, å and è, and 
ÿ and Ỵ. In each pair, the first is short, and the second is another version of the same, held 
exactly twice as long. The short vowel should be pronounced for a length of one beat, and the 
long vowel for two beats. 

 
Short vowels Long vowels 

A  a Aa ä (aa) 

w i wR é (ee) 

o u O ü (oo) 

à å ï è 

Û ÿ Û* Ỵ 

 
The last four vowels shown here are transliterated with English consonants because 

there are no separate letters available for them in the English alphabet. But be aware that these 
are vowels, not consonants. The proper pronunciation of the vowels å, è, ÿ and Ỵ appears to 
have largely disappeared long ago from the Sanskrit vernacular, and therefore information 
about their exact enunciation is lost. These vowels remained only in print, and readers 
inaccurately pronounced them. The original ºKõÿúa» was (and to this day is) mispronounced 
as Krishna or Krushna, as we shall see in coming chapters. 

The four saàyukta, or combined vowels, are e, ai, o, and au. The combined vowels are 
created by combining a with a vowel following it: a plus i makes e; a plus e makes ai; a plus u 
makes o; and a plus o makes au.  

 
Combined Vowels 

W   e (a + i) We   ai (a + e) 

Aae  o (a + u) AaE   au (a + o) 
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The figures above illustrate the pronunciation of vowels requiring the tongue to move up toward the 
roof of the mouth. 
 

   

 
Source: Encyclopedia Britannica (1994) 
 
The figures above illustrate the pronunciation of vowels requiring the tongue to move back toward the 
soft palate. 
 

The above diagrams depict the tongue½s position (represented in black) in the mouth 
(gray) for pronouncing the short vowels i, a, and u and the long vowels é, ä, ü, e, and o. The 
tongue is in a neutral position for the vowel a, but for the vowels e and i, it is raised toward 
the roof, and for the vowels u and o, it is raised backward toward the soft palate. The vowel e 
is generally uttered for a short duration in English, whereas in Sanskrit it is used only as a 
long vowel. The same applies to the vowel o. They are both held for two beats. The remaining 
long vowels, ai and au, are pronounced by moving the tongue from one position to the next. 
The vowel ai is pronounced by moving the tongue upward from the a position to the i 
position. The vowel au is pronounced by moving the tongue backward from the a position to 
the u position, while the lips protrude outward and the hole or space between the two  
lips shrinks.  

 

              
 

                 The tongue (in white) changes position to pronounce various vowels.  

é i e a 

ä u ü o 
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The following diagrams demonstrate in what ways the tongue½s shape changes for 
some vowels. 
 

        
 

The vowel e (like the ¼ea½ vowel in head) is not present in Sanskrit. The vowel ὒ (like 

the óuô in but) is pronounced like the short Sanskrit ¼a½ vowel. The vowel ὃ (like the óaô 

in hard) is the long vowel ¼ó½ in Sanskrit. 
 

The vowels i and e are known as palatals, because for their articulation the tongue is 
raised forward toward the front of the palate, or the roof of the mouth. The vowels o and u are 
known as velars, because for their articulation the tongue is drawn back toward the velum, or 
soft palate. The tongue remains in a neutral position for the articulation of the vowel a, which 
is thus termed a neutral vowel. (Even if the tongue is restricted or cut, one can still pronounce 
the vowel a and the guttural consonants.) The vowels are further classified as open or closed, 
depending upon the distance between the tongue and the palate.  
 

 
 Source: ºA Pedagogical Application of the Vowel Triangle» in Italica, by Kenneth J. Koubek, 1973. 
 

This diagram demonstrates how the tongue½s position between the teeth and uvula 
(the fleshy lobe hanging from the base of the soft palate) must change to utter different 
vowels. Uttering the vowel a does not require any movement of the tongue; it just remains 
neutral. To pronounce i and e, the tongue must rise toward the teeth, and for o and u it must 
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rise backward toward the throat. Not only the tongue, but the lips must move to change the 
mouth½s shape when pronouncing various vowels. The vowels å and ÿ are extensions of the 
base vowel i: 

  
The chart that follows demonstrates the combinations of the basic vowels a, i, and u  

to create the combined vowels e, ai, o, and au. 
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2.4.2 Vowel Pronunciation 

The table that follows describes the actions and placements of the throat, tongue, and lips in 
pronouncing vowels. 
 

Vowel Throat Tongue Lips as in 
a tense relaxed wide open yoga, ultra, America 
ä relaxed relaxed wide open father, start 
i tense back raised* wide open pink, hit 
é tense back raised  wide open need, heat 
e relaxed back raised  wide open they 
ai relaxed half raised back wide open aisle 
u tense relaxed small 

circle 
bull, put 

ü tense relaxed small 
circle 

fool, moon, school 

o 
relaxed relaxed 

small 
circle 

foam 

au relaxed relaxed large circle hour, authority, awesome 

å**  
tense 

half raised back 
& tip vertical wide open 

American pronunciation of pretty 
 ̧prrr ty (short roll of tongue) 

è 
tense half raised back 

& tip vertical 
wide open 

longer version of å 

ÿ***  
tense half raised back 

& tip vertical 
wide open 

American pronunciation of pretty, 
but with ¼l½ and short roll of 
tongue 

Notes: 
*The back of the tongue is raised. 
**For å, the tongue should be in the mürdhanya (cerebral) position. 
** *For ÿ, it should be in the tälavya (palatal) position. 
 
 

A  Aa w wR o  O à ï Û Û* W We Aae AaE 
a ä i é u ü å è ÿ Ĕ½ e ai o au 

 

In the table above, the first ten vowels are simple vowels, and the last four are 
combined vowels (also called diphthongs). The first two diphthongs, e and ai, are both 
gutturo-palatals. The last two diphthongs, o and au, are both gutturo-labials. 

The å and è are both cerebral, that is, they are produced by the tongue½s curling back 
upwards and making contact with the roof of the mouth. The ÿ and Ĕ½ are both dental, that is, 
they are produced by the tongue½s tip pressing flatly against the back of the upper teeth and 
gums. 

Svaras (vowels) are in three categories: 
1. The five hrasva (short) svaras, with a timing of one syllabic instant, or mäträ, 

are: a, i, u, å, and ÿ. These are short simple vowels. 
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2. The nine dérgha (long) svaras, with a timing of two mäträs, are:  
the long simple vowels ä, é, ü, è, and Ĕ½ and the combined vowels  
e, ai, o, and au (diphthongs are not topped with a line).  

3. The nine pluta (protracted) svaras, with a timing of three mäträs, are simply 
triplets of the long, or dérgha svaras, and are used when calling out for 
someone: äää, ééé, üüü, èèè, Ĕ½Ĕ½Ĕ½, eee, aaa-iii , ooo, and aaa-uuu. 

 
In Vedic Sanskrit, the language of the çruti, vowels are distinguished according to 

three pitch accents. Vedic Sanskrit is not spoken as a language; it is sung as recitations. These 
vowel pitch accents are like the musical notations for reciting the song of the Veda. Following 
Päëini½s rules, in the formation of a word from its rudimentary elements, the vowels acquire 
one of three basic pitch accents, or svaras: 

 
(a) udätta, raised pitch; 
(b) anudätta, not raised; 
(c) svarita, a blend of the first two. 

 
The pronunciation of the svarita is initially udätta, for the period of half a short vowel 

and anudätta for the rest (i.e., one-and-a-half measures for a long vowel). In continuous 
speech, or saàhitä, all anudätta syllables following a svarita are called pracaya and are 
pronounced ekaçruti (monotone, between anudätta and udätta). However, the anudätta 
immediately preceding a svarita or udätta is pronounced sannatara (lower than anudätta). The 
Vedas may also be recited entirely in ekaçruti (wi th exceptions). Nonetheless, be aware that 
the accent may affect the meaning of a word, particularly a compound (e.g., sü-kåta, ind. ºwell 
done»; su-kåtä, n. ºa good deed»). With rare exceptions, a word standing alone has at most 
one vowel accented udätta or svarita, the rest being anudätta. This is the basis of the Western 
system of marking Vedic accents in transliteration. Since most vowels are anudätta, this is 
taken as the basic or unaccented form, and the other accents are marked as follows:  

 
(a) acute (́ ) for the udätta (e.g., kárma). 
(b) grave (̀ ) for the svarita (e.g., väkyà). 
 
 
 

2.5 Consonants (Vyaïjanas) 

 
The Sanskrit term for consonant is vyaïjana. Defining this, Patanjali says anu vyajyate iti 
vyaïjanaù, which implies that a consonant is a sound that cannot be pronounced without a 
vowel. The letter ºa» is inherent in every consonant. In the Devanógar÷ script, however, the 
inherent ºa» is not expressed in a consonant, even when a consonant is in a medial or final 
position in a word.  

With the first twenty-five consonants, the sound is produced by using the tongue or 
the lips to stop and release the air at the throat, the palate, the roof of the mouth, the teeth, or 
the lips. So sometimes these twenty-five consonants are called ºstops».  
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This table shows the thirty-three vyaïjanas, or consonants: 
 

Stops 

k 
ka 

% 
kha 

 Ga 
ga 

ga 
gha 

x  
ìa  

Ca 
ca 

-^  
cha 

Ja 
ja 

Ý 
jha 

Ha 
ïa  

$ 
öa 

# 
öha 

=@ 
òa 

!  
òha 

<a 
ëa 

Ta 
ta 

Qa 
tha 

d  
da 

Da 
dha 

Na 
na 

Pa 
pa 

f  

pha 
Ba 
ba 

>a 
bha 

Ma 
ma 

Semivowels Ya 
ya 

r  
ra 

l/  
la 

v  
va 

Aspirates Xa 
ça 

z  
ña 

Sa 
sa 

h 
ha 

 
There are three sections: 

1. The twenty-five sparças, or stops, beginning with ka and ending with ma,  
in five rows, or vargas: ka-varga, ca-varga, öa-varga, ta-varga, and pa-varga. 

2. The four antasthaù, or semi-vowels: ya, ra, la, and va. 
3. The four üñmas, or heat-generating aspirates: three sibilants (ça, ña, sa) and ha. 

 
Some Indic languages that use Devanägaré script include kña (+a) and jïa  ( j ) in the 

varëa-mälä or alphabet, which increases the total count of vyaïjanas or consonants. For 
example, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé counts kña as the thirty-fourth consonant. But other languages 
with Devanägaré script treat them as separate because these conjunct consonants are 
combinations of two or more vyaïjanas (as explained in section 2.5.7). Çréla Prabhupäda gives 
an interesting explanation of the Lord½s name Adhokñaja, which supports the inclusion of kña: 
 
And in Sanskrit  ̧as in English, it is A to Z  ̧similarly, in Sanskrit, a, ä, i, u, and the end is kña. So ºa» 
and ºkña», that is called akña. Akña-ja. And ja means generated. So we also compose words. Those who 
are Sanskrit scholars compose words from a to kña, just as in English they compose words from A to Z. 
So our mental speculation and advancement of education is limited between this a and kña, akña. Akña-
ja. But Kåñëa is adhokñaja. Adhokñaja means where these kinds of speculations, beginning from a to kña, 
will not act. Therefore His name is Adhokñaja. 

Lecture, September 29, 1974 
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In the Vedas, another consonant is found: », which has the following equivalent roman 
transliteration: l. A commonly spoken phrase in Vedic sacrifices contains this consonant: 
agniméle purohitam. When this Vedic consonant is included, the list of consonants comes to 
thirty -four. 

2.5.1 Aspiration 

Among the sparças, or the five rows of consonants called stops, the first and third consonants 
of each varga, or row, are termed ºunaspirated» because they require less aspiration. The 
second and fourth consonants are termed ºaspirated» because they require more aspiration. 
ºLess» and ºmore» are sometimes termed ºlow» and ºhigh» aspiration. The difference between 
them is the amount of air exhaled from the throat after the initial sound. An ºaspirated» 
consonant is pronounced with a strong breath of air (mahä-präëa) after the consonant, while 
an ºunaspirated» consonant is pronounced with much less exhalation (alpa-präëa). The test 
for high aspiration is to put your hand in front of your mouth. You feel a puff of air when you 
say an aspirated consonant. 

Furthermore, consonants can be either voiced or unvoiced. Voiced consonants are 
produced by vibrating the vocal cords, and unvoiced consonants do not require use of the 
vocal cords. The test for voiced consonants is to put your index finger on your Adam½s apple. 
You feel the vocal cords vibrate when you say a voiced consonant. 

English unvoiced consonants (e.g., pen, ten, men) are aspirated when they start with a 
syllable that is emphasized. They are unaspirated (e.g., stun, spun, skin) when immediately 
following the sibilant consonant ºs». Basically there is an alternation between aspirated and 
unaspirated consonants. ºPin» has an aspirated p because the p is in the initial  position and 
thus stressed. But ºlip» has an unaspirated p because the p is in the final position and 
unstressed.  

In English there are variants of the same phoneme, and so speakers are unconscious of 
the differences. Therefore it is more difficult for English speakers to correctly pronounce the 
soft-dental, unaspirated consonants. 

One of the most effective ways to be sure of correctly pronouncing both the aspirated 
and unaspirated consonants is to hold a piece of paper in front of your mouth as you say 
them. When an aspirated consonant is spoken, the paper will slightly shake. The paper will 
remain steady when an unaspirated consonant is said. It is important to know the difference 
while pronouncing, and also to know the difference while hearing.  
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In this chart, the vertical columns contain aspirated and unaspirated consonants. 
 

 
 
 
Gutturals 

alpa-präëa 
unaspirated 
& unvoiced 

mahä-präëa 
aspirated 

& unvoiced 

alpa-präëa 
unaspirated 
& voiced 

mahä-präëa 
aspirated 
& voiced 

anunäsika 
nasal 

k 
ka 

% 
kha 

Ga 
ga 

ga 
gha 

x  
ìa  

      

Palatals Ca 
ca 

-^  
cha 

Ja 
ja 

Ý 
jha 

Ha 
ïa  

      

Cerebrals $ 
öa 

# 
öha 

=@ 
òa 

!  
òha 

<a 
ëa 

      

Dentals Ta 
ta 

Qa 
tha 

d  
da 

Da 
dha 

Na 
na 

      

Labials Pa 
pa 

f  

pha 
Ba 
ba 

>a 
bha 

Ma 
ma 

      
 

2.5.2 Points of Articulation 

The pronunciation position for each letter is given in J÷va Gosvóm÷½s elaboration (våtti) on the 
Harinämämåta-vyäkaraëa½s first sütra:  
 
a-ä-ka-varga-ha-visargäëäà kaëöhaù. 
i-é-ca-varga-ya-çänäà tälu. 
u-ü-pa-vargäëäm oñöhaù. 
å-è-öa-varga-ra-ñäëäà mürdhä. 
ÿ-Ỵ-ta-varga-la-sänäà dantäù. 
ed-aitoù kaëöha-tälu. 
od-autoù kaëöhauñöham. 
va-kärasya dantauñöham. 
anusvärasya çiro näsikä vä ity-ädéni. 

 
¶ a, ä, ka-varga (ka, kha, ga, gha, ìa), ha, and visarga (ù) appear from Näräyaëa½s throat; 
¶ i, é, ca-varga (ca, cha, ja, jha, ïa), ya, and ça appear from Näräyaëa½s palate; 
¶ u, ü, and pa-varga (pa, pha, ba, bha, ma) appear from Näräyaëa½s lips; 
¶ å, è, öa-varga (öa, öha, òa, òha, ëa), ra, and ña appear from the top of Näräyaëa½s palate; 
¶ ÿ, Ỵ, ta-varga (ta, tha, da, dha, na), la, and sa appear from Lord Näräyaëa½s teeth; 
¶ e and ai appear from Näräyaëa½s throat and palate; 
¶ o and au appear from Näräyaëa½s throat and lips; 
¶ v appears from Näräyaëa½s teeth and lips; 
¶ anusvära (à ) appears from either the head or nose of Näräyaëa. 
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Because the varëas appeared from Näräyaëa in these specific places, these are the 
proper places to pronounce the varëas; otherwise, we end up pronouncing them wrong. The 
varëas a, ä, ka-varga (ka, kha, ga, gha, ìa), ha, and visarga (ù) are called kaëöhya because their 
place of pronunciation is the throat (kaëöha). The varëas i, é, ca-varga (ca, cha, ja, jha, ïa), ya, 
and ça are called tälavya because their place of pronunciation is the palate (tälu). Other 
names, also given according to the place of pronunciation, are shown below along with their 
English equivalents.  
 
 
 

 
 

Vowels (svaras) 
 

Consonants (vyaïjanas) 

alpa 
präëa 

mahä 
präëa 

alpa 
präëa 

mahä 
präëa näsikä  

kaëöhya 
guttural 

A  
a 

Aa 
ä 

Aae 
o 

AaE 
au k 

ka 
% 
kha 

Ga 
ga 

ga 
gha 

x  
ìa  

h 
ha 

" 
ù 

W 
e 

W 
ai tälavya 

palatal 
w  
i 

wR 
é 

c  
ca 

^  
cha 

Ja 
ja 

Ý 
jha 

Ha 
ïa  

Ya 
ya 

Xa 
ça 

mürdhanya 
cerebral* 

à  
å 

ï 
è 

 

$ 
öa 

#= 
öha 

@ 
òa 

!  
òha 

<a 
ëa 

r  
ra 

Za 
ña 

dantya 
dental 

Û 
ÿ 

ÛÜ 
ÿô 

Ta 
ta 

Qa 
tha 

d  
da 

Da 
dha 

Na 
na 

l  
la 

Sa 
sa 

oñöhya 
labial 

o 
u 

O 
ü 

Aae 
o 

AaE 
au 

Pa 
pa 

f  
pha 

Ba 
ba 

>a 
bha 

Ma 
ma 

v  
va 

 

 
*Mürdhanya, or cerebral, is also called retroflex. 
Notes: Both e and ai are kaëöhya-tälavya, o and au are kaëöhauñöhya, and va is dantauñöhya.  

 
Just to repeat, some letters fall into two categories, as listed both above and below: 
 

Gutturo-palatal (kaëöha-tälavya) e ai 
Gutturo-labial (kaëöhauñöhya) o au 

Dento-labial (dantauñöhya) va 
Either in the head or in the nose (çiro näsikä vä) à  

 
Among consonants, the full-contact consonants come first. They involve obstructing 

or stopping the flow of air. These twenty-five are listed in five groups of five, depending upon 
where the obstruction of air occurs. In each of the five groups there are five sounds. 

The word sparça (meaning ºtouch») is used for the first twenty-five vyaïjanas 
(consonants) because articulating them requires some part of the mouth to touch some other 
part of the mouth. The practitioner should initially identify the exact part of the mouth that 
the tongue should touch to accurately pronounce each consonant. 
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The commentaries on Päëiné½s Añöädhyäyé say that the throat, the palate, the roof of 
the mouth, the teeth, the lips, and the nose are the six points of articulation. When the tongue 
contacts these six points of articulation, the consonants or vowels so sounded are called 
guttural (the throat), palatal (the roof of the mouth, or palate), cerebral (the hard part of the 
palate), dental (the tongue pressed behind the upper teeth along the gum), labial (lips), and 
nasal (nose). 

In pronouncing vowels, a sound is produced with air by these different organs and the 
tongue, and the air is not stopped or blocked at any point. With consonants, the sound is 
produced in a similar way, but the tongue or the lips make full contact, stopping and releasing 
the air. 

If you have a cold, then you cannot accurately pronounce Sanskrit, because there are a 
lot of nasal sounds. Your nose has to be clear. And you also have to have all your teeth. It is 
difficult to understand the speech of young children whose teeth are not grown out, and of 
old people without teeth. To pronounce the language you need all these parts in good 
operating condition. The Sanskrit language requires that you really open up all your organs 
and fully make the sound with the movement of the tongue, which has a big role to play. 
Some people sound like sparrows: just ºcheep-cheep-cheep». There is no vadane bhori, or 
ºmouthful». 

 
mukunda mädhava yädava hari, 
bolena bolo re vadana bhori½ 

 
ºNow just fill your mouths with the holy names; Mukunda! Mädhava! Yädava! Hari!» 
 

Bhaktivinoda îhókura½s Aruëodaya-kértana 
 

 

                                
 
Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura says that when you are singing the Lord½s glories, it should be 

with a full heart, clear throat, and wide-open mouth. Some people hardly open their lips or 
mouth while speaking. So naturally their pronunciation is a kind of hissing, approximately the 
same but incorrect. 
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Relevant to Sanskrit are five main places of articulation, or obstruction of the breath or 
air, and the corresponding types of sounds, shown in this figure. 

 

 
 

This diagram depicts the waveforms of a vowel (top) and a consonant (bottom):  
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Pronunciation requires special movements of the tongue and lips. The diagrams that 
follow delineate the place and manner of articulation for various consonants and vowels, 
corresponding to variations in the tongue½s position. Refer to the Phonetic Glossary at the 
back of the book for definitions. 
 

Diagram Place of Articulation Type of 
Articulation 

Devanagari 
Symbol Description Example 

 
 

Tip or blade of 
tongue & gum ridge  Plosive 

$ = öa 
@ = òa 

Dental plosive öanka 
òamaru 

 
 

Lips Nasal stop Ma = ma 
Bilabial nasal 
stop mädhava 

 
 

Back of the tongue  
& velum Plosive 

k- = ka 
Ga  = ga 

Velar plosive keçava 
govinda 

 
 

Blade of the tongue  
& palato-dental 
region 

Fricative Xa = ça 
Palato-dental 
fricative çiva 

 
 

Tip or blade of the 
tongue & gum ridge Fricative Sa = sa 

Dental 
fricative sudämä 

 
 

Centre of blade of 
the tongue & dental 
ridge 

Lateral 
approximant l   = la 

Dental lateral 
approximant lalitä 

 
 

Lips Plosive 
Pa = pa 

b  = ba 

Bilabial 
plosive 

pärtha 
balaräma 
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Tip of the tongue  
& the gum ridge Nasal stop Na = na Dental nasal 

stop närada 

 
 

Tip of the tongue  
& upper teeth Fricative 

d  = da 

Da = dha 

Qa = tha 

Dental 
fricative 

dämodara 
dharma 
nätha 

 
 

Lower lip &  
upper teeth Fricative Va = va 

Labio-dental 
fricative väsudeva 

 
 

Front of the tongue  
& hard palate Approximant Ya = ya 

Palatal 
approximant yädava 

 
 

Back of the tongue  
& soft palate Nasal stop 

Õ = à  

x  = ì  
Velar nasal 
stop 

haà sa 
gauräì ga 

 
 

Blade of the tongue  
& gum ridge Approximant r  = ra 

Dental 
approximant räma 

 
 

Center or blade of 
tongue, gum ridge,  
& soft palate 

Lateral 
approximant #= = öha 

Velarized 
lateral 
approximant 

öhäkura 

 

Lips, back of tongue,  
& soft palate Approximant 

Vaa = wa 
(special 
case of va) 

Labio-velar 
approximant 

svämé 
(the vä here 
is like the 
English wa 
in water) 
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This diagram shows the places of articulation corresponding to the five types of 
consonants. 

 
Diagram Place of Articulation Consonants 

 

Kanöhya (guttural): Sounds made by a 
constriction between the back of the 
tongue and the velum. 

ka k- 
kha % 
ga Ga 
gha ga 
ìa  x  

 

 

Tälavya (palatal): Sounds made by a 
constriction between the front of the 
tongue and the highest part of the roof of 
the mouth. 

ca c  
cha ^  
ja Ja 
jha Ý 
 ïa  Ha 

 

 

Mürdhanya (cerebral):  
Sounds made by a constriction between 
the blade of the tongue and the cerebral, 
just behind the gum ridge, where the roof 
of the mouth sharply rises. 

öa $= 
öha #= 
òa @ 
òha !  
ëa <a 

 

 

Dantya (dental):  
Sounds made by a constriction between 
the tip of the tongue and the upper teeth.  

ta Ta 
tha Qa 
da d  
dha Da 
na Na 

 

 

Oñöhya (labial):  
Sounds in which the airflow is modified by 
constricting the lower lip and the upper 
lip. 

pa Pa 
pha f - 
ba b  
bha >a 
ma Ma 
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There are five points of articulation: 
 

1. The throat, or more exactly, the back of the mouth at the top of the throat. The 
breath becomes blocked by the very back of the tongue to produce the guttural sounds.  
 

k % = Ga ga x  
ka 
 

as in cut 

kha 
 

as in 
bunk-house, or 
as the American 
pronunciation 
of ºc» in 

cardboard 

ga 
 

as in gullible 

gha 
 

as in 
log-house, or 
the ºgh» in 

ghost 

ìa  
 

as in stung or 
sing 

 
The above syllables are uttered from the throat. The consonant kha is just a more 

heavily aspirated ka (i.e., it is spoken with more breath), and the gha is a more heavily 
aspirated ga. The letters are written as kha and gha, but the ending ºha» is not to be sounded. 
Rather, the ºha» indicates only that more air needs to be released while the letter is spoken. 
However, when pronouncing the actual consonant ha (h), ºha» is to be sounded. While ka 
and kha are voiceless, ga and gha are voiced consonants (they are sounded with a vocal-cord 
vibration). Ìa  is a nasal consonant, sounded gutturally in the nose. 

 
2. The palate, which is at the front of the top of the mouth, a little back from the teeth. 

Contact with the palate is made by the tongue, not exactly by the tip but by the middle of the 
tongue behind the tip. To pronounce the palatals, put the tongue in the position to pronounce 
ºi». In this position, practice the other letters of this group. For the letters ca to ïa , the tongue 
makes full contact with the palate. The palatals are to be pronounced as fricatives, the breath 
being stopped by the middle of the tongue behind its tip. 
 

Ca ^  Ja Ý Ha 
ca 
 

as in 
chuckle 

cha 
 

as in church 

ja 
 

as in 
just 

jha 
 

as in hedgehog 

ïa  
 

as in canyon 

 
3. The roof of the mouth (called murdhni) is further back from the palate, around the 

middle of the top of the mouth. It is shaped like an upside-down rounded cup. The tip of the 
tongue should bend or curl backward and upward a bit to properly contact the roof. Many 
Westerners are unable to pronounce the cerebral or retroflex consonants because Western 
languages do not usually require flexing the tongue backward to strike the roof of the mouth. 
Therefore, all Western devotees must endeavor to ensure that they can pronounce the 
cerebrals, which are essential for accurate pronunciation of Sanskrit. The cerebrals are 
produced at the center of the roof of the mouth, the breath being stopped by the front of the 
tongue curled upwards. 
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$= # =@ !  <a 
öa 
 

as in talk or try  
(note the 
tongue 

position) 

öha 
 

as in anthill  

òa 
 

as in dawn  
(note the 
tongue 

position) 

òha 
 

red-hot  

ëa 
 

does not exist 
in English, so 
pronounce nut 

with the 
tongue curled 
up against the 

roof of the 
mouth 

 
4. The teeth. The Sanskrit dental sounds should be pronounced with the tip of the 

tongue pressed flat against the back of the upper teeth and gums. When English speakers use 
their native so-called dentals, Indians usually hear those as cerebrals. English ºdental» sounds, 
pronounced further back, hardly touch the upper teeth at all. This is a major cause of a 
Westerner½s Sanskrit pronunciation sounding wrong to Indians. The Sanskrit dentals are 
produced at the upper teeth, the breath being stopped by the tip of the tongue. 

 
Ta Qa d  Da Na 
ta 
 

as in thorough 
without the 
aspirated ºh» 

tha 
 

as in thirst 

da 
 

as the ºth»  
in the 

dha 
 

as the ºth» in 
rhythm 

na 
 

as in nurture 

 
5. The lips. As in English, labial sounds are produced by closing and opening the lips 

and forcing the air between them. The labials are produced at the upper lip, the breath being 
stopped by the lower lip. 

 
Pa f - Ba >a Ma 
pa 
 

as in puff 

pha 
 

as in loophole, 
uphill  

(not an ºf») 

ba 
 

as in bus 

bha 
 

as rubharb 

ma 
 

as in must 

 
The preceding five consonants, known as pa-varga, sequentially symbolize human life 

in this world: 
¶ pa stands for pariçrama, which means ºstrenuous labor.» 
¶ pha stands for phena, which means ºfoam emitted from the mouth in fatigue.» 
¶ ba stands for bandhana, which means ºbondage of ensuing fruitive reactions due for all 
one½s performances of pious and impious karma.» 

¶ bha stands for bhaya, which means ºanxiety and fright.» 
¶ ma stands for måtyu, meaning ºdemise or death.»  
¶ How a devotee of the Lord can achieve freedom from the cycle of birth and death is 

prescribed by Arjuna as he prays to the Lord: 
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AJauRNa ovac 

k*-Z<a k*-Z<a Mahabahae >a¢-aNaaMa>aYaªr ) 
TvMaek-ae dùMaaNaaNaaMaPavGaaeR_iSa Sa&Sa*Tae" )) 22 )) 

 
arjuna uväca 

kåñëa kåñëa mahä-bäho 
bhaktänäm abhayaìkara 
tvam eko dahyamänänäm 

apavargo 'si saàsåteù 
 
Arjuna said: ºO my Lord Çré Kåñëa, You are the almighty Personality of Godhead. There is no limit to 
Your different energies. Therefore only You are competent to instill fearlessness in the hearts of Your 
devotees. Everyone in the flames of material miseries can find the path of liberation (a-pavarga) in You 
only.» 

Bhäg. 1.7.22 
 

 

2.5.3 Semi-vowels (antaùsthas or ardhasvaras) 

 

Ya 
palatal 

r  
cerebral 

l/  
dental 

Va 
labio-dental 

ya 
 

as in 
yesterday 

ra 
 

as in rub 

la 
 

as in 
lump 

va 
 

as in won 

 
The consonant ra is the only retroflex, or cerebral, written without a dot below it in 

roman transliteration. Originally, the consonant va was sounded labially, like the English 
bilabial w, and thus va can be transliterated as wa. Nowadays, va is pronounced by striking the 
lower lip on the edge of the upper teeth (labio-dental). It is recommended that practitioners 
pronounce va like an English w (rather than an English v), except that the lower lip should hit 
the upper teeth, not the upper lip. However, the consonant va is pronounced as wa when it is 
joined with a consonant in the same syllable (as in svämé). 

After the twenty-five sparças there are four more consonants: semi-vowels. (For the 
sake of understanding, they can be thought of as half consonants and half vowels.) They are 
called semi-vowels because they are produced when a simple vowel moves to the ºa» sound: 

 
i + a Ą ya 
å + a Ą ra 
ÿ + a Ą la 
u + a Ą va 

 
The vowels i, ÷, õ, ø, Ĕ, Ĕ½, u, and ü can change into a corresponding semi-vowel and, thus they 
are often called consonantals. The following table shows how vowels change into semi-vowels 
if two words combine and the first word ends with a vowel and the second word begins with a 
different vowel. 
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Vowels to semi-vowels 
original ending vowel becomes example 

i and é  y mati + a = matyä, nadé + uttama = nadyuttama, 
 bhakti + äloka = bhaktyäloka 

å and è r pita + icchä = pitricchä 
ÿ and Ĕ½ l (rarely used) 
u and ü v svädu + anna = svädvanna, guru + añöaka = gurvañöaka 

 
The guttural vowels a and ä have no corresponding semi-vowels. In word 

combinations, they generally are suffixed with y. The non-guttural vowels are shortened by 
taking y or v. Thus i + i-vas = iyivas, and in svädvanna (svädu anna), the u changes to v.  
 

2.5.4 Sibilants 

 

Xa 
palatal 

Za 
cerebral 

Sa 
dental 

ça 
 

as ºsh» in shut or ºch»  
in the German ºich» 

ña 
 

as ºsh» in shirt 

sa 
 

as in sun 

 
These are three unvoiced hissing sounds, which in Sanskrit are known as uñman, which means 
ºheat-producing» when uttered in the mouth. The ça is pronounced as a light sound with the 
tongue in front in the palate (there is a very slight contact of the tongue with the roof of the 
mouth), which requires attentive rehearsing for the practitioner. Ña is pronounced like the 
ºsh» in ship or wish, a heavy sound with the tongue pulled back in the far back cerebral (roof) 
position. Lastly, sa (exactly like the English s) is pronounced as a pure hissing sound (ºsss»), 
like the ºs» in seek or miss, in the dental position.  

There are no voiced sibilants in Sanskrit. A voiced sibilant produces a ºz» sound. So 
never say ºtazmai çré-gurave namaù.» Çlokaù (meaning ºverse»), ñaö (ºsix»), and sakala 
(ºwhole») are three examples for pronouncing the three sibilants. The word çirñäsana 
(ºheadstand» in yoga) includes all three sibilants. 

 
Words containing sibilants 

sibilant example 
ça Çyäma, Çiva, Viçvarüpa  

çakti, çaréra, çänti  
ña Viñnu, Vaiñëava, Saìkarñaëa, Dhåtaräñöra, 

Bhéñma, såñöi  
sa saàskåta, saàskära, saàsära, sarga, 

sambandha, susvägatam, satya, sundaram, 
sahasranäma, stotra, sütra 

 
The Sanskrit novice should repeat the above words again and again to hear the three different 
sounds of the sibilants. The subtle differences can be mastered with practice. Readers are 
encouraged to identify more words containing sibilants.  
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Because Bengalis do not differentiate between the three sibilants, the next table lists 
words that ISKCON devotees mispronounce with a Bengali accent. 
 

Examples of Bengali mispronunciations of sibilants 
original word mispronunciation 

prasäda praçäda 
saàsära çaàçära 
tulasé tulaçi 

 

2.5.5 Pure Aspirate 

Last of the consonants is ha, a full puff of air (aspiration) from the throat. (Air flows up from 
the stomach.) This is voiced.  

 

h 
guttural 

ha 
as in hunger, Hari 

 

2.5.6 Nasals 

While pronouncing aspirated syllables and sibilants, air should pass through only the mouth, 
but when saying nasal consonants it passes through the nose. The last consonant in each of 
the five rows of sparças is a nasal consonant, or anunäsika. These five (ìa , ïa , ëa, na, and ma) 
depend upon a flow of air in the nose. For example, ìa  is uttered from the throat with air 
passing through the nose. The consonant ïa  proceeds from the palate and nose. So these are 
all called nasal consonants. They have rightly been called mukha-näsika-vacana (meaning 
ºspoken at the same time in the mouth and nose») by ancient grammarians. With  the nasals, 
the breath partially passes through the nose, while the tongue or the lips are in positions for 
articulating the consonant. 

Nasal consonants inside words are especially for facilitating pronunciation. For 
example, in the name Gauräìga, the ì  is in the ka-varga and so is the next consonant ga. In 
other words, the ì  is a guttural sound, and so is the ga. The same principle is at work in the 
names Païca-tattva and Päëòava  ̧the consonants following the nasal sounds are in the same 
varga (row) as the nasal consonant. This facilitates pronunciation.  

Sometimes there is misuse of ì, ï, ë,  and à . For example, saàsära is occasionally 
misspelt saìsara or saësara. 

Three of the four semivowels  ̧Ya,  l ,  v ,  or ya, ÿa, and va  ̧may also sometimes be 
nasal, or anunäsika. (Usually in Vedic Sanskrit they are nasal only when they end a word in 
the plural case.) These nasal semivowels in Devanägari are spelled Yma, Lma, Vma. The character m 
marks them as nasal. These three semi-vowels (or half-consonants, so to speak) and the five 
above-mentioned consonants are anunäsika, or nasal consonants, and the remaining twenty-
five consonants are not nasal (an-anunäsika). 
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2.5.7 Conjunct Consonants 

In Sanskrit, when two or more consonants are sounded one after the other without a 
vowel in between, they are known as a single conjunct consonant. Here are four examples: 
ìga in Gauräìga (the golden-limbed Lord), ïca in païcämåta (nectar of five drinks), pra as in 
prajä (citizens or subjects), and nma as in janma (birth).  

Two symbols signifying conjunct consonants cannot be further broken into 
components: +a = kña and j  = jïa . Kña is sounded like the roman letter ºx». An example of its 
use is kñatriya. Bengalis do not utter the full kña consonant, but rather mispronounce it as 
kkha (they enunciate kñatriya as kkhatriya), and elsewhere it is mispronounced as ccha. Jïa 
also has various articulations: gya (the way it is pronounced in Hindi) and dnya. It is actually 
a palatized form of gna, and thus the practitioner can learn to pronounce jïa  as gnya. (The 
Sanskrit root jïa  may be the origin of the Latin co-gno-scere, from which the English word 
know is derived.) To familiarize the reader, here are some examples of the unlimited conjunct 
consonants in Sanskrit: 

 
ï  Ha( + ca c  = ïca Ä païca-ratna, tapta-käïcana 

t Ta( + ra r  = tra }a mantra, netra, patra, putra, rätri 

k k( + ña z  = kña +a kñatriya, kñamä, kñéra-cora 

j Ja( + ï  Ha( = jïa  j  jïäna, yajïa, jijïäsä, kñetra-jïa  

p Pa( + ta Ta = pta á sapta-åñi 

ö $( + öa $= = ööa Æ bhaööäcärya 

d d( + ma Ma = dma Ú  padma 

d d( + va v  = dva Ü dvärakä 

ì  x( + ka k- = ìka  ª  rekhäìka 

k k( + ta Ta = kta ¢- Puruña-suktä, bhakta, vaktä 

 ç Xa( + ra r  = çra é[ çravaëam, çraddhä, Çrématé 

h h( + ma Ma = hma ø  brahmä, brähmaëa 

ö $( + ra r  = öra $\= Dhåtaräñöra, Mahäräñöra 

d d( + ga Ga = dga Ó gadgada 

ï  Ha( + ja Ja = ïja  Å premäïjana 

t Ta + ya Ya = tya Ty satya, måtyu 

r r  + ya Ya = rya YaR sürya, ärya, äcärya 

d d( + dha Da = ddha Ö çuddha, yuddha, buddhi 

 
n Na( + d d( + ra r  = ndra Nd] Indra, Candra, Mandra 

s Sa( + t Ta( + ra r  = stra ñ  astra, çastra, çästra 

ñ z( + ö $( + va v  = ñöva î  dåñövä 

n Na( + d d( + va v  = ndva NÜ] dvandva 

t Ta( + t Ta( + va v  = ttva tv  sattva 

n Na( + t Ta( + ya Ya = ntya NTYa antya-lélä 

p Pa( + s Sa( + ya Ya = psya PSYa präpsyasi 
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2.6 Dependents (Paräçritas) 

 
There are four dependents. Of these four, Sanskrit heavily uses the first two: anusvära  
and visarga. This book mentions the other two, which are rare, in the appendix (A6). The 
dependents are not called varëas, or letters, for they are used after vowels and require vowels.   

 
Anusvära: an after-sound. The literal meaning of anusvara is ºfollowing or dependent 
upon a vowel.» It is always pronounced after a vowel sound. It is a pure nasal sound that 
replaces the m or ma (Ma( or Ma) when it is followed by another consonant. It is usually in the 
shape of a dot above the letter m (à ), but it is not to be pronounced as m. It sounds 
similar to the ºn» in the French word ºbon». It is presented in Devanägaré as a dot above a 
line (Õ).  
 
Visarga: a short echo of the preceding vowel produced with hard breathing. The short 
echo of the vowel ºa» sounds like a half ºha» with breath coming from the chest. (The full 
consonant ºha» requires breath from the stomach.) It is usually found at the end of a word 
in the shape of an h with a dot below it (ù). In Devanägaré (") it looks like a colon. 

 
In the traditional alphabet, the anusvära and visarga are appended to the list of vowels 

for the sake of completeness, and this is the order strictly followed in modern Sanskrit 
dictionaries. Thus the expanded vowel list is: 
 

A  Aa w wR o  O à ï Û Û* W We Aae AaE Õ " 
a ä i é u ü å è ÿ Ỵ e ai o au à  ù 

 

Õ 
A & 
à  
aà 

as ºn» in the French ºbon» 

 
The anusvära is easy for Europeans to articulate because it is similar to the ºn» in the 

French word ºbon». The anusvara is voiced and sounds more like a nasal ºm» than a nasal ºn». 
In contrast to the nasal stops, which are pronounced in both the mouth and the nasal cavity, 
the anusvära is sounded only in the nose, while the tongue is poised to articulate the specific 
preceding vowel that the anusvära supplements. Basically it is a pure nasal humming sound 
(represented in oà) produced solely in the nasal cavity. The anusvära should replace a ma 
only when ma is followed by a consonant, and should not replace ma when ma is followed by 
a vowel. Here is an example from Bhagavad-gita (9.16): aham agnir ahaà hutam. 

The anusvära has a cousin called the candrabindu. Like the anusvära, a candrabindu, 
symbolized by a dot inside the lower half of a circle (  ᴖ ), is also known as a nasal, anunäsika, 
because this varëa (letter) is also pronounced in the nose (näsikä). This nasal sound is 
pronounced by breathing out air through both the mouth and the nose (mukha-näsikä). 



                     48 
 

A candrabindu indicates that the previous vowel is to be nasalized, which sounds 
exactly like the normal vowel except that air is also forced through the nose. A candrabindu 
many times accompanies the conjunct consonant lla (ç ) to indicate that it  is pronounced as a 
nasalized double l. This occurs in the sandhi in which the first word ends in n and the second 
begins with l, e.g., Bhagavad-gétä (4.39): çraddhä-vän + labhate = çraddhävälᴖ labhate. 

Most Sanskrit vowels can be either nasalized or unnasalized. To hear the difference, 
first say the English word ºhawk». Now say the English word ºhonk». Next say them together: 
ºhawk honk». The difference is that in ºhawk» virtually no air is forced up through the nose. 
However, with ºhonk» we instinctively allow much of the breath to pass through our nasal 
cavities. Nasalization does not simply mean the presence of the letter ºn», because the vowel 
in ºhonk» is nasalized without pronouncing the ºn» at all. The word allows us to practice 
making a nasalized ºaa» sound. We should be able to pronounce the first part of ºhonk» 
without pronouncing ºnk» (i.e., without the tongue ever touching the top of the mouth) and 
still be able to hear the difference between the sounds of the nasalized and unnasalized vowel. 
A nasalized vowel is not ended by making the English ºn» sound with the tongue. 

 

 m 
A m 

sounded in the nose 
 

 ᴖ

aᴖ 

accompanying nasal sound 

 
The term visarga denotes its existence only at the end of a word. It is never seen in the 

middle of a word, except in compound words (e.g., duù-kha), and it is not pronounced there. 
A visarga substitutes for an ºs» at the end of a word (e.g., tapas Ą tapaù) when ºs» is followed 
by any letter or by nothing. It substitutes for a final ºr» at the end of a word (e.g., punar Ą 
punaù) when the ºr» is followed by a hard consonant or by nothing.  

 

" 
A " 

sounded in the throat 

ù 
aù(a) 

as an echo of the preceding vowel 

 
A visarga is articulated as a hard ha, followed by a short echo of the preceding vowel; 

iù is pronounced ihi, and aù is pronounced aha. Its transliteration is ù, and it is a hard 
aspirate, sounded in the position of the preceding vowel, free of any touch of the tongue with 
any other organ. 

There are various opinions about when to pronounce this short echo of the preceding 
vowel. A visarga is pronounced when it appears at the end of a sentence. In addition, 
according to authorities, it is echoed only at the end of the second and fourth lines of a verse; 
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others say that the visarga is also sounded at the end of a päda (a quarter of a verse in poetry). 
It is not sounded when it appears within a line of prose or poetry. 

A long vowel before a final visarga should still be pronounced long, but the echo 
should be short (ah, ih). If the vowel before the final visarga is a combined vowel, only the 
second part of the combined vowel is echoed (eh, aih, oh, auh). The following table lists all ten 
vowel endings that are followed by a visarga.  
  

Short vowels Example Pronounced as  Long vowels Example Pronounced as 

akäränta keçavaù keçavaha  äkäränta bhaktäù bhaktäha 

ikäränta hariù harihi  ékäränta tulaséù tulaséhi 

ukäränta viñëuù viñëuhu  ükäränta svayambhuù svayambhühu 

ekäränta hareù harehe  aikäränta rämaiù rämaihi 

okäränta gävoù gävoho  aukäränta gauù gauhu 

  
In the left-hand column, akäränta = akära (meaning ºthe vowel ¼a½») + anta (meaning ºending 
with») = the ºa» vowel at the end; ikäränta = ikära (meaning ºthe vowel ¼i½») + anta (meaning 
ºending with») = the ºi» vowel at the end; etc. 
 
 
 

2.7 Omission of a Vowel (Avagraha) 

 
The Devanägaré symbol for avagraha is _, and the Devanagari symbol for the double avagraha 
is __. The word avagraha means ºseparation» and indicates omission of a vowel. An avagraha is 
not pronounced. It is not an akñara, an indestructible sound  ̧just a written mark. 

In Devanägaré, the single avagraha, _, represents the omission of ºa», and the double 
avagraha, __, represents the omission of ºä». In publications of the Bhaktivedanta Book Trust, 
double avagrahas are not used. In earlier times, the single and double avagraha were often 
unseen in manuscripts. In transliterations, the single avagraha (symbolizing the omission of 
ºa») is indicated by a single quotation mark or an apostrophe (½). Here is an example from the 
Bhagavad-gétä (1.21̧ 22): me ½cyuta = me + acyuta (meaning ºmy infallible Lord»).
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3  Verse Meters (Chandas) 

 
 Chandas are the topic of the vedäìga that teaches the verse meters in the scriptures. 
This vedäìga not only describes how to write sentences in metrical form, but the entire 
prosody, or science of poetic meter, itself is written in metered verses, or chandas. This 
chapter explores the pronunciation of verses based on their specific meters. 

Çrila Bhaktivinoda Thakura said that a mantra requires both proper accentuation 
(pronunciation) and proper meter (rhythm). Although there are infinite combinations and 
permutations of meters, Sanksrit academia recognizes about three hundred. Here we 
introduce only the most common chandas so that devotees can properly chant mantras and 
fully concentrate on them. (The scientific definition of ºconcentration» is having two or more 
senses focused on one object.) Concentration will stop the mind from flickering away. The 
key to a çloka is its meter. The following table lists the first eight categories of chandas, divided 
by the number of syllables in the päda (quarter-verse) of each. 
 

    Number of syllables per päda Chandas 
4 pratiñöhä 
5 supratiñöhä 
6 gäyatré* 
7 uñëik 
8 anuñöup** 
9 våhaté 
10 paìkti  
11 triñöup 

 
*A chandas of three pädas, each eight syllables long, is called 
gäyatré. (Åg-veda 3.62.10 glorifies Lord Näräyaëa with an 
illustrious gäyatré mantra). 
 
**The anuñöup-chandas is also called çloka. 

 
There are seven major chandas used in the Vedas and seven minor ones. Maharñi 

Välméki uses thirteen chandas in the Rämäyaëa, and Vyäsadev uses eighteen chandas in the 
Mähäbhärata. Almost two hundred and fifty chandas are still extant from the classical period.  

Someone may desire to know the meter of a verse. The basic rules to follow concern 
syllables being classified as laghu and guru, or ºlight» and ºheavy»:  

(1) A syllable containing short vowels (i.e., a, i, u, å and ÿ) but followed by a conjunct 
consonant, an anusvara, or a visarga is considered heavy.  

(2) A syllable containing short vowels but not followed by a conjunct consonant, an 
anusvara, or a visarga is considered light. 
(3) A syllable containing long vowels is considered heavy.  

(4) The last syllable of a päda (quarter verse) containing short vowels may be 
considered light or heavy depending upon the requirements of the particular meter.  




