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Introduction (Bhumika)

The members of our International Society for Krsna 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-acarya, Srila Prabhupada, contain exact transliterations of
Sanskrit words, but evidently a tradition of mispronunciation has developed, passed down in a
“parampara 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 child’s ear, and then the second child whispers it in the next child’s
ear and that one whispers it in a fourth child’s 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.

T S,
T 93 I RO |
EISH: TSl A,
Hoh> Ak e 2 I
yadyapi bahunadhise
tathapi patha putra vyakaranam

svajanah $vajano ma bhiit
sakalam sakalam sakrt Sakrt

A child practicing phonetics should be trained not to mispronounce even a single syllable; otherwise,
the meaning can completely change.

e  One would not want to call svajana (the family and kinsmen) svajana (dogs).

e Mispronouncing sakala as sakala changes the meaning from “the complete whole” to “just a part.”
e ”Sakrt means “once” and Sakrt means “excrement.”

ISKCON is not a new movement. We are riipanugas, following in the footsteps of Rupa
Goswami and other great dcaryas in our sampradaya. 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



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-sampradaya, or deviant tradition, will form.

Such an apa-sampradaya 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 $lokas 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 mrdanga (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 mrdanga beats.

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

This is not necessarily anyone’s 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 Prabhupada’s 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
Prabhupada said:

“And wherever you go, in any part of the world, if you can chant this mantra, oh, you'll be received like
God. Itis so nice. And in India they’ll 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 devotee’s mispronunciations and a senior
devotee’s mispronunciations. If a new devotee mispronounces your name, you don’t 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 Sauri Prabhu’s biography of Srila Prabhupada that
Prabhupada wanted his disciples to correctly pronounce the Sanskrit words:

Moving over to sit at his desk, he asked, “So, 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.
“Arry Sawry, Srila Prabhupada,” 1 said in my broad Northern English brogue. “Haree Showree,”
Prabhupada 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 difficulties 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 Bhagavatam slokas. 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 Devanagari 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 Devanagari script is being able to read
original texts that are unavailable in transliterations. Also, reading the Devanagari 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 Vaisnava songs and
verses. As Goplparanadhana Prabhu says in the Preface, a book like this should have come out
years ago. | originally planned to publish it in 1996, as a Centennial offering to Srila
Prabhupada, but “a good thing takes time” as he said. So it has been finished only now.

Lokanatha Svami

February 7, 2009
Nityananda Trayodasi
Aravade, Maharashtra, India



Preface (Prak Kathanam)

Lord Caitanya’s sankirtana 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
Sridhama Navadvipa were the last people to surrender to Lord Caitanya, and it was in
response to their disrespect of Him that He decided to take sannydsa. But the basic scriptures
of Lord Caitanya’s movement, Bhagavad-gita and Srimad-Bhagavatam are in Sanskrit, as are
also most books written by Lord Caitanya’s immediate followers.

Sankirtana is a process of worshiping Krsna by transcendental sound. And although
Krsna is bhava-grahi Janardana, the Lord of all persons, who is happy to disregard the bad
grammar and pronunciation of sincere devotees, why should our worship of Krsna 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 sankirtana worship, at least if learning how to pronounce correctly is
not all that hard?

We should not think that Srila Prabhupada considered reciting the Sanskrit texts in
his books unimportant. Otherwise, why did he bother to include the Sanskrit in both
Devanagari and a transliteration? Why did he institute responsive chanting of the verses in his
Bhagavatam classes? Srila Prabhupada 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 Lokanatha Maharaja 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 Maharaja’s 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 Lokanatha Maharaja has taken the
initiative to do the needful, and now we should all be very thankful.

Gopiparanadhana Dasa

Senior Sanskrit Editor, The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust
Director, Bhagavat Vidyapith, Govardhana
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§rila Prabhupada Sarhskyta Upadeta:

"The League of Devolean, therefore, will maintain a Sanskrit
acadanmy amd & degres collegs sspecdaly for the purposs of
daserminating the beneflt of thk great language to all®

(On the misslon of the Lesgue of Devoteas, 1953)

™ am happy to laam that vou have bagun to each our studants
Sanakrk pronunciation. Please seo that they can pronolnce very

nicely the Sanakrit vorses "
(Letiar, Aprd 17, 1970}

TSanskrit should ba compulaary for all our chilkdren.”
(Letter, February 23, 1972)

"Pronouncs thesa versss very niosly .. . "
(Lacturs, Aprl 14, 1973}

"It was my Intsrtion in presernting the books that amyona who
would read would leam Saneksit
{Latter, Saptembear 26, 1975}

His Holimsss Lokenaths Mahwrajs hae ressarched the originel, echntflo, amd
suthentic method of laming and Sesching the Sanskoil lanmusge. He has desloned
thiz book s v complsts guikin 10 Sanglat prosssnciation for amy secioms wiudant, no
wertiar which Ineages and bachpgrowunds thay coma from, orwiilch accanis and iypes
of mouth end lp movemenis thay may be accustomed i In thalr mritve tongusa. The
Pl Bt Ry oo For i welhiisrt b Hoiir's Sl bt wrconnchs el apsrorioumiesd B mriadogonns b
e pain Bt by it Bupnsdes: Lord Wik He suaes rellg U ori nol phs G0l n. Jusl o
the Lord resstablishes raligion, Maharsja wishes to ressishilsh the Soaob

artculsticns, socents, and mcuth and onges ovensmts with which svery word,
etier, and syllabis of Baneirit i proncuncsd. Alvongh such 2 grest devotes B
Hpharyjs s sngeged In workhlds migsionery siioriy, behan still cevcted ts o
pummus this arducus sk | pray o tha Lard to bises him with seceras. | meommend
that all the devrioss in IBKCON comribules to and teke sdvenisga of this project by

wsiorilligy Hhed i Gt ird Odiers" B rrsiorit provmsaiidion.

Havsalys Pitham
Waedodars, Gwmarat




