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Guide to Reading and Pronouncing Bengali

The Bengali Alphabet and Roman Diacritical Equivalents

Vowels (Svara-varṇa)

a a	 ae ā	 O i	 L ī	 P u	 : ū

÷ ṛ	 K e	 ≈ ai	 U o	 ¨ au

Vowel Signs

Whenever a vowel follows a consonant, it is written in sign form 
as follows:

e  ā	 o  i	 l  ī	   p  u	   Ú  ū

  Æ  ṛ	 m  e	 J  ai	 m  ´  o	 m  ä  au

The only exception is the inherent vowel, a. This vowel is con-
sidered inherent in all consonants unless they are assigned one 
of the aforementioned vowel signs or are the first members of a 
conjunct consonant.

Examples:   w ka	   w´ kā	  ow ki	 wl kī	 wπ ku    w… kū

wÙ kṛ	   mw ke	  Jw kai	 mw´ ko	 mwä kau

ſ lla	   Ş pta	  Ĕ ṅga	  Ȫ ndra
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Consonants (Vyañjan-varṇa)

Gutturals:	 w	 ka	 2	 kha	 j	 ga	 7	 gha	 ~ 	 ṅa
Palatals:	 v	 cha	 4 	chha	 i	 ja	 0	 jha	 c	 ña
Cerebrals:	 1	 ṭa	 8	 ṭha	 D +`= ḍa	 ª +9= ḍha	 g	 ṇa
Dentals:	 y	 ta	 6	 tha	 d	 da	 3	 dha	 f	 na
Labials:	 n	 pa	 {	 pha	 b	 ba (va)	 5	 bha	 h	 ma
Semivowels:	 u +r= ya	 t	 ra	 [	 la
Sibilants:	 S	 śa	 q	 ṣa	 s	 sa
Aspirates:	 x	 ha

Gutturals (Kaṇṭhya-varṇa): consonants pronounced using the 
throat.

Palatals (Tālabya-varṇa): consonants pronounced by bringing the 
tongue to the palate.

Cerebrals (Mūrdhanya-varṇa): consonants pronounced by apply-
ing the tip of the tongue to the roof of the mouth.

Dentals (Dantya-varṇa): consonants pronounced by applying the 
tip of the tongue to the back of the front teeth.

Labials (Oṣṭhya-varṇa): consonants pronounced using the lips.
Semivowels (Antaḥstha-varṇa): consonants which also function as 

vowels.
Sibilants (Uṣma-varṇa): consonants pronounced by making a 

hissing sound. The three sibilants are also palatal (śa), cerebral 
(ṣa), and dental (sa) respectively.

Aspirates: consonants pronounced by exhaling air from the throat. 
The following consonants are aspirates: kha, gha, chha, jha, 
ṭha, ḍha, tha, dha, pha, and bha.
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Conjunct Consonants

There are numerous conjunct characters in Bengali formed by the 
combination of two or more adjacent consonants. In most cases, 
these conjunct characters bear close resemblance to the features 
of the individual characters they represent; there are, however, a 
number of exceptions.

Typical examples:	 ſ	 lla	 Ş	 pta	 Ő nda	 Ʌ dva	 Ĭ	 ṇṭa
Atypical examples:	 Q	kṣa	Ɨ	 stha	 Ũ	 bdha	 y"	tya	Ġ	 ñcha
	 ȅ	 hma	Ĕ	ṅga	 Ă	 kta	 ą	kra	 č	gra	 Ɖ	ṣṭa

Additional Signs
Anusvār:  F  ṁ
Visarga:  A ḥ
Chandrabindu: ˙
Reph: ˇ
Virām: î 
Examples:		  wF kaṁ  owA kiḥ  wH´ kā̐   w† rka  wî k

Pronunciation
(Uchchāraṇ)

Vowels (Svara-varṇa)

a	 Like the o in cot, but like the u in sum or the o in go when
	 it occurs after a conjunct consonant or in the second syl-
	 lable of a word; a is often silent when it follows a single
	 consonant at the end of a word. 
ā	 Like the a in father or star.
i	 Like the i in bin.
ī	 Like the ee in deep.
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u	 Like the u in put.
ū	 Like the oo in moon.
ṛ	 Like the ri in rim.
e	 Like the ay in play or like the a in bat.
ai	 Like the o in cot combined with the ee in see. 
o	 Like the o in go.
au	 Like the o in go combined with the oo in moon.

Consonants (Vyañjan-varṇa)

k	 Like the c in cot.
kh	 k pronounced with aspiration.
g	 Like the g in got; never like the g in religion.
gh	 g pronounced with aspiration.
ṅ	 Like the ng in sing.
ch	 Like the ch in chop.
chh	 ch pronounced with aspiration.
j	 Like the j in job.
jh	 j pronounced with aspiration. 
ñ	 Like the n in lunch.
ṭ	 Like the t in taught (pronounced cerebrally).
ṭh	 ṭ pronounced with aspiration. Never like the th in through.
ḍ	 In between the d in dawn and the r in raw (pronounced
	 cerebrally).
ḍh	 ḍ pronounced with aspiration.
ṇ	 Like the n in non.
t	 Like the t in taught (pronounced dentally).
th	 t pronounced with aspiration. Never like the th in through.
d	 Like the d in dawn (pronounced dentally).
dh	 d pronounced with aspiration. 
n	 Like the n in non.
p	 Like the p in paw.
ph	 p pronounced with aspiration. Often sounds like the f in
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	 fall.
b (v)	 Like the b in ball. When b follows a consonant, it is
	 silent and the preceding consonant is doubled.
bh	 b pronounced with aspiration. 
m	 Like the m in mop. When m follows a consonant, it is 
	 often silent and the preceding consonant is doubled.
y	 When y is the first letter of a word, it is pronounced like 
	 the j in job. When y occurs elsewhere within a word and 
	 is preceded by a vowel, it is pronounced like the y in yawn 
	 or the w in wand. When y follows a consonant, it is silent 
	 and the preceding consonant is doubled, except when it is 
	 followed by r, in which case it is pronounced like the j in job.
r	 Like the r in raw, though the tongue is slightly trilled.
l	 Like the l in law.
ś	 Like the sh in shawl.
ṣ	 Like the sh in shawl.
s	 Like the s in song or the sh in shawl.
h	 Like the h in hot.

Additional Signs and Conjuncts

ṁ	 Like a softened form of the ng in sing.
ḥ	 ḥ is not pronounced when it occurs at the end of a word.
	 When it occurs in the middle of a word, the conso-
	 nant which follows it is doubled.
  	̐ The chandrabindu indicates that the vowel beneath it 
	 should be pronounced nasally.
kṣ	 Pronounced like kh when at the beginning of a word and 
	 like k-kh when in the middle of a word.
jñ	 Pronounced like g when at the beginning of a word and
	 like g-g between vowels. An ā following jñ is pronounced 
	 like the a in bat.




