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Pref ace to
The Sixth Edition

A revised and ex panded sixth version of A Singer's Manual of Foreign Lan guage Dic-
tions  is available, once again.  This edi tion is in a larger format with new easy to read
fonts.  In all, rules for the pronunciation of seven languages are presented and, as in
past edi tions, all based upon knowledge of the International Pho netic Al phabet.  It
is in tended to be a guide for the voice stu dent, the stu dio voice teacher and the pro-
fes sional singer.

The ma terials found within the fol lowing pages have been collected, arranged
and rearranged over a pe riod of sev eral years of constant use in diction classes spe -
cif i cally ori ented for sing ers.

Throughout the text, the International Phonetic Alphabet is the common de-
nominator. It should thus be self-evident that the al phabet must be completely mas -
tered. No graphic portrayal of a lan guage, or in deed of sing ing it self, no mat ter how
finely drawn, can ad equately describe sound, for it must be heard to be qual ified and 
quantified within the mind.

The man ual, therefore, makes no pretense at elim inating the ne cessity of ad di-
tional out side as sistance in learn ing foreign dictions–assistance which ordinarily
comes from a ca pable voice teacher or language coach, who first produces the
sounds for the stu dent to im itate, and then of fers correction, if necessary, on the
student’s lan guage at tempts. Rather, the man ual is an or ganized collection of rules
gov ern ing the pro nun ci a tion of for eign lan guages us ing a uni ver sally ac cepted pho-
netic scheme, and is in tended to be used in the voice stu dio or in diction classes as
an ad junct to the process of learn ing new sounds orally as well as au rally. It does not
intentionally omit any known rules.

]  xi  }



2
Roman Church Latin

At one time or an other, al most all sing ers are called upon to sing Roman Church
Latin. Dif fer ences of opin ion con cern ing the cor rect pro nun ci a tion are le gion. The
rules given be low are those set forth by the Roman Church. They are, in fact, an ex -
pansion of the rules found in the preface of the Liber Usualis. Please note, they are
not ap pli ca ble to Anglican Latin, nor to what is called ac a demic Latin.

Vow els
a The let ter a  is always pronounced �ɑ]

pax pɑks
peccata pε��kɑ�tɑ
anima �ɑ�ni�mɑ

e The let ter e is always pronounced �ε]. It is never �e], nor is it ever
diphthongal. It should be patterned af ter the Italian, German or French
open e, which is to say, very bright and well forward in the mouth.

eleison ε�lεi��sɔn
miserere mi�sε��rε�rε
Deus �dε�us

i The let ter i is always pronounced �i]. It is never �i] !
in in
filii �fi�li�i
quid kwid

o The let ter o is always pronounced �ɔ]. It is never �o], nor is it ever
diphthongal. Like the let ter e, its color should be pat terned after its Eu-
ropean coun terpart, very bright and well forward in the mouth.

Domine �dɔ�mi�nε
Deo �dε�ɔ
olim �ɔ�lim

]  15  }



4
German Diction

The singer will be considerably relieved to find that Ger man is a lan guage of order.
Rules are rules, and one abides by them with relatively few exceptions.

The many as pirate sounds, plus the uvular r heard in conversational German,
often give rise to the mis conceived idea that it is a gut tural lan guage. This is in deed
unfortunate and, for the singer, a dan gerous at titude. Such an approach can be
disastrous to good vocal production, and, further, it will not lead to good Ger man
dic tion.

Beyond any doubt, the pur est form of the lan guage is what is called Bühnen -
deutsch, or “stage German.” It is this version of the lan guage which every as piring
German ac tor must acquire, as well as anyone wishing to participate on the per for-
mance side of ra dio or television. Bühnendeutsch is exactly the same pronunciation
whether learned in Berlin, München, Zürich or Wien. The rules contained herein
are those for stage German.

Vow els

There are six vowel letters: a, e, i, o, u  and y, plus three mod i fi ca tions brought
about by the use of the um laut: ä, ö and ü. Each vowel has two sounds: open and
closed (with three sounds for the vowels e and y).

Before em barking on an in dividual study of the vowels, it would be wise to learn
a few general rules which govern the open or closed col orings.

Closed vowels occur:

1. When fi nal in the ac cented syl lable, and when a sin gle consonant begins the
fol low ing syl la ble.

Bibel �bi�b�l
geben �	e�b�n
laden �lɑ�d�n
loben �lo�b�n
Jugend �ju�	�nt
typisch �ty�piʃ
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7
Russian Diction

It is readily ap parent from the wide per formance of Russian in strumental repertoire
that the mu si cal con tri bu tion of Rus sian com pos ers is vast and sig nif i cant, par tic u -
larly in the Romantic and Con temporary pe riods. One can hardly imag ine a ma jor
orchestral sea son without the in clusion of works by Tchai kovsky, Rachmaninov,
Prokofiev, Rimsky-Korsakov, Moussorgsky, Stra vinsky, or Shostakovich. Yet, many
of these composers were prolific song (romance) writers as well. The Russian lan -
guage, however, has remained elu sive to American sing ers, pri marily due to its use
of an al phabet totally dif ferent from our own. As a result, a wealth of beau tiful Rus-
sian song literature has been virtually ignored, except in translation.

The ini tial hurdle of be coming fa miliar with the Russian (Cyrillic) alphabet is re -
ally a relatively sim ple one to overcome. It involves a rather el ementary process of
as so ci at ing sounds with sym bols. Eng lish speak ing sing ers can learn to ar tic u late
skillfully even those vowel and consonant sounds which are uniquely Russian by
diligent practice, and by careful lis tening to recordings of na tive sing ers. The pri -
mary dif ficulty in mas tering Russian dic tion arises from the fact that it is a highly
inflected lan guage and has many rules governing its pronunciation. There is a good
deal of order to these rules, however, and even the exceptions are often rules in
themselves, following definite patterns.

A few new IPA symbols must also be learned. These will be presented in the chap -
ter as the new sounds arise for dis cussion.

To give the best possible rendering of a Russian romance, the singer must have a
complete un derstanding of the text as well as accurate dic tion. Of all the lan guages
studied in this text, Russian is probably the least likely for sing ers to have stud ied
gram mat i cally. There fore, to fa cil i tate un der stand ing, many of the word ex am ples
used in this chapter have been taken di rectly from texts (which accounts for some of
the verbs not given in in finite form). Translations have also been added.

Before studying de tailed de scriptions of the sound of each Russian let ter, it
would be best to take an overview of the en tire al phabet and look at some general
rules of pro nun ci a tion.

(See il lus tra tion on the fol low ing page.)
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8
Hebrew Diction

For many sing ers, be ing a paid so loist or choir member in a church or syn agogue is a 
way of life. In fact, some even hold down two positions si multaneously, Sunday
mornings in ei ther a Protestant or Roman Cath olic service, and Friday evening in a
synagogue.

When a singer joins a choir in a syn agogue, it is im mediately apparent that yet
another lan guage must be stud ied, for nearly all the vocal mu sic in the syn agogue is
sung in Hebrew. Hebrew is written in an al phabet uniquely its own, and is read from
right to left. Western music is written, of course, to be read from left to right, there-
fore, a compromise must be made in order to al low Hebrew to be set to our form of
musical no tation. That compromise comes in the form of a transliteration of the
Hebrew into our mod ern European al phabet. Dif ficulties do not end there, how-
ever, for the non-Hebrew–speaking singer. Transliterations are invariably done by
the composer or the ar ranger, and not all people agree on how to represent speech
sounds on pa per pho net i cally or graph i cally.

There is still an other reason for dif ficulties, and it is rather complex. In the west-
ern world, there are two forms of the lan guage, Sephardic and Ashkenazic Hebrew,
each having its own scheme of pronunciation. The Sephardic Jews came originally
from the Ibe rian Penninsula, and when they were ex pelled from Spain dur ing the
Inquisition in 1492, they moved to western Europe, France, Italy, Bel gium, to north-
ern Africa, to Turkey, and to the Holy land. In terms of total Jewish pop ulation, the
Sephardic Jews are smaller in number. Ashkenazic Jews are considerably larger in
number–a vast group found in central Europe and as far east as Russia, and whose
language is deeply rooted in the Ger manic and Slavic countries. This is the group
which emigrated to America by thou sands around the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, set tling usually in ur ban areas along the east coast. It is from the Ashkenazic
Jews that we have reform movements within the religious service, for example, the
addition of a mixed four-voice choir singing composed mu sic, with in strumental
(organ) accompaniment. They have also given us composers like Lezar Slonimsky,
Ernst Bloch, Heinrich Shalit and oth ers, writing mu sic spe cifically for the syn a-
gogue. Their transliterations of Hebrew, needless to say, follow rules for
pronouncing Askenazic Hebrew.

In 1948, when the state of Israel was created, Sephardic Hebrew was adopted as
the of fi cial lan guage. Al most im me di ately, syn a gogues in Amer ica be gan to change
from what had been nearly totally Ashkenazic Hebrew, to the “modern” Sephardic
Hebrew. Dif ferences in pronunciation are not vast, nor are they profound, but it
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