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When translating a Japanese plant name to English, in order to keep and regis-
ter Japanese meanings in English name, it is desirable that the name shall be 
correctly transliterated into Latin alphabet and to keep the position of the origi-
nal name. Transliteration should avoid generating multiple meanings and an 
ambiguous meaning. International Standard 3602 system would be more useful 
than the modifi ed Hepburn systems, when translating Japanese language into 
the Latin alphabet.

INTRODUCTION
This is an introduction to the transliteration of Japanese names. Japanese plant 
names shall be conserved for the conservation and identifi cation of plants, and 
be transliterated into Latin alphabet in accord with single unifi ed rule in order 
to keep a single Latin alphabet name for each plant. Currently, Japanese plant 
names are transliterated into English by many methods based on different rules 
and systems.

Cultivated plants are named in accordance with the rules in the International 
Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants (ICNCP) (Brickell, 2004). When a 
cultivar or cultivar-group epithet in a modern language needs to be rendered in 
another script, it should be transliterated. Transliterating the Japanese script into 
the Latin alphabet must be in accord with the international standards. 

Beginning in 2004, the new edition of ICNCP (Brickell, 2004) will specify modifi ed 
Hepburn systems in Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English dictionaries (1954, 1974, 
2003) for Japanese.

Detail defi nitions and those explanations of modifi ed Hepburn systems are shown 
in Figs. 1-1 and 1-2, and International Standard 3602 system (ISO 360) is shown in 
Figs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6-1, and 6-2. Sign differences among ISO 3602, modifi ed Hepburn, 
and Hepburn are shown in Figs. 7-1 and 7-2. 

A comparison of characteristics of modifi ed Hepburn in Kenkyusha’s New 
Japanese-English dictionary (2003) and ISO 3602 for Romanization of Japanese is 
shown in Fig. 8.

Instead of modifi ed Hepburn, the Romanization of Japanese by ISO 3602 would 
be appropriate because of reasons described below.

IDENTITY OF WORD
In ISO 3602, published in 1989, Romanization of Japanese is directly from kana
script to the Latin alphabet without deep consideration of the pronunciations as 
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shown in Figs. 4 and 5. In ISO 3602, explanations of applications of long vowels are 
shown in Fig. 6-1 and 6-2 and Kana digraphs representing long-vowel syllables are Kana digraphs representing long-vowel syllables are Kana
shown in Fig. 4, trigraphs in Fig. 5.

Modifi ed Hepburn is Romanization from written Japanese language; however, 
the identifi cation of the long vowels and non-Japanese words in transliteration is 
based on pronunciation of the words (see explanations in Figs. 1 and 2). Also, the 
pronunciation of place names and persons are variable and depend on individuals. 
As a result, a Romanized name may not be a single name. In addition, phonetic 
symbols for Japanese signs are not yet established. Special signs are requested for 
non-Japanese words (borrowed words) as shown in Fig. 7-2 in modifi ed Hepburn in 
Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English dictionary (1954, 1974, 2003). Pronunciations 
are more variable and depend on person and occasion.

A plant name must be a single name in a script employing the Latin alphabet, and 
when the Latin alphabet name is reversed to original name from the transliterated 
name, the reversed name must also be the same name as original and single.

DEFINITION OF THE TRANSLITERATION RULE
The new edition of ICNCP (Brickell, 2004) will specify modifi ed Hepburn system 
of Romanization as employed in Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English dictionary 
(1954, 1974, 2003).

However, the defi nitions and those explanations of modifi ed Hepburn system 
in Kenkyusha’s Japanese-English dictionary (1954, 1974, 2003) are not clear nor 
enough when compared with ISO 3602, especially in long vowels. The defi nitions 
and those explanations of modifi ed Hepburn system in Kenkyusha’s Japanese-Eng-
lish dictionary 4th edition (1974) are shown in Figs. 1-2. The defi nitions and those 
explanations in ISO 3602 are shown in Figs. 6-1 and 6-2.

AUTHORITY
The 5th edition of Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English dictionary (2003) does not 
show modifi ed Hepburn, only Japanese and English are applied. Modifi ed Hepburn 
would no longer be maintained by them.

British Standard (BS) 4812 (1972) shows specifi cations of modifi ed Hepburn in the 
Romanization of Japanese; however, the defi nitions in BS and Kenkyusha's New 
Japanese-English dictionary are different in applications of "ii" and "e", and signs for 
non-Japanese words (borrowed words) as shown in Figs. 7-1 and 7-2. British Stan-
dard is not a authority of modifi ed Hepburn instead of Kenkyusha in this case.

The International Organization for Standardization is a worldwide federation of na-
tional standards bodies. International Standard Systems maintain the specifi cation.

ETYMOLOGY
Hepburn system was established in 1867 by Dr. James Curtis Hepburn (1815-1911) 
(Hepburn, 1867). The system has many various rules and variations because it has 
been modifi ed many times. And in those Hepburn systems, the rule of transliteration 
is relatively close to the philosophy on the English language. About 20 years ago, modi-
fi ed Hepburn systems were established in order to unify those many rules and BS. 
However, there are still many variations in rules in the modifi ed Hepburn systems. 

The ISO 3602 system is based on both Nihonsiki system (this system appears 
to have been established in 1885, place of publication not traced) and Kunreisiki 
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Figure 1-1. Romanization of Japanese in Kenkyusha's New Japanese-English dictionary 
4th edition (In Modifi ed Hepburn). Legends: H = hirakana, K = katakana, R = Romanized.
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Figure 1-2. Defi nitions and those explanations of Romanization of Japanese in Kenkyu-
sha's New Japanese-English dictionary 4th edition.
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Figure 2. Simple kana signs representing non-palatalized syllables.

Figure 3. Kana digraphs representing palatalized syllables. 
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Figure 4. Kana digraphs representing long-vowel syllables.
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Figure 5. Kana trigraphs representing palatalized long-vowel syllables.
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Figure 6-1. Defi nitions and those explanations of the International Standard 3602: 1989 (E).
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Figure 6-2. Defi nitions and those explanations of the International Standard 3602: 1989 
(E) (Continued).
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Figure 7-1. Difference of signs among ISO, Modifi ed Hepburn, and Hepburn.
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Figure 7-2. Difference of signs among ISO, Modifi ed Hepburn, and Hepburn. (Continued).

system (modifi ed Nihonsiki system by Japanese government) (Konoe, 1937). These 
systems are based on kana signs, which consist of one vowel and one consonant kana signs, which consist of one vowel and one consonant kana
as in Fig. 2. The ISO 3602 is a simple system when compared with Hepburn and 
modifi ed Hepburn systems and this system’s rule of transliteration is close to the 
philosophy of the Japanese language. This rule is so easy that even children will 
be able to understand it. Miss transliterations by ISO 3602 will be less than that 
by modifi ed Hepburn systems when Japanese propagators want to translate and 
register a cultivar name in Japanese into English.
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Figure 8. Characteristics of Modifi ed Hepburn in Kenkyusha's New Japanese-English 
dictionary and ISO for Romanization of Japanese.


